
One of the great un ex plained won ders of hu man his tory is that writ ten phi los o phy �rst
�ow ered en tirely sep a rately in di� er ent parts of the globe at more or less the same time.
The ori gins of In dian, Chi nese and an cient Greek phi los o phy, as well as Bud dhism, can all
be traced back to a pe riod of roughly 300 years, be gin ning in the eighth cen tury BC.

These early philosophies have shaped the di� er ent ways peo ple wor ship, live and think
about the big ques tions that con cern us all. Most peo ple do not con sciously ar tic u late the
philo soph i cal as sump tions they have ab sorbed and are of ten not even aware that they have
any, but as sump tions about the na ture of self, ethics, sources of knowl edge and the goals
of life are deeply em bed ded in our cul tures and frame our think ing with out our be ing
aware of them.
Yet, for all the var ied and rich philo soph i cal tra di tions across the world, the western phi -
los o phy I have stud ied for more than 30 years – based en tirely on canon i cal western texts
– is pre sented as the univer sal phi los o phy, the ul ti mate in quiry into hu man un der stand -
ing. Com par a tive phi los o phy – study in two or more philo soph i cal tra di tions – is left al -
most en tirely to peo ple work ing in an thro pol ogy or cul tural stud ies. This ab di ca tion of in -
ter est as sumes that com par a tive phi los o phy might help us to un der stand the in tel lec tual
cul tures of In dia, China or the Mus lim world, but not the hu man con di tion.

Western phi los o phy has been the de fault op tion for too long. That must
change, says Ju lian Bag gini
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This has be come some thing of an em bar rass ment for me. Un til a few years ago, I knew vir -
tu ally noth ing about any thing other than western phi los o phy, a tra di tion that stretches
from the an cient Greeks to the great uni ver si ties of Europe and the US. Yet, if you look at
my PhD cer ti� cate or the names of the univer sity de part ments where I stud ied, there is
only one, un qual i �ed, word: phi los o phy. Re cently and be lat edly, I have been ex plor ing the
great clas si cal philosophies of the rest of the world, trav el ling across con ti nents to en -
counter them �rst-hand. It has been the most re ward ing in tel lec tual jour ney of my life.
My philo soph i cal jour ney has con vinced me that we can not un der stand our selves if we do
not un der stand oth ers. Getting to know oth ers re quires avoid ing the twin dan gers of over -
es ti mat ing ei ther how much we have in com mon or how much di vides us. Our shared hu -
man ity and the peren nial prob lems of life mean that we can al ways learn from and iden tify
with the thoughts and prac tices of oth ers, no mat ter how alien they might at �rst ap pear.
At the same time, di� er ences in ways of think ing can be both deep and sub tle. If we as sume
too read ily that we can see things from oth ers’ points of view, we end up see ing them from
merely a vari a tion of our own.
To travel around the world’s philosophies is an op por tu nity to chal lenge the be liefs and
ways of think ing we take for granted. By gain ing greater knowl edge of how oth ers think,
we can be come less cer tain of the knowl edge we think we have, which is al ways the �rst
step to greater un der stand ing.
Take the ex am ple of time. Around the world to day, time is lin ear, or dered into past,
present and fu ture. Our days are or gan ised by the pro gres sion of the clock, in the short to
medium term by cal en dars and diaries, his tory by time lines stretch ing back over mil len nia.
All cul tures have a sense of past, present and fu ture, but for much of hu man his tory this
has been un der pinned by a more fun da men tal sense of time as cycli cal. The past is also the
fu ture, the fu ture is also the past, the be gin ning also the end.
The dom i nance of lin ear time �ts in with an es cha to log i cal world view in which all of hu -
man his tory is build ing up to a � nal judg ment. This is per haps why, over time, it be came
the com mon-sense way of view ing time in the largely Chris tian west. When God cre ated
the world, he be gan a story with a be gin ning, a mid dle and an end. As Rev e la tion puts it,
while proph esy ing the end times, Je sus is this epic’s “Al pha and Omega, the be gin ning and
the end, the �rst and the last”.
But there are other ways of think ing about time. Many schools of thought be lieve that the
be gin ning and the end are and have al ways been the same be cause time is es sen tially cycli -
cal. This is the most in tu itively plau si ble way of think ing about eter nity. When we imag ine
time as a line, we end up ba� ed: what hap pened be fore time be gan? How can a line go on
with out end? A cir cle al lows us to visu alise go ing back wards or for wards for ever, at no
point com ing up against an ul ti mate be gin ning or end.
Think ing of time cycli cally es pe cially made sense in pre mod ern so ci eties, where there were
few in no va tions across gen er a tions and peo ple lived very sim i lar lives to those of their
grand par ents, their great-grand par ents and go ing back many gen er a tions. With out
change, progress was unimag in able. Mean ing could there fore only be found in em brac ing
the cy cle of life and death and play ing your part in it as best you could.



Per haps this is why cycli cal time ap pears to have been the hu man de fault. The Mayans, In -
cans and Hopi all viewed time in this way. Many non west ern tra di tions con tain el e ments of
cycli cal think ing about time, per haps most ev i dent in clas si cal In dian phi los o phy. The In -
dian philoso pher and states man Sarvepalli Rad hakr ish nan wrote: “All the [ortho dox] sys -
tems ac cept the view of the great world rhythm. Vast pe ri ods of cre ation, main te nance and
dis so lu tion fol low each other in end less suc ces sion.” For ex am ple, a pas sage in the Rig
Veda ad dress ing Dyaus and Prithvi (heaven and earth) reads: “Which was the former,
which of them the lat ter? How born? O sages, who dis cerns? They bear them selves all that
has ex is tence. Day and night re volve as on a wheel.”
East Asian phi los o phy is deeply rooted in the cy cle of the sea sons, part of a larger cy cle of
ex is tence. This is par tic u larly ev i dent in Tao ism, and is vividly il lus trated by the sur pris ing
cheer ful ness of the fourth cen tury BC Taoist philoso pher Zhuangzi when ev ery one thought
he should have been mourn ing for his wife. At �rst, he ex plained, he was as mis er able as
any one else. Then he thought back be yond her to the be gin ning of time it self: “In all the
mixed-up bus tle and con fu sion, some thing changed and there was qi. The qi changed and
there was form. The form changed and she had life. To day there was an other change and
she died. It’s just like the round of four sea sons: spring, sum mer, au tumn and win ter.”
In Chi nese thought, wis dom and truth are time less, and we do not need to go for ward to
learn, only to hold on to what we al ready have. As the 19th-cen tury Scot tish si nol o gist
James Legge put it, Con fu cius did not think his pur pose was “to an nounce any new truths,
or to ini ti ate any new econ omy. It was to pre vent what had pre vi ously been known from
be ing
Most peo ple do not con sciously ar tic u late the philo soph i cal as sump tions they have ab -
sorbed
lost.” Men cius, sim i larly, crit i cised the princes of his day be cause “they do not put into
prac tice the ways of the an cient kings”. Men cius also says, in the penul ti mate chap ter of
the epony mous col lec tion of his con ver sa tions, close to the book’s con clu sion: “The su pe -
rior man seeks sim ply to bring back the un chang ing stan dard, and, that be ing cor rect, the
masses are roused to virtue.” The very last chap ter charts the ages be tween the great kings
and sages.
A hy brid of cycli cal and lin ear time op er ates in strands of Is lamic thought. “The Is lamic
con cep tion of time is based es sen tially on the cyclic re ju ve na tion of hu man his tory
through the ap pear ance of var i ous prophets,” says Seyyed Hos sein Nasr, pro fes sor emer i -
tus of Is lamic stud ies at Ge orge Wash ing ton Univer sity. Each cy cle, how ever, also moves
hu man ity for ward, with each rev e la tion build ing on the former – the dic ta tion of the
Qur’an to Muham mad be ing the last, com plete tes ti mony of God – un til ul ti mately the se -
ries of cy cles ends with the ap pear ance of the Mahdi, who rules for 40 years be fore the � -
nal judg ment.
The dis tinc tion be tween lin ear and cycli cal time is there fore not al ways neat. The as sump -
tion of an ei ther/or leads many to as sume that oral philo soph i cal tra di tions have straight -
for wardly cycli cal con cep tions of time. The re al ity is more com pli cated. Take Indige nous
Aus tralian philosophies. There is no sin gle Aus tralian �rst peo ple with a shared cul ture,
but there are enough sim i lar i ties across the coun try for some ten ta tive gen er al i sa tions to



be made about ideas that are com mon or dom i nant. The late an thro pol o gist David May -
bury-Lewis sug gested that time in Indige nous Aus tralian cul ture is nei ther cycli cal nor
lin ear; in stead, it re sem bles the space time of mod ern physics. Time is in ti mately linked to
place in what he calls the “dream time” of “past, present, fu ture all present in this place”.
“One lives in a place more than in a time,” is how Stephen Muecke puts it in his book An -
cient and Mod ern: Time, Cul ture and Indige nous Phi los o phy. More im por tant than the
dis tinc tion be tween lin ear or cycli cal time is whether time is sep a rated from or in ti mately
con nected to place. Take, for ex am ple, how we con ceive of death. In the con tem po rary
west, death is pri mar ily seen as the ex pi ra tion of the in di vid ual, with the body as the lo cus,
and the lo ca tion of that body ir rel e vant. In con trast, Muecke says: “Many indige nous ac -
counts of the death of an in di vid ual are not so much about bod ily death as about a re turn of
en ergy to the place of em a na tion with which it re-iden ti �es.”
Such a way of think ing is es pe cially alien to the mod ern west, where a pur suit of ob jec tiv ity
sys tem at i cally down plays the par tic u lar, the speci�  cally lo cated. In a provoca tive and
evoca tive sen tence, Muecke says: “Let me sug gest that longsight ed ness is a Euro pean
form of philo soph i cal my opia and that other ver sions of phi los o phy, indige nous per haps,
have a more lived-in and in ti mate as so ci a tion with so ci eties of peo ple and the way they
talk about them selves.”
Muecke cites the Aus tralian aca demic Tony Swain’s view that the con cept of lin ear time is
a kind of fall from place. “I’ve got a hunch that mod ern physics sep a rated out those di -
men sions and worked on them, and so we pro duced time as we know it through a whole lot
of ex per i men tal and the o ret i cal ac tiv i ties,” Muecke told me. “If you’re not con cep tu ally
and ex per i men tally sep a rat ing those di men sions, then they would tend to �ow to gether.”
His indige nous friends talk less of time or place in de pen dently, but more of lo cated events.
The key tem po ral ques tion is not “When did this hap pen?” but “How is this re lated to
other events?” That word re lated is im por tant. Time and space have be come the o ret i cal
ab strac tions in mod ern physics, but in hu man cul ture they are con crete re al i ties. Noth ing
ex ists purely as a point on a map or a mo ment in time: ev ery thing stands in re la tion to ev -
ery thing else. So to un der stand time and space in oral philo soph i cal tra di tions, we have to
see them less as ab stract con cepts in meta phys i cal the o ries and more as liv ing con cep -
tions, part and par cel of a broader way of un der stand ing the world, one that is rooted in
re lat ed ness. Hirini Kaa, a lec turer at the Univer sity of Auck land, says that “the key un der -
pin ning of Maori thought is kin ship, the con nect ed ness be tween hu man ity, be tween one
an other, be tween the nat u ral en vi ron ment”. He sees this as a form of spir i tu al ity. “The
ocean wasn’t just wa ter, it wasn’t some thing for us to be afraid of or to utilise as a com -
mod ity, but be came an an ces tor de ity, Tan garoa. Ev ery liv ing thing has a life force.”
David Mowal jar lai, who was a se nior law man of the Ngarinyin peo ple of Western Aus tralia,
once called this prin ci ple of con nec tiv ity “pat tern think ing”. Pat tern think ing su� uses the
nat u ral and the so cial worlds, which are, after all, in this way of think ing, part of one thing.
As Muecke puts it: “The con cept of con nect ed ness is, of course, the ba sis of all kin ship
sys tems [...] Getting mar ried, in this case, is not just pair ing o�, it is, in a way, shar ing
each other.”



The em pha sis on con nect ed ness and place leads to a way of think ing that runs counter to
the ab stract uni ver sal ism de vel oped to a cer tain ex tent in all the great writ ten tra di tions of
phi los o phy. Muecke de scribes as one of the “en dur ing [Indige nous Aus tralian] prin ci ples”
that “a way of be ing will be spe ci�c to the re sources and needs of a time and place and that
one’s con duct will be in formed by re spon si bil ity spe ci�c to that place”. This is not an
“any thing goes” rel a tivism, but a recog ni tion that rights, du ties and
val ues ex ist only in ac tual hu man cul tures, and their ex act shape and form will de pend on
the na ture of those sit u a tions.
This should be clear enough. But the tra di tion of western phi los o phy, in par tic u lar, has
striven for a uni ver sal ity that glosses over di� er ences of time and place. The word
“univer sity”, for ex am ple, even shares the same et y mo log i cal root as “univer sal”. In such
in sti tu tions, “the pur suit of truth recog nises no na tional bound aries”, as one com men ta -
tor ob served. Place is so unim por tant in western phi los o phy that, when I dis cov ered it was
the theme of the quin quen nial East-West Philoso phers’ Con fer ence in 2016, I won dered if
there was any thing I could bring to the party at all. (I de cided that the ab sence of place in
western phi los o phy it self mer ited con sid er a tion.)
The univer sal ist thrust has many mer its. The re fusal to ac cept any and ev ery prac tice as a
le git i mate cus tom has bred a very good form of in tol er ance for the bar baric and un just tra -
di tional prac tices of the west it self. With out this in tol er ance, we would still have slav ery,
tor ture, fewer rights for women and ho mo sex u als, feu dal lords and un elected par lia ments.
The univer sal ist as pi ra tion has, at its best, helped the west to tran scend its own prej u dices.
At the same time, it has also le git imised some prej u dices by con fus ing them with univer sal
truths. The philoso pher Kwame An thony Ap piah ar gues that the com plaints of anti-uni -
ver sal ists are not gen er ally about uni ver sal ism at all, but pseudo-uni ver sal ism, “Euro cen -
tric hege mony pos ing as uni ver sal ism”. When this hap pens, in tol er ance for the in de fen si -
ble be comes in tol er ance for any thing that is di� er ent. The as pi ra tion for the univer sal be -
comes a crude in sis tence on the uni form. Sen si tiv ity is lost to the very di� er ent needs of
di� er ent cul tures at di� er ent times and places.
This “pos ing as uni ver sal ism” is wide spread and of ten im plicit, with western con cepts be -
ing taken as univer sal but In dian ones re main ing In dian, Chi nese re main ing Chi nese, and
so on. To end this pre tence, Jay L Gar�eld and Bryan W Van Nor den pro pose that those de -
part ments of phi los o phy that refuse to teach any thing from non-western tra di tions at
least have the de cency to call them selves de part ments of western phi los o phy.
The “pat tern think ing” of Maori and Indige nous Aus tralian philosophies could pro vide a
cor rec tive to the as sump tion that our val ues are the univer sal ones and that oth ers are
aber ra tions. It makes cred i ble and com pre hen si ble the idea that phi los o phy is never place -
less and that think ing that is up rooted from any land soon withers and dies.
Mis trust of the univer sal ist as pi ra tion, how ever, can go too far. At the very least, there is a
con tra dic tion in say ing there are no univer sal truths, since that is it self a univer sal claim
about the na ture of truth. The right view prob a bly lies some where be tween the claims of
naive uni ver sal ists and those of de � ant lo cal ists. There seems to be a sense in which even
the univer sal ist as pi ra tion has to be rooted in some thing more par tic u lar. TS Eliot is sup -
posed to have said: “Although it is only too easy for a writer to be lo cal with out be ing



univer sal, I doubt whether a poet or novelist can be univer sal with out be ing lo cal, too.” To
be purely univer sal is to in habit an ab stract uni verse too de tached from the real world. But
just as a novelist can touch on uni ver sals of the hu man con di tion through the par tic u lars
of a cou ple of char ac ters and a spe ci�c story, so our di� er ent, re gional philo soph i cal tra di -
tions can shed light on more univer sal philo soph i cal truths even though they ap proach
them from their own spe ci�c an gles.
We should not be afraid to ground our selves in our own tra di tions, but we should not be
bound by them. Gandhi put this po et i cally when he wrote: “I do not want my house to be
walled in on all sides and my win dows to be stu�ed. I want the cul tures of all lands to be
blown about my house as freely as pos si ble. But I refuse to be blown o� my feet by any. I
refuse to live in other peo ple’s houses as an in ter loper, a beg gar or a slave.”
In the west, the pre dom i nance of lin ear time is as so ci ated with the idea of progress that
reached its apotheo sis in the En light en ment. Be fore this, ar gues the philoso pher An thony
Kenny, “peo ple look ing for ideals had looked back wards in time, whether to the prim i tive
church, or to clas si cal an tiq uity, or to some myth i cal prelap sar ian era. It was a key doc trine
of the En light en ment that the hu man race, so far from fall ing from some ear lier emi nence,
was mov ing for ward to a hap pier fu ture.”
Kenny is ex press ing a pop u lar view, but many see the roots of be lief in progress deeper in
the Chris tian es cha to log i cal re li gious world view. “Be lief in progress is a relic of the Chris -
tian view of his tory as a univer sal nar ra tive,” claims John Gray. Sec u lar thinkers, he says,
“re ject the idea of prov i dence, but they con tinue to think hu mankind is mov ing to wards a
univer sal goal”, even though “the idea of progress in his tory is a myth cre ated by the need
for mean ing”.
Whether faith in progress is an in ven tion or an adap ta tion of the En light en ment, the im -
age of sec u lar hu man ists naively be liev ing hu man ity is on an ir re versible, lin ear path of
ad vance ment seems to me a car i ca ture of their more mod est hope, based in his tory, that
progress has oc curred and that more is pos si ble. As the his to rian Jonathan Is rael says, En -
light en ment ideas of progress “were usu ally tem pered by a strong streak of pes simism, a
sense of the dan gers and chal lenges to which the hu man con di tion is sub ject”. He dis -
misses the idea that “En light en ment thinkers nur tured a naive be lief in man’s per fectibil -
ity” as a “myth con jured up by early 20th cen tury schol ars un sym pa thetic to its claims”.
Nev er the less, Gray is right to point out that lin ear progress is a kind of de fault way of
think ing about his tory in the mod ern west and that this risks blind ing us to the ways in
which gains can be lost, ad vances re versed. It also fos ters a sense of the su pe ri or ity of the
present age over ear lier, sup pos edly less ad vanced” times. Fi nally, it oc cludes the ex tent to
which his tory doesn’t re peat it self but does rhyme.
The di� er ent ways in which philo soph i cal tra di tions have con ceived time turn out to be far
from mere meta phys i cal cu riosi ties. They shape the way we think about both our tem po ral
place in his tory and our re la tion to the phys i cal places in which we live. It pro vides one of
the eas i est and clear est ex am ples of how bor row ing an other way of think ing can bring a
fresh per spec tive to our world. Some times, sim ply by chang ing the frame, the whole pic -
ture can look very di� er ent.



This is an edited ex tract from How the World Thinks: A Global His tory of Phi los o phy, pub -
lished by Granta


