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4. God, Man and Monism in Ancient and Medieval Western Philosophy 

The term “Western Philosophy” is used here loosely for all known philosophies that have developed in West Asia, Europe and Americas. The development of western philosophy was linked initially to Greek civilization and later to the rise of Christianity and Islam.

A. Meaning of Philosophy in Western Tradition

Before we move on to analyzing the journey of Western Philosophy, it is interesting to step back a little and understand the meaning of philosophy as understood by Western thinkers. Western concept of philosophy and Indian concept of philosophy (Darshan Shastra) are different and that may be the reason for different directions taken by the two systems. To understand the meaning of the word “philosophy” in Western systems, let us look at the following extract from Bertrand Russell’s book, “History of Western Philosophy”. 

“The conceptions of life and the world which we call ‘philosophical’ are a product of two factors: one inherited religious and ethical conceptions; the other, the sort of investigation which may be called as ‘scientific’, using this word in its broadest sense. Individual philosophers have differed widely in regard to the proportions in which these two factors into their systems, but it is the presence of both, in some degree, that characterizes philosophy.

‘Philosophy’ is a word which has been used in many ways, some wider, some narrower. I propose to use it in a very wide sense, which I will now try to explain.

Philosophy, as I shall understand the word, is something intermediate between theology and science. Like theology, it consists of speculations on matters as to which definite knowledge has, so far, been unascertainable; but like science it appeals to human reason rather than to authority, whether that of tradition or that of revelation. All definite knowledge – so I should contend – belongs to science; all dogma as to what surpasses definite knowledge belongs to theology. But between theology and science there is a No Man’s Land, exposed to attack from both sides; this No Man’s Land is philosophy. Almost all the questions of most interest to speculative minds are such as science cannot answer, and the confident answers of theologians no longer seem so convincing as they did in former centuries. Is the world divided into mind and matter, and if so, what is mind and what is matter? Is mind subject to matter, or is it possessed of independent powers? Has the universe any unity or purpose? Is it evolving towards some goal? Are there really laws of nature or do we believe in them only because of our innate love of order? Is man what he seems to the astronomer, a tiny lump of impure carbon and water impotently crawling on a small and unimportant planet? Or is he what he appears to Hamlet? Is he perhaps both at once? Is there a way of living that is noble and another that is base, or all ways of living merely futile? Must the good be eternal in order to deserve to be valued, or is it worth seeking even if the universe is inexorably moving towards death? Is there such a thing as wisdom, or is what seems such merely the ultimate refinement of folly? To such questions no answer can be found in the laboratory. Theologians have professed to give answers, all too definite; but their very definiteness causes modern minds to view them with suspicion. The studying of these questions, if not the answering of them, is the business of philosophy.”
 (Emphasis added)
It is clear from the above that philosophy, for Western thinkers, has been speculation with no relation to the real world and with no need to prove its truth or validity. Philosophy was (and to a large extent is) supposed to belong to the realm of rarefied strata of pure reason. It could not be bothered to dirty its hands with either mundane problems that ordinary mortals face in their day-to-day life or with the problem of providing a theoretical framework for knowledge. As pure speculation, philosophy was almost like the grand performances in Roman arenas – philosophers acting like gladiators stunning royalty and laity alike with their powers to spin arguments out of thin air or even vacuum. Performing in the philosophical circus, the gladiators had to follow the rule of not running foul of the theologians. Thus a philosopher was allowed full liberty as long as he managed to keep one foot in the theological circles. This was no mean feat and many philosophers lost their lives on the charge of having stepped out of the circle. Socrates was probably the first to lose his life in this manner. 

Indian philosophy never had to carry the burden of theology (otherwise atheists would never have been accepted in India) and was never considered a product of pure speculation. DARSHAN, the word used for philosophy, literally means to see or to perceive. Speculation is blind; involves no seeing and is based on playing games with arguments and reasons, while darshan or seeing is an activity that can, surely, be called antithesis of speculation. The concern of Indian philosophy was to provide the essential foundations for all other branches of human knowledge and enterprise, including science, political structure and ethics. Philosophy in India had two primary starting points – as it looked inside, it looked at the human being in its entirety and as it looked outside, it looked at the total cosmos. The problem of monism and dualism in Indian philosophy emerges out of the need to reconcile the two visions. Different schools of Indian philosophy provide different theoretical frameworks and adopt different approaches but at no point does any school slip into pure speculation and lose touch with the worldly (or cosmic) realities. The only exception, probably, is Shankar’s illusionism that is known for its brilliant logical metaphysical reasoning. But that is the closing chapter of Indian philosophy and cannot be called, by any stretch of arguments, representative of the totality of Darshan Shastr. 

The contrast between Indian philosophy as perception and Western Philosophy as speculation has never been understood or appreciated by thinkers either in India or abroad. Perception and speculation, both lead to similar results – forming of hypotheses. The difference between perception and speculation is that any hypotheses formed as a result of perception is subject to verification by suitable evidence, while a result of speculation can never be verified either for its truth or for its efficacy. Speculation appeals to pure reason (whatever that be) while perception asks the listener to look for himself. Pure reason has a haughty, arrogant and holier-than-you air about it. On the other hand, asking someone to look for himself treats him on an equal footing. To raise fundamental questions about basic assumptions, howsoever sacred, is an essential part of the development of perception. In contrast, speculation, with its one foot in theology, permits asking of questions as long as theological dogmas are not disturbed. 

B. Greek Philosophy

Speculative tradition of Western philosophy has its roots in Greek philosophers. The first Greek philosophers were physical philosophers who sought for the physis or nature of external things, the laws and constituents of the material and measurable world. This included Thales, Heraclitus, Parmenides, Zeno, Pythagoras and Empedocles. Greeks had their own gods and goddesses at Olympus. They also had a long tradition of Sophists, travelling teachers of wisdom, who looked within upon their own thought and nature rather than upon the world of things. Sophists were the founding fathers of philosophy in Greece. They taught young men to question every belief including the gods and goddesses at Olympus. They built the foundation on which Socrates could build.

The questioning restless spirit of Socrates became a characteristic of Greek philosophers who deliberated on everything in the world. In due course various streams and schools of philosophy emerged. For example, Democritus (460 – 360 B.C.), Epicurus (342 – 240 B.C.) and Lucretius (98 – 55 B.C.) were the well-known materialists. In politics, Greek philosophers divided into two schools. One argued that nature is good and civilization bad; that by nature all men are equal, becoming unequal only by class-made institutions; and that law is an invention of the strong to chain and rule the weak. Another school claimed that nature is beyond good and evil; that by nature all men are unequal; that morality is an invention of the weak to limit and deter the strong; that power is the supreme virtue, and the supreme desire of man; and that of all forms of government the wisest and most natural is aristocracy.

Unfortunately Greek philosophers had a limited influence on the society in which they lived. Socrates was put to death in 399 B.C. and Aristotle committed suicide in 322 B.C. Greece was going through a period of internal turmoil and external aggression. Stoicism and Epicureanism emerged as the theories at a time when Greece was facing defeat and subjugation. One emphasized apathetic acceptance while the other attempted to forget defeat in the arms of pleasure. 

Greek Philosophy was a phenomenon that lasted for a relatively short period. During this period philosophers were pre-occupied with developing basic tools of discourse, exploring the physical world (physical sciences were a part of philosophy at that time) and fighting the deep-seated biases that the society had against them. They had no time to devote to development of a holistic vision of reality or universe. Greek philosophers did not concern themselves with monism or dualism since they did not try to perceive the world (or even man) as a totality. They looked at elements of nature, the relationships between the elements and the influence that each exerted on human life as well as to relations among humans. They cannot even be called as pluralists since they did not reject the concept of unity or duality of the universe. Greeks were polytheists. But Socrates is said to have said that there is only one God. However, there is no evidence to indicate that monotheism of Socrates progressed to the level of a holistic vision, which is essential for monism as well as for dualism.

C. The Dark Ages

Western philosophy’s first era came to an end with the collapse of Greek civilization, fall of Rome and rise of Christianity and Islam. 

The period from the fall of Greek civilization and Rome upto the middle of eleventh century is also called the period of darkness and also of ecclesiastical domination. Some authors put the year of start of this period as fifth century A.D., but some others are of the opinion that the suicide of Aristotle in 322 B.C. marked the beginning of this period. This period saw three important events:

a) Fading away of the spirit of questioning and reasoning: Socrates had questioned all assumptions and had drunk the poison instead of pleading for mercy. Aristotle had defended Alexander among the Athenians and was hated for it. He was charged with preaching that prayer and sacrifice were of no avail. Greek philosophers who followed Aristotle did not have the courage to stand for their convictions either against the ruling classes or even in front of the uneducated masses. Romans who conquered Greece took the philosophers with them just as they had taken other slaves. Philosophers lost all respect but the real loss was the fading away of the spirit of questioning and reasoning.

b) Rise of Christianity: The rise of Christianity is an event that is indeed unsurpassed in the history of mankind. From the angle of development of philosophy during the period of ecclesiastical domination, the following points need to be noted:

i) “Christianity popularized an important opinion, already implicit in the teaching of the Stoics, but foreign to the general spirit of antiquity – I mean, the opinion that a man’s duty to God is more imperative than his duty to the State.”

ii) “In Catholic doctrine, divine revelation did not end with the scriptures, but continued from age to age through the medium of the Church, to which therefore it was the duty of the individual to submit his private opinions.”
 Jesus Christ had not set up a religion or Church in the traditional sense of the word. Early Christian churches had no property but by the thirteenth century Church owned one-third of the soil of Europe. The Church believed that it had divine sanction to control not just the lives of its subjects but also the thinking of all human beings on earth. Naturally, an independent-minded philosopher was a nuisance that Church was not inclined to tolerate.

iii) “The Catholic Church was derived from three sources. Its sacred history was Jewish, its theology was Greek, its Government and canon law were, at least indirectly, Roman.”
 Catholic Church looked backwards into antiquity for all that it needed. A creative philosopher whether of speculative type or of perceptive type was seen to be a threat and discouraged (if he was not physically eliminated).

Under the iron fist of Catholic Church, Christianity evolved into a political tyranny that eliminated indigenous cultures in a most brutal manner and had no mercy for anything that came in its way. The conflict between the duty to God and duty to the State, which Christianity had introduced, took the form of a conflict between Church and King. All the armed forces were on the side of the kings, and yet the Church was victorious. The Church won, partly because it had almost a monopoly of education and controlled the thoughts of the population. 

c) Rise of Islam: Tyranny of Catholic Church found a brutal match in Islam. Love of Christianity came face to face with the brotherhood of Islam. Both religions, notwithstanding the noble intentions of the founding personalities, had no tolerance for any non-conformist. Love and brotherhood were strictly for followers. A non-believer deserved no mercy and could be murdered or raped or tortured without suffering any pangs of conscience. From its earliest years Islam had a history of wars.

“The Hegira (Mohammed’s flight from Mecca to Medina), with which the Mohammedan era begins, took place in A.D. 622; Mohammed died ten years later. Immediately after his death the Arab conquests began, and they began with extraordinary rapidity. In the east, Syria was invaded in 634, and completely subdued within two years. In 637 Persia was invaded; in 650 its conquest was completed. India was invaded in 664; Constantinople was besieged in 669 (and again in 716-17). The westward movement was not quite so sudden. Egypt was conquered by 642, Carthage not till 697. Spain, except for a small corner in the north-west, was acquired in 711-12. Westward expansion (except in Sicily and Southern Italy) was brought to a standstill by the defeat of Mohammedans at the battle of Tours in 732, just one hundred years after the death of the Prophet.”
 

The vast Muslim empire acted as an intellectual bridge between India and Europe. Persians continued their intellectual and artistic traditions even after their conversion. They acquired Mathematics and astronomy from Sanskrit writings and passed the knowledge to Europe. 

“Meanwhile, in Persia, Muslims came in contact with India. It was from Sanskrit writings that they acquired, during the eighth century, their first knowledge of astronomy. About 830, Muhammad ibn Musa al-Khwarazmi, a translator of mathematical and astronomical books from the Sanskrit, published a book which was translated into Latin in the twelfth century, under the title Algoritmi de numero Indorum. It was from this book that the West first learnt of what we call ‘Arabic’ numerals, which ought to be called ‘Indian’. The same author wrote a book on algebra which was used in the West as a text-book until the sixteenth century.”
 

“Mohammedan civilization in its great days was admirable in the arts in many technical ways, but it showed no capacity for speculation in theoretical matters. Its importance, which must not be underrated, is as a transmitter.”
 Persian scholars passed to the West not just Indian astronomy and mathematics. They studied Greek philosophers and translated them into Arabic and Persian. Some of the European translations of Greek writings were derived from Arabic or Persian translations of Greek works.

During the dark ages, Muslim world produced many scholars, but no original thinkers. A sect of orthodox Muslim theologians objected to all philosophy as deleterious to the faith. One of these, named Algazel, wrote a book called Destruction of the Philosophers, pointing out that, since all necessary truth is in the Koran, there is no need of speculation independent of revelation. This line of thinking was accepted by many (not all) Muslim kings and invaders. Destruction of libraries, burning of books, killing of scholars and annihilation of knowledge became distinguishing features of invading Muslim armies in various parts of the world including Egypt, Persia and India. Some modern scholars are of the opinion that this was a result of misguided interpretation of Islamic principles. Whether the orthodox theologians’ interpretation was correct or wrong – that is a question that can be debated. But no one can debate the historical reality that in the field of knowledge, Mohammedan civilization destroyed a lot and created nothing, though it transmitted some.

The fading away of the spirit of questioning and reasoning might have been a cause or might have been an effect of the rise of Christianity and Islam in the brutal, barbaric, savage forms witnessed in the dark ages. The net result was an eclipse of reasoning, knowledge and philosophy for a period of almost one thousand years.

During this period, Catholic Church’s power increased enormously. Church controlled land, resources, kings and even armies, directly or indirectly; but what the Church really controlled was minds of the populace. “All the armed force was on the side of the kings, and yet the Church was victorious. The Church won, partly because it had almost a monopoly of education, …”
 Church was the only institution that imparted education. Church-established academic institutions had some of the finest scholars of the time. These scholars in a slow and sometimes painful manner started a mind-activation-process that led to the end of Dark Ages.

D. The Catholic Age

“Its (western philosophy’s) second great period, from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries, was dominated by the Catholic Church, except for a few great rebels, such as the Emperor Frederick II (1195-1250). This period was brought to an end by the confusions that culminated in the Reformation.”
 
“Four aspects of the twelfth century are specially interesting to us:
(1) The continued conflict of empire and papacy;

(2) The rise of the Lombard cities;

(3) The Crusades; and 

(4) The growth of scholasticism

All these four continued into the following century. The crusades generally came to an inglorious end; but, as regards the other three movements, the thirteenth century marks the culmination of what, in the twelfth, is in a transitional stage. In the thirteenth century, the Pope definitely triumphed over the Emperor, the Lombard cities acquired secure independence and scholasticism reached its highest point. All this, however, was an outcome of what the twelfth century had prepared.”
 
The triumph of Pope and the rise of scholasticism are linked. Scholasticism attempted to give an intellectual sheen to theological principles of Catholic Church. Bertrand Russell has called it the second great period of Western Philosophy, but Will Durant seems to have a different view.

“For a thousand years it (Church) united, with the magic of an unvarying creed, most of the peoples of a continent; never before or since was organization so widespread or so pacific. But this unity demanded, as the Church thought, a common faith exalted by supernatural sanctions beyond the changes and corrosions of time; therefore dogma, definite and defined, was cast like a shell over the adolescent mind of medieval Europe. It was within this shell that Scholastic philosophy moved narrowly from faith to reason and back again, in a baffling circuit of uncriticized assumptions and pre-ordained conclusions. In the thirteenth century all Christendom was startled and stimulated by Arabic and Jewish translations of Aristotle; but the power of the Church was still adequate to secure, through Thomas Aquinas and others, the transmogrification of Aristotle into a medieval theologian. The result was subtlety, but not wisdom. ‘The wit and mind of man,’ as Bacon put it, ‘if it work upon the matter, worketh according to the stuff, and is limited thereby; but if it works upon itself, as the spider worketh his web, then it is endless, and bringeth forth indeed cobwebs of learning, admirable for the fineness of thread and work, but of no substance or profit.’ Sooner or later the intellect of Europe would burst out of this shell.”

The beautiful cobwebs of scholasticism have continued to stick to Western Philosophy and are influencing the method of discourse of Western Philosophy to this day. Except for such influences on the methods of Western Philosophy, the Catholic Age offers nothing of interest in our study of man, God and monism in Western Philosophy. It is however of interest to note the conspicuous absence of these aspects from the philosophy of Western Philosophy during the Dark Ages and the Catholic Age, together amounting to almost one and a half millenniums. 

E. Emancipation

“Here and there, in universities and monasteries and hidden retreats, men ceased to dispute and began to search; deviously, out of the efforts to change baser metal into gold, alchemy was transmuted into chemistry; out of astrology men groped their way with timid boldness to astronomy; and out of the fables of speaking animals came the science of zoology. The awakening began with Roger Bacon (d. 1294); it grew with the limitless Leonardo (1452-1519); it reached its fullness in the astronomy of Copernicus (1473-1543) and Galileo (1564-1642), in the researches of Gilbert (1544-1603) in magnetism and electricity, of Vesalius (1514-1564) in anatomy, and of Harvey (1578-1657) on the circulation of the blood As knowledge grew, fear decreased; men thought less and less of worshipping the unknown, and more of overcoming it. Every vital spirit was lifted up with a new confidence; barriers were broken down; there was no bound now to what man might do.”
 

 “Emancipation from the authority of the Church led to the growth of individualism, even to the point of anarchy. Discipline, intellectual, moral and political, was associated in the minds of the men of the Renaissance with the scholastic philosophy and ecclesiastical government. The Aristotelian logic of the Schoolmen was narrow, but afforded a certain kind of accuracy. When this school of logic became unfashionable, it was not, at first, succeeded by something better, but only by an eclectic imitation of ancient models. Until the seventeenth century, there was nothing of importance in philosophy.”

Growth after emancipation was in the fields of science and arts. Unable to keep pace with the changing times, philosophy continued in its old ways and became irrelevant.

Note: In this chapter, as well as in all other chapters of this book, the word “man” is used in the general sense of individual human being(s) and includes women as well as men (unless the context implies otherwise).

References:

1. Russell, Bertrand [1946], History of Western Philosophy and its Connection with Political and Social Circumstances from the Earliest Times to the Present Day, Second Impression, London: George Allen and Unwin Limited, 1947.

2. Durant, Will [1926], The Story of Philosophy – The Lives and Opinions of the Greater Philosophers, 2nd edition, New York: Washington Square Press, Pocket Books, 1963.

Anil Chawla

21 December 2002

Hindustan Studies & Services Ltd.

MF-104, Ajay Tower, E5/1 (Commercial),

Arera Colony, BHOPAL - 462016, INDIA

Tel. 91-755- 2736901, 2736902 (Residence)

Website http://www.samarthbharat.com 

E-mail  anil@samarthbharat.com

hindustanstudies@rediffmail.com 


hindustanstudies@yahoo.co.in 

© All Rights Free

� Russell, p. 10-11


� Russell, p. 13


� Russell, p. 17


� Russell, p. 17


� Russell, p. 440


� Russell, p. 444


� Russell, p. 448


� Russell, p. 15


� Russell, p. 12


� Russell, p. 450


� Durant, p. 104-105


� Durant, p. 105


� Russell, p. 513





Page No. 9

