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KULTUUR, KULTURE, KULTUURGOEDERE

Prof AMT Meyer
Emeritus Professor, Landbou-universiteit van Wageningen. Nederland

DIE DWALING: VANAF DINGE NA 'KULTUUR'

Om die gebruik van woorde te verduidelik, gryp ons dikwels 'n didaktiese
middel aan deur voorwerpe of dinge aan te wys, dinge waarvan ons dink
dat hulle die verstaan en die gebruik van die woorde sal vergemaklik. So
gebeur dit dan ook wanneer ons gevra word om uit te I& wat die woord
'kultuur' beteken. Dit lyk so voor die handliggend om trapsgewyse vanaf'n
enkele voorwerp (ding) op te klim na die verskynsel kultuur. Die weg sou
dan, byvoorbeeld, loop vanaf 'n tweedimensionele voorwerp via verdere
verwysings na kwas, verf, doek, na skildery wat dan opgevolg word deur
kunswerk, kuns om dan uiteindelik te beland by die woord 'kultuur'
Skilderye, beelde, gedigte, ja, alles wat deur menslike toedoen tot stand
gekom het, kan as dinge aan bod kom om die begrip kultuurgoedere te
verduidelik om dan daarmee te vertel wat kultuur beteken Ook die
verwysing na skeppende of vormende prosesse kan bygesleep word, maar
me sonder probleme me. 'n Stuk hout wat op die strand uitgespoel het
(objet trouvé) en in 'n museum uitgestal word tussen beeldhouwerk, maak
ook daarop aanspraak om kuns te wees en dan ook miskien op 'n plek op
die weg vanaf ding na kultuur. Die menslike bydrae, in hierdie geval, is
egter beperk tot die plasing in die museum. Landboukundiges gebruik die
woord 'kultuur' byvoorbeeld om te verwys na die bewerking van die aarde
deur te ploeg en te saai, deur plante en diere te veredel. Hieruit sou ons
moet aflei dat kultuur veral voorkom by gevestigde gemeenskappe. Die
jagter het geen tyd vir die bewerking van die grond nie en die nomade het
nog tyd nog plek om hulle te bemoei met kultuur. So 'n uiteensetting sou
ons kan sien as die materialistiese opvatting van kultuur.

Die benadering van die verskynsel kultuur op bogenoemde wyse skep dus
talle probleme en vrae. Die benadering self berus waarskynlik op die
verwarring tussen die verduideliking van 'n woord, iets wat geskied deur
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die verwysing na dinge, en die ontleding van 'n begrip (verskynsel). Tog is
die verwysing na 'n skildery of meerdere skildeiye ook nog geen toegang tot
die gcbruik van die woord 'kultuur' me.

Voorlopig volstaan ek met die idee dat die verwysing na enkelc dinge om
begnppe te verhelder sy oorsprong het in die Aristoteliese beskouing dat die
algcmene aamvesig is in die besondere en dat die verwysing na die
voorwerp 'n didaktiese hulpmiddel is om aan iemand duidelik te maak wat
die algemene is. In die besondere kunswverk (byvoorbeeld die Boogie
H'oogie van Mondriaan) sou dan die idee van kultuur (die algemene)
aanwesig wees.

Dat ons in feite die gebnnk van die woord 'kultuur' aanleer deur te let op
dinge, is 'n vcrgesogte opvatting.

DIE OORGANG VANAF DIE DINGE NA DIE VERSKYNSELS

Deur die woord 'kultuur' te gebruik, selekteer ons 'n aantal dinge en noem
ons hulle kulturele goedere, maar hiermee het ons maar aan 'n kicin deeltjie
geraak van die omvattende gebruik van die woord Ons sal rekenskap moet
gee van die struktuur van die seleksie Deel van ons kulturele goedere is me
alleen die kuns nie, maar ook die religie, sprokies, verhale oor die ontstaan
van die wéreld, ook die tegnologie en die kntiese besinning oor die doen en
late van die mens Hierby kom ook nog menslike instellings soos kerk en
staat, geregshowe, umversiteite en seker ook georganiseerde spele
(wéreldkampioenskappe). Hoe kom ons tot so 'n seleksie? Die nomade en
diejagter se beperkte handelinge is seker verstaanbaar vanuit agterliggende
verhale Die feitdat Nederlanders tegnieke ontwikkel het om die geweld van
water te beheers, is 'n verskynsel in die stryd om te oorleef en sowel die
oorlewing as die tegnieke spruit voort uit verhale wat as geloofwaardig
aanvaar word. Ook die vervaardiging en die gebruik van peniskokers is
ambagtehke werk en 'n mens kan jou allerlei veronderstellings oor die
geloof van mense voorstel wat aanleiding was tot so 'n merkwaardige
verskynsel. Om dit te begryp sal ons moet gryp na die betekenis van die
woord 'kultuur'. En dit is belangrik om te weet dat die benadering van die
kultuur I8 in die begryp van sulke verskynsels, dat ons via die gebruik van
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taal werklikhede konstitueer en 'n stratifikasie aanbring in die manier
waarop ons na die dinge kyk en daaroor praat.

Filosowe het vanuit die gesigspunt van die fenomenologiese begrip van
konstitusie probeer om rekenskap te gee van ons spreke oor die verskynsel
kultuur. Antropoloég, sosioloé en histonci het geskryfoor die doen en late
van mense en die veronderstelimgs van nomadiese volkere probeer verstaan
om dit dan te vergelyk met die opvattmgs wat leefby akkerbouers, maar dit
dikwels gedoen sonder om die woord 'kultuur' te gebruik Op welke wyse
word die gebruike, handelmge, daaglikse doen en late, omvorm tot
gegewens wat insig gee in die algemene begrip kultuur? Uiteindelik het ons
te make met die leefwéreld van mense en indirek met die verskillende
voorwerpe wat in daardie leefwéreld voortgebring word. Ons sou dan moet
konsentreer op die onderliggende opvattings wat as redes aanvaar word vir
die handelmge van mense. Ons sou byvoorbeeld saam met die antropoloog
die rol van vader en moeder in verskillende gemeenskappe kan bestudeer.
Dit sou ons veldwerk noem, en dit kan 'n verklaring bied vir die manier
waarop een samelewing horn onderskei van ander samelewings Maar ons
sou miskien ook op basis hiervan 'n rekonstruksie kan rnaak van die manier
waarop mense in 'n besondere samelewing oor hulle self dink, oor die
antwoorde op die vraag wat dit eintlik is om 'n mens te wees. En nou lyk dit
miskien asof al die pogings om nader aan die verskynsel van kultuur te kom
telkens strand op aangrensende kenms wat alleen maar 'n rigting kan aandui
sonder om die eindpunt te bereik.

KULTUUR AS SIMBOL1ESE VORMGEWI1NG

Laat ons dan maar 'n ander weg inslaan. Met die gebruik van die woord
'kultuur' gooi ons 'nnet oor 'n hele aantal dinge. Dit is die seleksie waarvan
hier bo sprake was. Die woord 'kultuur' kry dan 'n ander funksie. Ons wil
daarmee die produkte van menslike handelinge uitlé. Kultuur is sowel die
oortuigings wat geld as gronde vir die verstaan van die dinge, as die
argumentasie waarbinne die uitleg van die dinge afspeel. Dit is om die rede
'n woord wat hoort tot 'n ander orde as byvoorbeeld die woord 'skildery'.
Ons sal dit nie langer sien deur die optiek van genus en species nie, maar
as die konstitusie van 'n wéreld deur daaraan 'n simboliese funksie te gee.
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Die dinge is nie langer entiteite nie, maar pogings oin iets te vertel. Hulle
is simbole en nie tekens nie. Die verstaan van die dinge geskied langs die
weg van die simboliese uitleg en hierdie simboliese uitleg vorm die egte
bestanddeel van 'nkultuur. Hiermee dui ons aan dat die vwoord 'kultuur' \vys
op die simboliek van die taal waardeur daar aan die dinge sin en betekenis
toegeken kan word Kultuur is dan die simboliese wéreld wat ons
veronderstel wanneer ons die dinge wil verstaan. Maar dit is nog maar een
aspek van die kultuur Die beskrywende aspek wys na 'n totalitcit van
oortuigings wat leef of veronderstel word in 'n bepaalde samelewing.

Daar is egter nog nicer, en hierdie ekstra 1€ in die geskiedenis van kulture,
in die feit van improvisasie wat die idee van kritiek veronderstel. Die
ontvverp van 'n beeld geskied vanuit gesigspunte, oortuigings, wat in die
samelewing leef; die vermemgvuldiging van die beelde (namaak)
veronderstel wecr 'n kultuur van kommersialisering, van die feit van vraag
en aanbod Die ontvverp selfis egter ook onderworpe aan die kritiese blik,
die sien daarvan en die korreksies wat daarop volg Dit noem ons die
uitdruklike of versweé argumentasie of kritiek.

Susanne Langer het op een of ander moment geskryf dat simbole nie
‘announcers' is nie maar 'reminders'; hulle kondig nie verskynsels aan me,
maar roep dit (die kultuur) op in ons gedagtewéreld 1Dit het sy geskryf
onder invioed van Ernst Cassirer wat die verskynsel kultuur ook benader
het vanuit die aard van simbole Die mens is me 'n ‘animal rationale' me,
maar 'n 'animal symbolicum' Waarom? Omdat die mens me direk leef in
'n fisiese o f'n natuurhke wéreld me, maar indirek in 'n simboliese wéreld
waarvan taal, mite, kuns en religie die hoof-bestanddele is, en hierdie 'dinge’
is geen dinge soos die skildery en die beeld me.*

Die waameming van 'n kunswerk, 'n skildery ofbeeld, of die lees van 'n gedig veronderstel 'n uitleg
en dit is die aanleiding om van herinnering te praat, die wete dat daar érens in die wéreld mense
bestaan wat handel op grond van gemeenskaplik aanvaarbare oortuigings en dat die uitleg van die
dinge ook aanwesig is as die agtergrond daarvan. Dit beteken dat die voorwerpe soos alle dinge wat
deur die mens gemaak is, verstaanbaar is.
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DIE SIMBOLIESE AGTERGROND VAN KULTUURGOEDERE

Die enkelmg kan op sy eie die grond bewerk en ons sou die handelinge slegs
langs 'n mdirekte weg kulturele handelinge noem. Hierdie indirekte weg wys
op die wisselwerking binne 'n samelewing, die uitwisseling van gedagtes,
die strewe om mekaar te begryp en om langs dié moeilike weg iets
gemeenskapliks te bereik. Binne een spraakgemeenskap is die leefwéreld in
'n groot mate gevorm deur gemeenskaplike taalgebruik; ons kan ons via die
gesproke woord inleef in die gedagtewéreld van die ander omdat ook
daardie wéreld reeds deur taalgebruik gevorm is. Ook die korreksies van die
meninge van die enkeling is onderworpe aan die gebruik van taal - deur
middel van argumentasie probeer ons nie alleen die ander oorreed me, maar
probeer ons om gesamentlik gemeenskaplike probleme te formuleer en te
soek na oplossmgs. Hierdie terrem van die spreke is die gebied van die
kultuur en ons sou alle menslike maaksels kan sien as verstaanbare
simbole, iets waardeur ons probeer om die ander te bereik, maar ook iets
waarin dit wat gemeenskaplik is, uitgedruk word. Dit sluit aan by wat reeds
verwoord is, maar omdat dit ook refleksief is, selfkritiek bevat, is dit
toekomsgerig. Die dinamiek van die menslike spreke is meer as verhale oor
wat reeds geskep is, en daarom is kultuur 'n nimmereindigende verskynsel.

Hier 1€ dan die sentrale verskyningsvorm van die kultuur: die
intersubjektiwiteit. In die gebruik vantaal veronderstel ons die bestaan van
ander, maar vorm ons ook die ander; hulle is ons gespreksgenote. George
Mead was daarvan oortuig dat gees en bewussyn ontstaan binne 'n sosiale
proses. Deur ons gebruik van taal vorm ons die bewussyn, vorm ons teorieé
oor die bewussyn, maar stel ons ook die aard van die bewussyn as 'n
probleem. As ons dan sover is, het die verskynsel kultuur ook 'n nuwe
inhoud gekry; dit stel die voorwaardes vir die skeppende vermoé van die
mens, verklaar waarom daar kuns en religie is, maar ook waarom daar
soiets as wetenskap entegnologie is. Dit is die conditio sme qua non vir die
bewerking en verandenng van die aarde, die dmge en ons verhale, maar dit
bring ook tegelykertyd probleme mee in verband met die regverdiging van
die ingrepe en die skepping van die ander wéreld. Ons kan ons omgewing
me alleen sien as ons leefwéreld nie, maar ook as 'n bedreiging van ons
leefwéreld. Ons kan maatstawwe bedink en ontwikkel waarmee die nuwe
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wéreld beoordeel moet word Ons sien baie van die mgrepe, hoe goed dit
ook aanvanklik bedoel is, as besoedelmg. So ontstaan 'n nuwe verhaal:
omgewingsetiek Wat hiergeld. is iets andcrs as die nut van die dinge. Ons
beoordeel ons eie skeppinge vanuit die gesigspunt van sinvolheid. En
daannee het ons weer 'n verhaal geskep wat dcel vorm van ons kultuur

TEKEN EN SIMBOOL

Die dinge kan opgevat word as tekens maar ook as simbole. So kan ons
begrippe soos oorsaak engevolg, maar ook betekenis gebruik wanneer ons
dink aan en oor die dinge. Hierbo het ek verwys na Mead, maar dit is juis
'n vraag of die behavionsme van Mead versoenbaar is met sy idee dat die
‘domcin van die gees ontstaan uit die taal' Kan Mead met sy behavioristiese
uitcensctting van die ontstaan van tekens en die deurgee daarvan aan ander
die onderskeid tussen teken en simbool verklaar? 'Die reuk van die
slagoffer trek die aandag van die roofdier en deur te let op die reuk kan
hy sy honger stil en die toekoms verseker. Wat is nou die verskil tussen h
dergehke situasie en die gedrag van die mens, van wie ons beweer dat hy
rasioneel handel? Die fundamentele verskil is dat die mens hierdie
hoedanigheid, wat dit ookal mag wees, op die een o fander wyse deurgee
aan 'n ander persoon en aan homself. Die simbolisenng daarvan deur
middel van die aangewende gebaar is die meganisme wat die gereedskap
vir intelligente gedrag lewer.' So skryf Mead, lemand wys na 'n spoor en
sé dat dit 'beer' beteken. Die identifiseer van 'n dergehke spoor deur middel
van 'n bepaalde simbool op so 'n manier dat dit deur verskillende lede van
die groep gebruik kan word, maar dan in die besonder deur die indiwidu
self, is dit wat menslike intelligensie kenmerk. Wat dergehke simbole doen,
so skryf Mead, is die uitkies van bepaalde kenmerke van die situasie op so
'n manier dat die reaksie daarop aanwesig kan wees in die ervanng van die
indiwidu, byvoorbeeld dat daar 'n neiging is om weg te loop, dat daar 'n
beklemmende gevoel in die buik is, wanneer ons op die vars spoor van 'n
beer afkom. Van die voetafdruk en die na die beer verwysende 'simbool’ kan
in 'n sekere sin gesé word dat dit die reaksie kondisioneer en 'ontsteek’.

Wanneer ons terugkeer na die voorwerp (die skildery in sy natuurlike
staat), lyk dit asof ons met behulp van Mead se voorstelling van 'n simbool
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die ontstaan van die begrip 'kultuur' kan sien as die mtelligente wyse
waarop die mens reageer Wil ons aan iemand die betekems van die woord
'kultuur' verduidelik, lyk dit aanneemlik om te begm by die mensgemaakte
dinge in hulle natuurlike staat en om dan trapsgewyse hoér te klim na die
begrip wat ons wil verduidelik. (Dit is die sogenaamde veralgemenmg: 'n
mduktiewe proses om die begrip te verduidelik.)

Mead hou vas aan die idee dat die gees en bewussyn ontstaan binne 'n
sosiale proses: 'binne die empiriese matriks van sosiale interaksiesMaar
die vraag is nou of die keminsig van Mead bevestig word deur sy strakke
vashou aan die teken-reaksie-opeenvolging en die daaruit voortvloeiende
onvermoé om die betekenisfunksie (denotatiewe funksie) van die
taalsimbool te vat. Mead gebruik die woord 'simbool' maar hy is in
werklikheid besig om in sy wys na die voetspoor van die beer te verwys na
tekens. Die simbool-funksie is nie gegee deur die waargenome voorwerp
nie, maar is juis die betekenis wat aan die voorwerp toegeskryf word.
Hierdie betekenis ontspring nie uit die voorwerpe nie maar uit die verhale
wat simbolies van aard is en van waaruit die dinge geinterpreteer word asof
hulle die draers is van betekenis. Die begrip 'kultuur' is alleen te verduidelik
aan die hand van die verhale wat leef in 'n samelewing. Hierdie verhale
maak aanspraak op waarheid en op sinvolheid en is die verklaring waarom
iemand op 'n bepaalde moment en plek 'n skildery maak en dit \Boogie
woogie' noem.2 En ons kan dit verstaan omdat ons reeds beskik oor die
simboliese in die kultuur. Die dinge kan hoogstens verskymngs wees wat
sinvol is wanneer 'n bepaalde kultuur as gegewe aanvaar word. Nie die
voorwerpe me, maar die sinvolle strukture wat dit verstaanbaar maak. is
kultuur.

Die moontlikheid om die musikale ritme te integreer in die wéreld van kleur, is 'n ontwerp, 'n
improvisasie wat begrypbaar is vanuit die kultuur wat daaraan inhoud gee. Die feit van die
verbinding tussen verskillende taalspelle (‘language games') is 'n gegewe verskynsel eie aan die
begrip 'kultuur'.
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DIE VERSKEIDENHEID VAN KULTURE

Ons gesprekke oor die verskeidenheid van kulture vind soms plaas vanuit
die tcoretiese belangstellmg in die waarneembare dinge, die erdewerk,
beelde. kleredrag. van die ander gemeenskappe. In musea kan ons luerdie
dinge bekyk sonder om die kulturele simboliek daarvan te begryp Maar die
vergelyking in musea van die voorwerpe van verskillende lande het soms
ook 'n ideologiese karakter. Ons praat oor die behond van die Europese
kultuur, oor die behoud van die Afrikaanse kultuurgocdere cn dan speel
daar die idee van die waardering van die cie kultuur, maar ook van die
dcfmisic van die cie groep (volk) en die beskerming van die eie 'nasionale’
karakter. Die eie karakter, soos wat dit getoon word in die cie kultuur, het
dan ook die funksie om die eie groep aftc sonder en te beskerm teen ander
kulture wat as 'n bedreiging gesien word. Op die mamer word die gcloof
aan die voortbestaan van die eie kultuur gekoppel aan die definisic van wat
onder andcrc onder kuns verstaan moet word; voorbeelde uit gedigte,
bceldhouwerk cn skilderve word as paradigmas opgevat, as egte kuns
gesien Die mhoud en struktuur daarvan word ontleed en voorgehou as
voorbeeldig Ook die instellings ten aansien van lewensopvatting en
weéreldbeskouing word onderwerp aan 'n verlede wat miskien bygedra het
tot die vomung van die besondere gemeenskap Allerlei bedreigings deur
‘ander’ gemeenskappe word uitgebeeld in kultuurgoedere en tot
onveranderhke standbeelde gevorm Die name van stadswyke en strate
word verewig deur die name van die helde wat bygedra het tot die vorming
van die besondere gemeenskap. Natuurlik lei die gebruik tot teenmaatreéls.
Die ander kom met dieselfde soort gebruike en die moontlikheid om saam
probleme op te los, verstar.

In die bestudering van die kultuurgoedere van die ander vanuit 'n statiese
beeld van die opvattings, oortuigings en vanselfsprekendhede van die ander
& die geykte beeld van die kultuur as iets onveranderliks. Ook die
teoretisering oor die ander vorm deel van 'n bestaande instelling teenoor die
ander maar ook teenoor die eie. So kan die instellings soos kerk, howe,
skole en umversiteite ook op 'n statiese manier benader word. Dit is,
jammer genoeg, ook die instelling teenoor staatsvorme soos die demokrasie
wat dikwels benader word vanuit die veronderstelling van stemreg verleen
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aan mdiwidue sonder om daarby as voorwaarde te stel dat die stem van die
indiwidu behoort te geskied op grond van redelike oorwegings. Maar
natuurlik vorm hierdie oorweging ook deel van 'n bepaalde kultuur 3 In
lande in Afrika en seker ook elders het die idee ontwikkel van 'n een-party-
demokrasie en die rede hiervoor is 'n pragmatiese: 'n opposisie verhinder die
sterkste party om uitvoermg te gee aan sy besluite en die diskussies
(redelike altematiewe) word gesien as 'n verkwisting van kosbare tyd. My
betoog is egter dat daar in die kultuur 'n faktor aanwesig is wat ons kntiese
besinnmg kan noem en dit is in die Westerse kultuur in 'n instelling van
opposisiepartye vasgelé, die veronderstelling van intersubjektiwiteit.

SAMEVATTING

Die verstaan van mensgemaakte dinge veronderstel oortuigings en
argumentasie (kntiek). Galileo het geskryf dat die groot boek van die
weéreld (die natuur) geskryfis in die taal van die wiskunde. Die groot boek
van die menslike maaksels (die kultuur) is geskryfin die simboliek van die
menslike spreke, me in die lees van die dinge me, maar in die
intersubjektiewe singewing daaraan.

Die voorwaarde vir demokrasie is nie die reg op 'n eie mening nie, maar die reg om die eie mening
te regverdig op die wyse waarop dit vir die ander aanneemlik sal wees. Weer beland ons in die
kultuur van die kritiese vaardighede aangeleer in skole en universiteite. Wanneer dit gaan om 'n ‘eie’
mening, word die kontrole daarvan onttrek aan die prinsipe dat alle menings 'n regverdiging
veronderstel en hierdie prinsipe is intersubjektief, 'n verpligting wat aan iedereen opgelé word.
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PHILOSOPHIKE MARTYRIA. ARISTOTLE,
GADAMER AND THE RELEVANCE OF
PRACTICAL-ETHICAL KNOWLEDGE IN A
MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY

Prof Pieter Duvenage
Department ofPhilosophy, University ofthe North

Of what relevance is practical-ethical knowledge (phronesis) in a
multicultural or plural society?1 This question will be addressed by
revisiting the Aristotelian concept ofphronesis. What is important here is
the emphasis on practical wisdom and the mediation between the universal
and particular. In his problematization of a pure and universal
understanding of knowledge, Aristotle distinguishes between practical-
ethical knowledge (phronesis), scientific knowledge (episteme) and
technical knowledge (techne). In the second part of the paper it will be
argued that Gadamer's hermeneutical criticism of an over-rationalized and
technologized world gives an imaginative and creative twentieth century
reading of phronesis. In the third and final part the issue of practical-
ethical knowledge will be further examined by looking at the implications
of Lyotard's arguments for a multicultural society. The thesis, briefly
formulated, is that Aristotle’s idea of phronesis, Gadamer's idea of
hermeneutics, and the postmodern critique of umversals are all valuable
suggestions in a fragmented world, on the one hand, but they need to be
challenged by some form of discourse ethics in order to discuss and
evaluate differences and particular societal perspectives of knowledge and
values, at the end of the twentieth century.

1 Firstpresented at an international conference on Knowledge, Method and the Public Good, HSRC,
Pretoria, July 1994. A revised version was presented at the Second International Conferencefor
Greek Philosophy and the Humanities, University of Pretoria, April 1999. Anton Krueger and
Johann Rossouw provided valuable suggestions during the preparation ofthe final draft. In many
ways this contribution is also a kind of reflection on my MA thesis (Duvenage 1988) that | wrote
during my stay in the Department of Philosophy at Unisa as a temporary junior lecturer (1987-
1988).
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ARISTOTLE ON PHRONESIS

Before Aristotle the concept ofphronesis was examined by Democritus,
Socrates and Plato. For Democritus the practical-ethical person has a
threefold task: to speak, debate and act well. Socrates interprets phronesis
as a quality of the soul concerned with action which realizes itself as
deliberation and which has above all the role of teaching humankind what
is beneficial and good. Plato was not satisfied with these definitions and
situated all true knowledge of the human good (phronesis and sophia) in
a knowledge of the absolute good in itself. In the Phaedo he describes
phronesis as the ability to contemplate the form ofthe good which guides
a person's actions by proposing this good in itselfas the supreme norm and
ideal for whatever he or she does.2 Aristotle abandoned this Platonic
position, though, in his Nicomachean Ethics where the kind of'theoretical’
knowledge of the absolute good, as proposed by Plato, was judged
inadequate for the characterization of the good Aristotle's criticism of the
Platonic idea of the universal good comes, therefore, as no surprise ' for
even ifthe goodness that is predicated in common is some one thing or has
a separate existence of its own, clearly it cannot be realized in action or
acquired by man' (Aristotle 1976:1096b 32-35, emphasis mine). Against
this Platonic conception, Aristotle develops an idea ofphronesis which is
closer to that suggested by Socrates and Democritus.

Phronesis is not a 'general knowledge' ofthe good in itselfor ofbeing in its
general form (eidos). It is a 'particular knowledge', which involves the
wealth and diversity of human desires, situations, judgements and actions.
From this perspective, the prudent person (phronimos) selects actions and
ends which fulfil humanity's well-being or good.3 Aristotle's
acknowledgement ofthe particular and contingent nature of knowledge and
ethics, though, does not imply arbitrariness This is clear when he places

2  Cf. Plato, Phaedo (62d-69c).

3 To strengthen his argument Aristotle (1976:1097a 8-14) provides the following examples:" What
advantage in his art will aweaver or ajoiner get from knowledge ofthis good-itself? Or how will one
who has had a vision ofthe Idea itselfbecome thereby a better doctor or general? As a matter offact
it does not appear that the doctor even studies health in this way; his concern isthe health ofa human
being, or perhaps rather of a particular patient, because what he treats is the individual.'
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human action within the framework of human rationality and a
differentiated concept of truth. Aristotle (1976:1139b 18-1141b27)
distinguishes between truth as science or scientific knowledge (episteme);
art or technical skill (techne); prudence or practical-ethical knowledge
(phronesis); intelligence or intuition (hous) and wisdom (sophia). Viewing
this differentiation more carefully it is clear that Aristotle distinguishes
between practical knowledge (techne and phronesis), on the one hand, and
theoretical knowledge or theoria (episteme, nous and sophia), onthe other.
Against this background techne is the realm of knowledge contingent to the
acquisition of skills for the purpose of making tools (production)
Phronesis is the practical-ethical knowledge of human beings and action,
which is not just universal, but also contingent and particular and therefore
part of the human existential praxis.4 Theoria, though, is concerned with
the universal, eternal, and non-contingent knowledge of 'nature' or the
'divine'.

One gains more clarity about phronesis when it is put against theoretical
knowledge and techne In relating the differences between phronesis and
theoretical knowledge, Aristotle uses the example of a doctor, to criticize
Plato's idea of the absolute good (Gadamer 1978). He asks: can a doctor
attend to his patients with only a general idea of the good without taking
into consideration the particular circumstances ofevery case? This example
indicates thatphronesis is not the same as theoretical knowledge, especially
science or scientific knowledge (episteme). Aristotle offers three reasons for
this view. Episteme is, firstly, knowledge ofa universal and necessary kind,
while the practical world of the human praxis is characterized by
contingency and difference.5 Hence '...prudence is not concerned with
umversals only; it must also take cognizance of particulars, because it is
concerned with conduct ..." (Aristotle 1976:1141 b 15). Episteme depends,
secondly, on deductive evidence. Aristotle, for example, argues that
Pericles could not just use theory to teach his sons to become good

4 See Schuchman (1979 and 1980:22-23), Self(1979:133) and Hollinger (1985).
According to Aristotle (1976:1139b24-25),"... the object of scientific knowledge is of necessity.
Thereforeitiseternal.... Aristotle, though, doubts whether a form ofknowledge (science) which uses
mathematics as it's model, is appropriate for understanding human action and praxis.
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statesmen. Lastly, subject and object are separated in the knowledge
production ofepisteme (Gadamer 1975a:285-290). Phronesis, on the other
hand, desires to mediate - it is not objective knowledge. Aristotle's
argument is that the universality of objective knowledge differs from the
‘universality' of one's knowledge of the human good. Knowledge of the
human good does not impose itself on the particular. Practical-ethical
knowledge is not merely abstract, necessary and deductively true
(Schuchman 1979:43-44).

If practical-ethical knowledge is not 'universal' in the sense of theoretical
knowledge, as indicated, is it the same as technical skill or artisanship
(techne)? The Greeks used techne as a form of knowledge which guides
action, for example, the artisan who applies his technical knowledge in his
practice. Although Aristotle (1976:1140a24-28) is aware that techne and
phronesis are both dynamic forms of practical knowledge and action, there
are also important differences One can learn and forget the skills of techne
(Gadamer 1975a:300; 1975b:383). Phronesis is not acquired in a
prescriptive way like a technical skill. The general idea of the good in
practical-ethical knowledge does, therefore, not fit the blueprint (eidos) of
the craftsman. Techne also functions quite comfortably in a means-end-
relationship (Gadamer 1975a:304-305, 1975b:286-287). Technical
knowledge works systematically towards an end. This form of knowledge
is taught or even prescribed before it leads to action in a concrete situation.
Practical-ethical knowledge, on the other hand, has no fixed goal neither the
right means nor the right end is known beforehand.” Practical-ethical
knowledge differs from techne, finally, in being self-knowledge of an
ethical kind. This is a form of knowledge that is influenced by our daily
lives. Phronesis is, in this sense, related to the experience of an ethical
(arete) or good life.?

s 'Phronesis does not first exist as a complete body of propositions, but must be brought progressively
to relative adequacy by continuous insight into the moral requirements and possibilities of our
concrete and situated existence' (Schuchman 1979:45).

7  On arete, cf. Gadamer (1976a:18) and Schuchman (1980:55-63).
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Tins aim of the good life can only be achieved, according to Aristotle,
within the context ofa political society Consequently political theory is not
sharply distinguished from moral theory. The state is not a type of coercive
agency, external to the individual, whose powers to interfere and limit need
to be justified. Aristotle's starting point is the human good, and not an
obligation to the state (Taylor 1995:233-234) And a life that aims to be
humanly good requires just and generous interaction with others (ibid.:
235) At this point, one could say that Aristotle was not critical enough
about the position of women and slaves in the household, however, as
natural forerunner of the polis and society, it must be acknowledged that
he never viewed the polis as something that came into being for the sake of
life only, but for the sake of the good life (ibid.: 237). On the same account
one could also argue that Aristotle did not place the polis prior to the
individual. For him the good life remains directed by phronesis, and its
most perfect exercise is the application of that virtue to the common good
ofthe community (ibid 239, 241) Given Avristotle's emphasis on the good
life one can intimate that he would be critical of a form of government that
removes the individual/citizen too far from day-to-day-decisionmaking
(ibid 242). Itis therefore unfortunate that he did not satisfactorily resolve
the tension between the principles underlying his participatory conception
of the polls and the principle that the best form of constitution is the rule
of the best rulers (ibid : 246).

Notwithstanding this tension in the Aristotelian legacy, he has given us
phronesis, a form of practical-ethical or existential knowledge; i.e.
knowledge about human conduct in different practical situations. In this
sense Aristotle is the forerunner of' ... a style of philosophizing in which
the practitioners put their own traditions, cultures, histories and languages
into question and into dialogue with one another, beyond the perspective or
objective of attaining eternal truths' (McNeill & Feldman 1998:2).8

This is also broadly speaking a definition of continental philosophy. '‘By contrast... the "analytic"
approach tendsto proceed sub specie aetermtatis, entrusting itselfto the modem scientific quest
for truth and certainly and its accompanying ideal of clarity and transparency of language.' For
continental thought, though, and this is also the spirit ofthis contribution, "...the desire for scientific
truth is no less historically contingent and questionable than any other purely "logical" truth, and

(continued...)
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Phronesis is the mediation or deliberation between a particular situation
and universal ideas about human goodness. We may use theoretical
knowledge or technical skill in our moral thinking, but we do it without
substituting practical-ethical knowledge. This situatedness of practical-
ethical knowledge (phronesis) gives substance to the idea of mediation and
more specifically to the idea of ethos or, as we shall see in the next section,
Gadamer's idea of solidarity.8 Finally, phronesis has relevance too for
multicultural, plural, and complex societies. Practical-ethical knowledge
obviously has a place in societies characterized by various perspectives of
truth and goodness. The mere existence of such perspectives makes an one-
dimensional idea ofknowledge and ethics problematic. Inthis sense, the son
of the city-state Stagira (in northern Greece), who knew and experienced
the turbulence of his own time, is still a valued interlocutor today.

8  (...continued)
offers no eternal or ultimate solutions to the fundamental questions of human existence. An
awareness ofthe intrinsic historically ofits own undertaking thus tends to be a distinctive hallmark
of continental thinking' (McNeill & Feldman 1998:2-3).

9  Gadamer (1983:74-75; 1986:165-168) and Schuchman (1980:55) writes about ethos: The word
éthiké means "that which concerns éthos" and the early usage ofthis word before Aristotle gives us
a special insight into its later meaning... in Homer... as well as in later texts it means ..the abodes,
haunts and habitual places of animals, a place of pasture, for example, where the shepherds dwell
with their herds. In Hesiod éthos designates the dwelling places and habitations of men. From the
basic sense ofabode, dwelling place and home, there developed the meaning ofthe abiding itself, the
dwelling and inhabiting, the being at home in a certain place. In Aristotle this latter sense is
interiorized, and here ethos refers to the way and manner in which man is and can be at home inthe
world; it is the inner residing, bearing or comportment which a man has toward himself, toward
others and toward his world. Ethos is thus the constant ground and foundation from which all doing
flows forth, and as such is a central component inthe being-structure ofman.' Gadamer (1981c:71)
writes: 'Practice (praxis) is conducting oneselfand acting in solidarity. Solidarity however, isthe
decisive condition and basis ofall social reason.' Ethos is for Aristotle the way in which humankind
is housed. It involves conductto oneself, other and the world. It isthe basis ofthe ethical nature and
action ofhumankind. The world of éthos is noticeably different from the world of nature (physis):
'Human civilisation differs essentially from nature in that it is not simply a place in which capacities
and powers work themselves out, but man becomes what he is through what he does and how he
behaves, i.e. he behaves in a certain way because ofwhat he has become. Thus Aristotle sees ethos
as differing from physis in that it is a sphere in which the laws of nature do not operate, yet not a
sphere of lawlessness, but ofhuman institutions and human attitudes that can be changed and have
the quality ofrules only to a limited degree' (Gadamer 1975a:296; 1975b:279). Ethos also relates
to solidarity. Gadamer asks: what sense has a community without patterns ofrecognized solidarity
between people, neighbours, family, and colleagues? Itis such solidarity which Gadamer (1976a:75-
76; 1981a:86) finds lacking in the overstimulated process of progress in our technological
civilization.
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GADAMER'S NEW READING OFPHRONESIS

It will be interesting to study the influence of Aristotle's concept of
phronesis on 20th century philosophy Just by looking at four examples it
seems considerable. Arcndt's The Human Condition (1958), Gadamer's
Truth and Method (1960), Habermas's Knowledge and Human Interests
(1968) and Lyotard's The Differend (1984) could all be considered
sympathetic responses to phronesis. Gadamer has made it his intellectual
trademark to involve the world of the Greeks, specifically Plato's concept
of dialogue and Aristotle's practical philosophy, in the development of his
philosophical hermeneutics. However, the question remains: are our
contemporary problems not too far removed from the Aristotelian world?
Modem scientific culture or technological knowledge, for example, are
currently used with a great deal of sophistication The method of means-
end-relationships has become more monological and regulated in a world
where the practical wisdom resulting from deliberation between citizens,
has moved to the margins. Various examples could be cited in this regard:
the technological manipulation of the public media; the restriction of
citizens' political action to mere participation in elections; the difficulty of
neutralizing the interests of the economic power blocks and multinationals.
Even the configurations of our social life, our solidarity, are mainly
determined by the technical and economic organization of the world.
Spontaneous and creative social interchange is more and more an
exception.0

Gadamer describes our contemporary age as one driven by catchphrases
such as economic viability and relentless change. The expert, consultant,
methodologist, strategic manager and social engineer are the new 'cultural
heroes' of the technocratic society. In their strategic proposals, the
adaptability of the individual is more valued than her creative potential.
This is also a society where the official is only involved with the

D Gadamer (1998:192) writes: 'When we hear modem lovers talking to each other, we often wonder
ifthey are communicating with words or with advertising labels and technical terms from the sign
language ofthe modem industrial world. It is inevitable that the levelled life-forms ofthe industrial
age also affect language ..."
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administration of his duties and functions. Each playing their respective
parts in the scientific, technological and monetary processes: a role
subordinated to the smooth functioning of the system in which praxis
degenerates into technique (Gadamer 1976b:59-60; 198lc:73-74). The
whole process of the technologization of nature should thus be seen as the
rationalization and disenchantment of the world.1l In articulating this
position, Gadamer was influenced by Heidegger with his critique of the
technological world (Gestell), but there are also affinities with Weber's
concept of 'rationalization'; Lukacs's concept of 'reification'; Horkheimer
and Adorno's concept of 'instrumentalization'; Habermas's idea of the
‘colonialization of the lifeworld' and Foucault's concept of ‘power
technologies'.2What is Gadamer's answer to the dangers that science and
technique pose for human freedom? Quite understandably he criticizes the
theoretical constructs of the Cartesian-Lockean-Kantian epistemological
legacy.13An interesting aspect, though, is his argumentative alternative.

N Cf. Gadamer (1977:534): It would appear to me more correct... to say that science makes possible
knowledge directed to the power of making, a knowing mastery ofnature. This istechnology. And
this is precisely what practice is not. For the former is knowledge which, as steadily increasing
experience, is acquired from practice, the life situation, and the circumstances of action. On the
contrary, itisakind ofknowledge which forthe first time makes possible anovel relationto practice,
... that ofthe constructed application... it is ofthe essence of its procedure to achieve in all spheres
the abstraction which isolates individual causal relationships. This isthe unavoidable particularity
ofits competence which ithasto accept as part ofthe bargain. W hat... emerged... was "science" with
its new notion oftheory as well as practice. This is a true event in the history ofman, which conferred
a new social and political accent upon science.'

12 Both Heidegger and Dilthey criticized an impoverished concept of science and interpretation. Cf.
Gadamer (1979:75; 1967:11-12; and 1983:71-72).

B Gadamer (1985:21-22) writes the following critique of the Neo-Kantian defense of universal
rationality and objectivity. 'Paul Natorp was a member of the Marburg School. His numerous
contributionsto the history ofphilosophy aswell asto the systematic philosophy itselfwere governed
by a concern, shared with Herman Cohen, to renew and develop the critical act of Kant... we must
briefly consider the basic idea of Marburg neo-Kantianism. This wasthe transcendental method, that
is, the generation ofreality by pure thinking. This was how Cohen formulated it. This formulation
was guided by the methods ofthe seventeenth- and eighteenth-century science and especially by the
model of its basic mathematical principle, the idea ofthe infinitesimal. The mathematical mastering
of the continuum of motion, and the formulation of the law of generation of motion, led to the
understanding that it was thinking itselfthat engendered reality. That this kind of generation is an
infinite task constituted nothing less than the universal meaning ofthis principle for the fact ofthe
sciences. These are methods for engendering objects and for determining reality. Cohen grounded
even ethics in the fact ofthe sciences, and he understood jurisprudence to be the logic ofthe human
sciences.' For a historical perspective onthe neo-Kantians see Gadamer (198 Ib: 19-20; 1982:21 -22;
and 1987:452-455).
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Gadamer is especially critical of de-contextualizing, which he associates
with a Western scientific consciousness which utilizes facts as mere facts. 4
It is not the fact itself, however, but the context which determines the
meaning of a fact. Science is not knowledge free from context. Gadamer's
point is that we cannot understand or have knowledge without an 'effective-
historical consciousness' (wirkungsgeschictliches Bewusstsein), which
means that consciousness is at once 'affected by' and 'open to the effects of
history'. This point, which Gadamer borrows from Heidegger, is that the
understanding of oneself and one's possibilities as a being in the world is
temporally and historically situated (Wright 1998). Knowledge which does
not relate to a concrete historical situation, according to Gadamer, is
empty. Accordingly, we are not only perpetually busy interpreting or
understanding (verstehen) a tradition, but we are also continuously
applying it in our present theoretical and practical endeavours. Our
temporal existence in the present is not divorced from the problems ofthe
past The necessity for application does not imply conservative
traditionalism, but our present demands require a forward-looking tradition

Application also implies that one does not understand in a detached or
unprejudiced way (Gadamer 1976b:58-59). Rationality is a process of
mediation between universal knowledge claims and our present and past
practices This brings us to a second important concept of Gadamer's - the
hermeneutical circle.

The hermeneutical circle says understanding is a circular process, because
we come to understand the whole through the parts and the parts through
the whole. Understanding in this sense is not an 'act' that can be secured
methodically and verified objectively. It is an 'event' (gebeurtenis) or
‘experience’ that we undergo. It occurs paradigmatically in our experiences
ofworks ofart and literature. But it also takes place in our disciplined and

u with respect to hermeneutics and humanities as a whole we have the task of subordinating both
our scientific contribution to the cultural, and academic education to a more fundamental project of
letting the tradition speak us' (Gadamer 1979:83). The chieftask ofphilosophy isto defend practical
and political reason against the domination of technology based on science. The point of
philosophical hermeneutics is to correct'... the peculiar falsehood of modem consciousness: the
idolatry of scientific method and ofthe anonymous authority of the sciences and it vindicates again
the noblest task of the citizen - decision-making according to one's own responsibility - instead of
conceding the task to the expert' (Gadamer 1975c¢:315-316).
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scholarly study ofworks and theories of other human beings. In each case,
understanding brings self-understanding. This mediated approach to self-
understanding is based on the model of a conversation with the texts and
works of others. The concept of dialogue employed here is one of question
and answer and is taken from Plato. Such understanding never becomes
absolute knowledge. From a cultural point of view, one could interpret the
concept ofdialogue or conversation in the following way: the understanding
ofanother culture involves a challenge in so far as the truth claimed by the
other culture is at variance with the truth of my culture. The point here is
that my own cultural horizon should be opened up to the other culture by
allowing it to question my prejudices. What ensues is an open dialogue
(pop gesprek) of question and answer. Thefusion o fhorizons that ends the
dialogue occurs when the interlocutors understand each other. This may
require altering or reaffirming one's prejudices depending on the situation
(Wright 1998).

Human conflicts should thus be resolved in a 'non-technocratic' and ethical
manner. Such resolutions or rational judgments differ from pure deductive
logic and fixed transcendental structures, by being able to change with the
selfunderstanding of historically and linguistically situated individuals and
communities.50bviously phronesis plays a crucial role here by providing
contingent, historically-informed judgments about the 'best' solution in a
given situation (Gadamer 1979:85). Such solutions are also the result ofa
pragmatic attitude: i.e. a persistent conversation or dialogue about those
perspectives which might provide the best theoretical answers to the
practical questions of a given tradition. This is, according to
Wachterhauser (1986:39-40), the power behind selfunderstanding and
cultural change. Pragmatic solutions, though, are tentative, conditional and
fraught with dangers, because phronesis enhances differences of opinion.
On the other hand, we cannot avoid the practical judgments of the past,
their present applications and their possible future directions. Despite the
Western illusion that all human questions can be technically and

5 ... "know thyself' still holds good for us as well. For it means "know that you are not god, but a
human being.” The cultivation ofsuch a modest demeanour in our contemporary world could help
humankind on the road of better sellknowledgement (Gadamer 1976b:59-60; 1981c:73-74).
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scientifically addressed, mankind still consists of historical and temporal
beings It is thus fitting that Gadamer writes that philosophical
hermeneutics is, 'the heir of the older tradition of practical philosophy'
which acts as a catalyst against the domination of technology based on
sciences (Gadamerl975c:316; see also 1981c:52).

To recapitulate: Gadamer's 20th century reading of phronesis in his
philosophical hermeneutics are not insignificant for multicultural societies.
In this regard the following is important: 1) We should not relate to the
world in an exclusively theoretical or technical manner, but also in a
practical mode. There are obvious dangers in handling a multicultural
society only from a technical or technocratic manner. 2) Knowledge and
understanding have an historical dimension (Chen 1987:186). Gadamer's
concept for this phenomenon is an effective-historical consciousness. The
lesson for multicultural societies here is probably that any attempt at
constructing an argument, theory or institution should be aware of its
historical roots. 3) The hermeneutical circle implies that the dialogue or
conversation between the different parts of a multicultural society should
never cease. It should be an ongoing process even when a 'fusion of
horizons' introduces a consensus of sorts 4) Finally, Gadamer seems to be
optimistic that there will be some kind of resolution, mediation or
consensus after a process of dialogue in a multicultural society.

CONCLUSION: MULTICULTURALISM AND THE POSSIBILITY
OF CONSENSUS

It is worthwhile to debate Aristotle's idea of phronesis and Gadamer's
specific interpretation thereof in our present day, where societies are
becoming more multicultural and porous. Charles Taylor, for example,
indicates that more and more members of societies in the northern
hemisphere are from 'foreign cultures' which question 'our philosophical
boundaries'. Taylor links this phenomenon of multiculturalism in the North
to the imposition of some cultures on others, for example, Western liberal
history is full of colonial narratives of marginalization. To address this
problem he (Taylor 1992:63-64) introduces the concept ofrecognition -the
demand to recognize the equal value of different cultures. Although Taylor
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shares some points with the postmodern critique of universalism in his
contnbution, he addresses the issue of multiculturalism by revisiting
Gadamer's concept of the 'fusion of horizons' which he interprets in
combination with Herder's religious proposal of an 'act of faith' (Taylor
1992:66). Eventually Taylor (1992:72) settles in a dialectical manner, like
Gadamer, for a balance between the inauthentic and homogenizing
recognition of equal worth, on the one hand, and the self-immurement
within ethnocentric standards, on the other. He does not, however, elaborate
on his concepts of the ‘fusion of horizons' or 'act of faith' except by
concluding that' ... we are still very far away from the ultimate horizon
from which the relative worth ofdifferent cultures might be evident' (Taylor
1992:73).

Avristotle, Gadamer and Taylor, are not the only figures who have
problematized the idea of universal knowledge and ethics. The American
neo-pragmatist Rorty, and the British neo-Aristotelian MaclIntyre are also
critical about an universal ethics which is not qualified by the ‘contingent
basis of consensus' ofa particular tradition. Neo-Aristotelians in Germany,
such as Liibbe and Marquard, also dispute the necessity of a post-
conventional ethics and a umversal criterion of reason to assess the
conventions and institutions of one's own tradition. Finally
poststructuralists, such as Foucault and Lyotard, and feminists, such as
Kristeva and Iragaray, consider universalistic ethics undesirable. They are
apprehensive about the forced violation of differences in the name of
universalism.16 Apart from these Western voices' of criticism, there are
also critical voices raised in the 'third world'. Here a model of universal
knowledge and ethics is judged to be 'Eurocentric’, and the result of

1 Foucault advocates the rehabilitation of the classical Greek ethic of the self-realization of the
individual or care ofthe self'... to live a beautiful life and to leave othersthe memories of a beautiful
existence' (Foucault 1983:230). He describes such an existence as'... a strong structure ofexistence
without relation with thejuridical per se, with an authoritarian system, with a disciplinary structure'
(Foucault 1983:230-231). Foucault thus criticizes the stoic-Christian ethic which was later
radicalized by Kant as a 'universal law imposing itself in the same way on all reasonable men'
Foucault's defense ofthe particular and critique ofany form ofuniversalism remind us provocatively
of those formations of power which manipulate subjects in multicultural as well as in relative
homogeneous societies. Foucault (1984:379) writes: The furthest | would go isto say that perhaps
one must not be for consensuality, but one must be against nonconsensuality.'
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economic and power interests of the countries of the ‘first world'. The
argument is that it is structurally impossible for the masses and
intellectuals of the 'third world1to articulate their interests in a relevant
form Even if one assumes that the development ofa global market system
of capitalism constitutes an irreversible achievement of human cultural
evolution, it does not imply that the accompanying social and political
conditions of current economic relations are morally justified (Apel
1993:79-80, 82).

These critical positions against ethical universalism indicate that
multiculturalism is a burning issue in contemporary societies. One of the
central points in this debate is whether Gadamer's soft formulation of
consensus and Habermas's stronger defense of it, is still possible today.
Lyotard, for example is sceptical about any attempt, and specifically
Habermas's attempt, to explain the hypothesis of universal validity oftruth
and moral norms as a regulative idea of argumentative consensus Lyotard
(1984:xxv) writes: 'Is legitimacy to be found in a consensus obtained
through discussion, as Jurgen Habermas thinks? Such consensus does
violence to the heterogeneity of language games. And invention is always
bom ofdissension ' And elsewhere: 'But as | have shown in the analysis of
the pragmatics ofscience, consensus is only a particular state of discussion,
not itsend Itsend, is paralogy' (Lyotard 1984:65-66) In the process of
stressing the heterogeneity of language games and dissensus in a
multicultural society Lyotard clearly has a different reading of consensus
than Gadamer and Habermas. His principle concern here is the creative
particularities of the various human 'modes of life', which, according to
Wittgenstein, form the context of the various language games. This
particularity must be protected against the take-over and assimilation ofthe
rationalistic form of thinking dominant today, particularly in Western
capitalism, a point that Lyotard shares with the third world critique of
Eurocentrism.

Is this a fair reflection of consensus and more specifically the discourse
ethics of Habermas and Apel? Their standard reply is to ask what the status
of Lyotard's defense of dissensus is. If he doubts the possibility of
consensus, why does he want to convince us argumentatively (Apel
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1993:83)? On the other hand, if Lyotard intends to put certain kinds of
rationality (such as technological-instrumental, strategic and system-based
functionalistic reason) in its place or distinguish between theoretical and
practical reason, his position is nottoo far from their own discourse ethics.
Habermas has been specifically critical of instrumental forms of reason in
the lifeworld But, ifthe criticism of rationality in the name of difference
and pluralism boils down to discounting all unity and identity of reason,
including the unity of reason which is presupposed in the hypothesis of
consensus formation through argumentative reason, this criticism not only
cancels itself out as criticism; it also turns against modes of life whose
particularities are to be protected from Eurocentric takeover.11For ifthere
is really only an absolute diversity among modes of human life, if the
recognition alone of their fundamental dissensus is the ultimate goal of
human communication, what room is there for communication that could
be an ethically relevant alternative to the strategic settling of conflicts of
interests?B These are very pertinent and important issues raised by the
discourse ethics of Habermas (1993) and Apel.

In the current global situation, in which for the first time the various
cultures and modes of life must live and work together in a peaceful order
spanning the entire planet, pluralistic value ethics could be mediated with
umversalistic norm ethics. This is the neo-Aristotelian position in which we
find ourselves at the end ofthe millennium. Should we leave the pursuit of

17 Ifthethousands ofconversations in our everyday lives only strive for dissensus, instead ofconsensus,
it is 'catastrophic'. The same istrue if we assume that the we' of human solidarity has been broken
today. Apel is ofthe opinion that this unity of humankind and its history, which was only a vision
of European philosophers of the 18th century, has today become an irreversible technological,
economic, political, and ecological reality. It must also become a moral reality - in the form of
solidarity and co-responsibility. From these considerations, Apel (1993:85) conclude that Europe's
universal mission remains a possibility and task in the fields ofethics, as well. Whether this task can
be fulfilled and whether it can be sufficiently distinguished from mere Eurocentrism and a power
ideology, remains to be seen.

B Apel (1993:84) asks provocatively: ' ... wouldn't the apriori assumption of the "difference” and
"fundamental dissension" lead to conclusions similar to those which some of the early white
colonizers tended to draw when first confronted with blacks? They are said to have in all seriousness
pondered the possibility that these so completely alien creatures were not human at all and should
therefore be killed or that it is thus permissible to instrumentalize them to slaves as to be used as
labourers.'
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happiness, i.e. the selfrealization in the sense of the good life and the
corresponding selection of higher values, largely up to individuals and their
particular modes of life, as Kant suggested; or should we concede that the
realization of the good life also involves the task of collectively realising
our shared histories, as Aristotle suggested. Should we pit particular
differences and individual modes of life unnecessarily against universal
procedures? In answering this question today Aristotle's concept of
practical-ethical knowledge (phronesis) is still relevant. Should we not
perhaps mediate between deontological and universal norm ethics, on the
one hand, and neo-Aristotelian value ethics rooted in the modes of living,
on the other? Should we move into a field of tension with the type of
negative dialectics Adorno and Lyotard seem to suggest; or should we
adopt the ‘'dialogical or communicative dialectics' of Gadamer and
Habermas?
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1 STATING THE PROBLEM

In African philosophy and modernity Peter Amato (1997:74-75) presents
a two-part thesis. First, that the European concept of modernity has been
used to bad effect by Western philosophers to subsume the intellectual
discourses of those cultures they have considered their 'other' under a
modem/traditional dichotomy which appropriates knowledge and science
for themselves, leaving only dogma, mysticism, and mythology for the
‘other'. The main thrust of this theme is that the 'modern’ in European
modernity defines 'the universal horizon for humanity'. Any ‘other' not
moving along the path of this horizon of development must be persuaded
to 'adopt Western ways' or be left to 'die to itself, or die completely'.

Pearce's (1992:450,454) conception ofa 'universal, arbitrating rationality’
illustrates modernity's claim to represent ‘'the universal horizon for
humanity":

The concept of rationality entails the possibility of applying
agreed rules to ascertain the truth or falsity of propositions, for it
is by definition irrational (i.e. contradictory) to hold a belief one
knows to be false. If the rules of thought are believed to be
relative, they cannot be fundamental, that is, they cannot be used
to adjudicate between incommensurate judgements emerging from
two different cultures.

Contra Pearce, Amato (1997:75) wants a discourse in which difference is
not flattened but rather highlighted. Any multicultural society is constituted
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by some medley of more or less discreet communocultural groups which
maintain more or less discreet social meanings - 'a complex of shared
meanings that people in a given society derive from or attach to their
experiences, the ground by which they understand themselves and interpret
their experiences' (Gyekye 1997:107). But Amato endorses, with Gyekye
(1997:227), a conjunctural account of culture which posits a historically
derived shared core of transcultural meanings and which denies that 'the
elements ofa people's tradition are all autochthonous in their genesis' The
second part of Amato's thesis attaches to the latter reading and describes
an alternative way of telling the story of 'the universal honzon for
humanity'. It amounts to this. Rather than allowing

one cultural tradition to subsume the individuality ofall others in
a homogeneous and self-serving narrative ofsupposed intellectual
and material progress, the idea of a universal human horizon may
become simply the generalized location for the overlapping
conceptualizations of human nature that our different intellectual
cultures may produce through real dialogue.

Briefly, each epoch in philosophy deals with particular linguistic
presentations of problems rooted in a set of social conditions and each
employs preferred traditions of reasoning from among a competing set. The
preferred traditions of rationality are the ones which successfully transcend
the limitations of their predecessors and rivals, such advances being
measured in terms of their ability to resolve outstanding problems,
incoherences, anomalies and inconsistencies - advances measured in
relative and not absolute terms. Such is the nature ofinter-theoretic dispute
about rationalisms within and between cultures. Ascendent reconstructed
rationalities yield vantage points from which to judge the value of alleged
advances, for reconstruction requires an understanding of the historical
context in which development (re-convergence on resolution) is claimed.
Reconstructible rationalities are then notjust intersubjectively validated, by
groups of specific language users, but also developmentally - as
contextualized truths ofhistory which reach a near universal status through
a process of transacculturation and therefore have applicability across



64

language barriers. Convergence is to be understood in this non-absolute
developmental sense.

I shall return to this thesis in part 2 below. For the moment 1am interested
in following Amato's reasons for positing the second part ofthe thesis. The
idea that conceptions of reality inspired by mvthico-religious beliefs cannot
be rational and therefore have no place in ‘philosophy', and that 'philosophy’
requires tradition and culture as contexts to be bracketed i.e. overcome in
the interests of realizing the context-neutral conditions which the
flourishing of philosophical reasoning require, sits at the root of the
assumption that 'traditional Africa is problematic' (Amato 1997:91) - an
assumption which places a question mark over the very idea of continuity
in a tradition of philosophy in Africa. Amato reasons that this assumption
is partly a register of Western modernity's discourses o f'othering' and of
a failure to understand that Western thought has never lived up to the
standard - which it held out and held down to the 'other' - of'authorship free
of authority' (Amato 1997:87) i.e. the authority of'conditions of life and
circumstances' which 'the lifeline of human cultural experience' (Amato
1997:86) offers. This is a failure of self-understanding Western thought,
claims Amato (1997:76), is inthis regard ‘as poorly prepared to understand
itself as it is to appreciate the experience of African peoples', a spectre
suggesting that modernity is 'unusual from the standpoint of humanity'
(Amato 1997:91). Care should be taken that development towards
'philosophy’

does not end up as a movement away from the particularity ofthe
real traditions with roots in a lived way of life toward a purported
universality outside and independent ofany tradition with roots in
an Enlightenment dream (Amato 1997:91).

In what follows | attempt to show what African philosophers who are in
sympathy with, and who are against, the 'particularity'-angle ofthe debate,
contribute. | first state the themes those who are in sympathy tend to
defend, and then | discuss some aspects of their work which give an
mdication of their vision of an African modernity.
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2 THREE THEMES

My purposes here are mainly expository. | propose to unpack a thesis
fundamental to the moral and political thought of African communitarians.
This is the 'social’ thesis. But before | attempt to formulate it some work
needs to be done to explain two other theses closely related to it - one a
thesis about rationality, another about language.

2.1 Reconstructible rationality

Like many African philosophers who do not disavow ethno- and sage
philosophy as 'philosophy’, and therefore have no difficulty with the idea
of continuity in a tradition of philosophy m Africa, Gary Trompf (1994)
welcomes the new direction which the rationality debate has taken towards
the recognition of rational pluralisms. This direction has been partly
engendered by deconstructive critique ofthe 'privileged self-image' (Outlaw
1990:35) of Western modernity, and partly by attempts at reconstruction
of what is 'African’ about African philosophy.

Deconstructive critique has focussed on modernity's Eurocentric bias
located in its ‘selfconsciousness of itself, the aim being to expose 'the
complicity of philosophy in empire' and to unmask new forms of'colonial
asymmetries' in philosophy (Serequeberhan 1997:142). The idea of'general
philosophy' - philosophy without a sociological and/or anthropological
setting - Serequeberhan (1997:143) brands 'the globalization of Europe' -
Europe presenting itself as 'the real in contrast to the unreality of human
existence in the non-European world’, and masking the replication of itself
in 'other realities’ (1997:145) as 'normality’ (1997:144). The mask of
normality is a 'pre-text’ which elevates 'European historicity... to the status
of true human historicity par excellence', and requires that we view
humanity 'not as it presents itself (i.e. multiple, differing, diverse,
disconsonant, dissimilar, etc.)’, but as 'flattened] of all difference’
(Serequeberhan 1997:146). It is this 'pre-text', the idea that European
history is the ' 'transcendentally obligatory' meeting point of all particular
histories' (Serequeberhan 1997:153 citing Cornelius Castoriadis 1987:100),
that is the object of deconstruction.



