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Rohit Parikh as a political thinker

Email message of 10 November

Here are some silver linings.

a)

b) We will not have a Supreme Court packed with liberals. It
currently already has four liberals. Five would mean that the rest
of the country has no representation. That is not good.
The Supreme Court ought to be 3-3-3, liberal, conservative,
independent.

c)

d)

So several silver linings.

Does Trump have defects? Of course he does. But some of his
proposals made sense to me.
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political pluralism

Alternative 1

The Supreme Court ought to be 3-3-3, liberal, conservative,
independent.
Alternative 1 should be common knowledge.

Alternative 2

The Supreme Court ought to be 3-3-3, liberal, conservative,
independent.
Alternative 2 should be common knowledge among the
independents.
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my talk to the Philosophy Club

A few years ago, students at Indiana University organized a
Philosophy Club.

Somehow they invited me to give their opening talk.

Rather than talk about my same-old topics (logic and language),
I was free to decide what I wanted a philosophy talk to be.
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The topic of pluralism is important
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Most of the talk is about
pluralism of religious views

I think that most of the contemporary issues concerning pluralism
revolve around issues of religion,
and so this is the main focus of this talk.

I’m not a specialist in any of the areas that this talk comes into
contact with

I philosophy of religion

I epistemology

I literary criticism

I philosophy of politics

I contemporary Islamic philosophy

I medieval Islamic philosophy

But for that reason it’s possible that my closeness/distance
to all of these enables me to put things together.

6/31



Some questions

I Why is it that people have di↵ering views on important topics,
so much so that they are willing to die and kill for them?

I Pluralism is the view that di↵ering theories might all have
valid claims.
Can there be an epistemological foundation for pluralism?

I Can pluralism help with real life problems?

I What would pluralism in real life mean, anyway?
And is the foundational discussion of any interest?
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Some questions

I Why is it that people have di↵ering views on important topics,
so much so that they are willing to die and kill for them?

I Pluralism is the view that di↵ering theories might all have
valid claims.
Can there be an epistemological foundation for pluralism?

I Can pluralism help with real life problems?

I What would pluralism in real life mean, anyway?
And is the foundational discussion of any interest?

My project

Sketch a cogent philosophy of pluralism
based on extant sources
that would show others why they should live together, and how.
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Generalizing the problem
of religious pluralism

I know that many of you will hold views to the e↵ect that

I religion is crazy to begin with, and so there’s no point in
discussing or even thinking about it.

In fact, I think there are very good reasons even for you
to think anyways about issues of pluralism.
(The ensuing discussion will be di↵erent, of course.)

And to make this point more strongly, I propose to try to
include I as yet one more position on the table
when we talk about pluralism.
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Habermas

“A ‘post-secular society’: what does that mean?”

But shouldn’t we turn the question around?

Is a learning process only necessary on the side of religious
traditionalism and not on that of secularism, too?

Do the selfsame normative expectations that rule an inclusive civil
society not prohibit
a secularistic devaluation of religion just as they prohibit, for
example, the religious rejection of equal rights for men and women?

A complementary learning process is certainly necessary on the
secular side
unless we confuse the neutrality of a secular state in view of
competing religious world views
with the purging of the political public sphere of all religious
contributions.
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Yet another point

Creative readings

Even more, it is
possible, desirable even

to engage texts by creative re-reading.

Often this turns theology to psychology, for example.

Such reading are sometimes explicit in classical literature,
and often implicit.
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Plan

I Habermas

I Derrida

I Putnam

I Omar

I Ta’aruf in action: Sura Nuh and ibn ’Arabi (skipped)

I My own theory
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Why do I look to Derrida on this subject?

I look to Derrida due to his main point:

It’s a fiction to think of texts as a having a specified meaning,
fixed in all circumstances.

In this talk, generalize

text  meaning, life
a language  a belief system
translate  communicate deeply
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Derrida on translation

Derrida’s essay on translation begins with Genesis 11:1–9
(the tower of Babel),
the story which is both the justification for translation
and the declaration that it is impossible.
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האזנה לפרק זה

בראשית פרק יא
ים.  ב ויהִי, ּבְנסְעָם ים, אֲחָ בָ ץ, ׂשָפָה אֶחָת, ּו א ויהִי כָל-הָאָ
ץ ׁשִנעָר, וּיֵׁשְבּו ׁשָם.  ג וּיֹאמְרּו אִיׁש עָה ּבְאֶ ם; וּיִמְצְאּו בִ מִּקֶ
פָה; וּתְהִי לָהֶם פָה, לִׂשְ עֵהּו, הָבָה נלְּבְנה לְבֵנים, ונׂשְ אֶל-
הַּלְבֵנה, לְאָבֶן, והַחֵמָר, הָיה לָהֶם לַחֹמֶר.  ד וּיֹאמְרּו הָבָה
אׁשֹו בַּׁשָמַים, ונעֲׂשֶה-ּלָנּו, ׁשֵם:  נבְנה-ּלָנּו עִיר, ּומִגְּדָל ו
אֹת אֶת-הָעִיר ד יהוה, לִ ץ.  ה וּיֵ ּפֶן-נפּוץ, עַל-ּפְני כָל-הָאָ
ם.  ו וּיֹאמֶר יהוה, הֵן עַם אֶחָד ואֶת-הַּמִגְּדָל, אֲׁשֶר ּבָנּו, ּבְני הָאָ
א-יּבָצֵר מֵהֶם, וׂשָפָה אַחַת לְכֻּלָם, וזֶה, הַחִּלָם לַעֲׂשֹות; ועַּתָה 
ה, ונבְלָה ׁשָם, ׂשְפָתם--אֲׁשֶר ּכֹל אֲׁשֶר יזְמּו לַעֲׂשֹות.  ז הָבָה, נ
עֵהּו.  ח וּיָפֶץ יהוה אֹתם מִּׁשָם, עַל-ּפְני א יׁשְמְעּו, אִיׁש ׂשְפַת 
א ׁשְמָּה, ּבָבֶל, ץ; וּיַחְּדְלּו, לִבְנֹת הָעִיר.  ט עַל-ּכֵן  כָל-הָאָ
ץ; ּומִּׁשָם הֱפִיצָם יהוה, ּכִי-ׁשָם ּבָלַל יהוה, ׂשְפַת ּכָל-הָאָ

ץ.  {פ} עַל-ּפְני ּכָל-הָאָ
ּפַכְׁשָד:  ת ׁשֵם--ׁשֵם ּבֶן-מְאַת ׁשָנה, וּיֹולֶד אֶת-אַ י אֵּלֶה, ּתֹולְ
י הֹולִידֹו ׁשְנתים, אַחַר הַּמַּבּול.  יא ויחִי-ׁשֵם, אַחֲ
ּפַכְׁשָד, חֲמֵׁש מֵאֹות, ׁשָנה; וּיֹולֶד ּבָנים, ּובָנֹות.  {ס}  יב אֶת-אַ
ׁשִים ׁשָנה; וּיֹולֶד, אֶת-ׁשָלַח.  יג ויחִי ּפַכְׁשַד חַי, חָמֵׁש ּוׁשְ ואַ
ּבַע מֵאֹות ׁש ׁשָנים, ואַ י הֹולִידֹו אֶת-ׁשֶלַח, ׁשָ ּפַכְׁשַד, אַחֲ אַ
ׁשִים ׁשָנה; ׁשָנה; וּיֹולֶד ּבָנים, ּובָנֹות.  {ס}  יד וׁשֶלַח חַי, ׁשְ
ׁש י הֹולִידֹו אֶת-עֵבֶר, ׁשָ וּיֹולֶד, אֶת-עֵבֶר.  טו ויחִי-ׁשֶלַח, אַחֲ
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a translation
And the whole earth was of one language and of one speech.
And it came to pass, as they journeyed east, that they found a
plain in the land of Shinar: and they dwelt there.

And they said one to another: ’Come, let us make brick, and burn
them thoroughly.’
And they had brick for stone, and slime had they for mortar.

And they said: ’Come, let us build us a city, and a tower, with its
top in heaven, and let us make us a name: lest we be scattered
abroad upon the face of the whole earth.’
And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which the
children of men builded.

And the Lord said: ’Behold, they are one people, and they have all
one language: and this is what they begin to do: and now nothing
will be withholden from them, which they purpose to do.
Come, let us go down, and there confound their language, that
they may not understand one another’s speech.’

So the Lord scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of
all the earth and they left o↵ to build the city.

Therefore was the name of it called Babel: because the Lord did
there confound the language of all the earth
and from thence did the Lord scatter them abroad upon the face of
all the earth.
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Derrida

Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel”, J. F.Graham tr.

Telling at least of the inadequation of one tongue to another,
of language to itself,
and of one place in the encyclopedia to another,
of language to itself and to meaning, and so forth,
it [the narrative of Genesis 11:1-9]
also tells of the need for figuration, for myth, for tropes,
for twists and turns,
for translation inadequate to compensate for that which
multiplicity denies us.

In that sense it would be the myth of the origin of myth,
the metaphor of metaphor, the narrative of narrative,
the translation of translation, and so on.
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What is the goal of the builders?

Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel”, J. F.Graham tr.

In seeking to “make a name for themselves”
to found at the same time a universal tongue and a unique
genealogy,
the Shemites want to bring the world to reason,
and this reason can signify simultaneously
a colonial violence (since they would universalize this idiom)
and a peaceful transparency of the human community.

that is

They want to subdue and control language
“make a name for themselves”
decide what they may and may not be called,
and control what means what.
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What is the goal of the builders?

Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel”, J. F.Graham tr.

In seeking to “make a name for themselves”
to found at the same time a universal tongue and a unique
genealogy,
the Shemites want to bring the world to reason,
and this reason can signify simultaneously
a colonial violence (since they would universalize this idiom)
and a peaceful transparency of the human community.

He wants to say that the goal is to establish logocentrism:

logocentrism

The belief that thought is self-verifying
and capable of securing itself.

The logocentrist contends that we may be confused at times,
but these moments are aberrations.

Arguments should be lucid and logical:
in this way they are the most persuasive.

(These lines adapted from David Mikics’ biography of Derrida.)
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What happens?

translation of translation, supposedly

YHWH descends to see the city and the tower
that the sons of man have built.
YHWH says:
“Yes! A single people, a single lip for all:
that is what they begin to do!
Come! Let us descend! Let us confound their lips,
man will no longer be able to understand the lip of his neighbor.
YHWH disperses them from here over the face of all the earth.
They cease to build the city.
Over which he proclaims his name: Bavel, Confusion,
for there YHWH confounds the lip of all the earth,
and from there YHWH disperses them over the face of the earth

The point of this is that for Derrida, confusion is the name of God,
it’s the main operative principle in the universe!
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This, too, gives us an account of pluralism

The reason people have di↵ering views on anything
is that

no texts have fixed meanings in the first place

and so

confusion about meaning is part of the basic fabric of life
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Hilary Putnam:
the constitutional amendment
quotes from “Monotheism and Humanism”, 2006

Putnam, transposed and changed

An e↵ective response to . . . skepticism about the relevance of
religion to moral life must begin by relinquishing the vain insistence
upon the authoritative status of any particular religion
– along with the implausible notion that religion produces moral
expertise.

There is a middle way between the skeptical anti-theorist view on
which religion should be replaced by some other discipline . . . and
the unsupportable view that religion is the final court of appeal on
questions of moral justification.

That middle way involves thinking of religion as a valuable and
distinctive participant in the ongoing process of moral inquiry.
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Hilary Putnam:
the constitutional amendment
quotes from “Monotheism and Humanism”, 2006

Putnam’s views are largely based on a proposal of Jonathan Sacks
(2003).

Proposal

The major religions should adopt a “constitutional amendment”
to the e↵ect that God “speaks to the others”.

That is, they should give up their own triumphalism and
supercessionism.
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Hilary Putnam:
the constitutional amendment
quotes from “Monotheism and Humanism”, 2006

Putnam’s views are largely based on a proposal of Jonathan Sacks
(2003).

Proposal, maximal form

The major religions should adopt a “constitutional amendment”
to the e↵ect that God “speaks to the others”.

Proposal, second best thing

They should say “God values diversity.”
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Hilary Putnam:
the constitutional amendment
quotes from “Monotheism and Humanism”, 2006

Putnam’s views are largely based on a proposal of Jonathan Sacks
(2003).

Sacks

The idea that one God entails one faith, one truth, one covenant
is countered by the story of Babel.

The story is preceded by the covenant with Noah and thus with all
mankind – the moral basis of a shared humanity,
and thus ultimately of universal human rights.
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This, too, gives an account of pluralism

Account

In order to keep peace in the world,
we should face the fact that
no one person/faith has direct access to Truth.

And so we should always amend what we say
with an assertion that certain specified (reasonable) others
also have reasonable things to say.
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A. Rasheid Omar: Islam beyond tolerance

Omar

Is there an alternative and higher vision of interreligious and
intercultural harmony that goes beyond the limitations of the idea
of tolerance?

I believe that such an alternative vision does indeed exist within all
our religious traditions.

From the Islamic perspective, I would like to o↵er the Qur’anic
concept of ta‘aruf which literally means

getting to know “the other”

or as I have interpreted it,

embracing “the other” as extension of another self.
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A. Rasheid Omar: Islam beyond tolerance

Sura al-Hujurat 49:13

O Humankind! We have created you from of a male and a female,
and fashioned you into tribes and families, so that you
may know each other/recognize each other (not despise each
other);
surely, the most honorable of you with God is the best in conduct.
Lo! God is Knower; Aware (of all things).

Imam Omar’s hutba

This Qur’anic verse enjoins human beings to celebrate gender,
cultural, and other forms of diversity by way of ta’aruf
(recognition/a�rmation) of each other through
intimate knowledge, not mere toleration.

. . . human diversity represents a God-willed, basic factor of human
existence.

Ta’aruf . . . represents for me the litmus test of good religion;
not how much I can tolerate “the other”
but rather the extent to which I am able to embrace
the “the other” as an extension of another self.
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Ta’aruf in action

Nearly all of the discussions on this topic are completely theoretical.

But my point is

not to just understand the world, but also to change it.

If you want to do Ta’aruf,
if you want to be respected by someone else,
you start by reading their texts sympathetically
and by examining their traditions supportively.
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A teaching

Quran Surah Nuh: 5-9

He [Nuh] said,
My Lord, I have pleaded with my people night and day,
but my pleas have only added to their aversion.

Indeed, every time I called on them to ask Your forgiveness,
they put their fingers in their ears,
wrapped themselves up in their cloaks,
persisting in sin, and were overweeningly arrogant.

Then I called upon them openly.

Then I appealed to them in public and in private.
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A teaching

Quran Surah Nuh: 5-9

He [Nuh] said,
My Lord, I have pleaded with my people night and day,
but my pleas have only added to their aversion.

ibn ’Arabi (1165–1240)

Noah summoned his people by night,
in that he appealed to their intellects and spirits, which are unseen,
and by day in that he appealed to the external senses.

But he did not unite the two as in the verse
There is none like Him (42:11).
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More from ibn ’Arabi

ibn ’Arabi (1165–1240)

In this verse There is none like Him
similarity is at once implied and denied.

Because of this, Muhammad said that he had been
granted knowledge [of God] integrating all His aspects.

Muhammad [unlike Noah] did not summon his people
by night and by day,
but by night during the day, and by day in the night.
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A yet more striking point from ibn ’Arabi

’ibn Arabi, Fusus al-Hikem

O Lord, increase my confusion concerning Thee!

If you aren’t confused
[about the nature of God, or other deep matters],
then you didn’t get it.
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A yet more striking point from ibn ’Arabi

’ibn Arabi, Fusus al-Hikem

O Lord, increase my confusion concerning Thee!

If you aren’t confused
[about the nature of God, or other deep matters],
then you didn’t get it.

Ian Almond 2002

Derrida and ibn ’Arabi have an interesting convergence
on the matter of confusion!
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My account, I

I The world is too complex and mysterious for us to
really know very much.
If you aren’t confused, then you didn’t get it. (A)

I So we form a theory about it.
For most of us, this theory will include religion. (H)

I This theory must include Ta’aruf,
not just as an amendment or a foontnote,
but as a central point. (O)

I It’s going to be very hard to decide who to “do Ta’aruf” with.
I don’t have a concrete proposal.

Clearly this negates fundamentalism of all sorts,
but opens the way to learning from fundamentalists
as well as skeptics.
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My account, II

I Reading texts is important, especially when dealing with
textual traditions.

I You practice deconstruction if you like,
but in fact it’s often a heartless thing to do.

I It’s better to o↵er reconstructive meanings,
even if those are wide interpretations.
(I suspect that Omar would not like this.)

I The world’s mystical traditions can help.

I We are living in a di↵erent world than our predecessors. (H)

I I didn’t mention belief at all,
mostly because my proposal drops this out. (Parikh)
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Examples: Valarie Kaur and Diana Eck

See this link for Valarie Kaur reading a Sikh prayer for America,
and her web site for more.

Another person whose academic project is close to that of this talk is
Diana L. Eck.

See this link for the Pluralism Project at Harvard University which she directs.
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