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SPECIAL THEME

Luca Maria Scarantino

Remarks on Some Trends in Contemporary Philosophy

1

A number of observations concerning current trends in philosophy will be
addressed in this article insofar as they relate to the upcoming 24™ World
Congress of Philosophy (WCP). As the Secretary General of the International
Federation of Philosophical Societies (FISP) and the Chair of the Executive
Committee of the Congress, I am pleased to add my own reflections and
observations to those of other contributors in this volume, hoping this will reflect
the cooperative efforts and friendship that have united us in the course of
preparation for this Congress.

A WCP takes place once every five years and cannot be thought of in isolation
from the concurrent philosophical developments at the given time in which it is
held. It has the ambition to provide a complex picture of current concerns and
orientations of scholarly philosophical debates, thereby inviting us all to reflect
on the sense of our work and on its cultural and social reach. In the particular
case of this upcoming Congress, an additional element of significance has to do
with the impact of Chinese scholarship on the current works, concerns, and
prospects in philosophy at large.

While our ideas are easily blurred day after day by the fast-changing schemes
of contemporary scholarship, I will try to highlight a few orientations, directions,
and shifts in contemporary philosophy in this day. In my understanding, they
respond to significant concerns of our time; my guess is that they will
increasingly permeate philosophical scholarship in the next years, and that they
will largely inform the debates at the WCP. Ultimately, I will briefly explain why,
in my view, we are going through a revolutionary time in philosophical
research—one that is most likely to reshape the boundaries and the canons of our
discipline, and one that is most likely to reaffirm the place of philosophy as a
core branch of contemporary knowledge. I will introduce my arguments with a
brief recollection of the origins of the upcoming WCP.
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International University of Language and Media, Via Carlo Bo 4, 20143 Milan, Italy
E-mail: luca.scarantino@iulm.it



Remarks on Some Trends in Contemporary Philosophy 175

11

It was the year 2007 when Professor Tu Weiming invited the Board of FISP to
meet at the Harvard-Yenching Institute in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The first
seed of a World Congress in China was sown on that occasion. In the following
years, countless meetings, talks, e-mails, and travels paved the way for the final
decision made in 2013, during the 23" World Congress held in Athens.
Professors Wang Bo and Liu Zhe persuasively addressed the General Assembly
of FISP, and they underscored the coincidence of the 24™ WCP with the
celebration of the 120 years from the modern foundation of Peking University.

There are important and timely reasons to hold a WCP in China, which will
gather together in Beijing a considerable number of foreign scholars from
virtually every country in the world. They will debate current trends in
philosophy, discuss the classics of human philosophical thought, confront the
philosophical implications of cultural transformations in modern societies,
present their own philosophical traditions, and imagine new forms of
cross-cultural integration in and through philosophy. Out of these symposia,
round tables, invited sessions, special lectures, and plenary debates, myriad
scholarly and personal connections are most certainly to come into being.
Academic exchanges—particularly with Chinese institutions—joint publications,
international PhD programs, and other academic amenities will be initiated or
introduced to an unprecedented extent. It is reasonable to predict that, as an effect
of the Congress, the overall scale of academic partnerships between China and
other countries will be dramatically enhanced and augmented, and that the
geography of the world philosophical community will be utterly transformed.

Something deeper than academic networking is nonetheless at stake.
Philosophy, in its plurality of forms, is ever in search of new conceptual tools
with which to make sense of the cultural, social, and ethical complexity of our
human world. A growing number of scholars from all parts of the globe show an
increasing attraction to the themes, the ideas, even the styles of philosophical
traditions different from their own. Compelled to deconstruct well-established
boundaries in their disciplines, they are increasingly sensitive and open to
diversity, be it theoretical, cultural, or gender. Philosophers tend to believe that
we will hardly be successful if we do not look outside of our own traditions. In
this context, we perceive a growing awareness that no single philosophical
tradition, regardless of its prominence, standing, and past influence, can any
longer claim to a uniquely recognized canon valid across all cultures.

It is therefore time for the international philosophical community to give, once
and for all, proper value and recognition to the great contributions of Chinese
philosophy to ancient, modern, and contemporary thought; to acknowledge that
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what we usually call “philosophy” is dramatically defective without the cultural
and theoretical legacy of Chinese philosophy, culture, and spirituality; to extend
the same pattern of recognition to other conceptual, spiritual, and scientific
systems across the world; and to uphold their relevance for philosophical
research, teaching, and education.

I am not arguing here for a sort of universal approach to philosophy, or to
ethics. We might rather look at human cultures in much the same way as Michael
Bakhtin, the Russian literary critic, described Dostoevsky’s novel: as a
polyphony, an irreducible plurality of autonomous and distinct figures, a
plurality of independent voices and consciousnesses, with equal rights and each
with its own world. Meanwhile, the sober recognition of the diversity of world
civilizations appears incompatible with the idea of an ethically uniform or
“consistent” humanity; it also makes it no longer possible for philosophy, as an
understanding of the human in its historical and cultural dimension, to be
confined to a particular cultural horizon; it instead necessitates a clear-eyed
comprehension of what it means that there exists a plurality of cultures, traditions,
and ways of thinking.

Mutual exchange and integration implies the necessity to change our
theoretical patterns, but it may also lead us to reconsider our own traditions
through the lens of other sets of ideas, and to beneficially situate them in a
broader cultural and historical context. Because of its inclusiveness and
tremendous scholarly influence, the 2018 WCP will provide a historic
opportunity for reassessing the role of each philosophical tradition within larger
scholarly debates concerning the increasing cultural complexity and theoretical
diversity of philosophical concepts, and for rethinking in such plural, open, and
inclusive ways the notion of “being human,” a core concern for most, if not all,
of our different disciplines. By its very structure, designed to discuss themes of
common interest from different, complementary points of view, it will also
provide the philosophical communities of the world a unique opportunity to
overcome existing prejudices and stereotypes across cultures.

At the end of the day, should we study a bit less of idealism and replace it with
more neo-Confucianism, Zen, or Ubuntu? My guess is that we need to develop a
capacity for approaching all these traditions at a comparable level of
understanding flavored with more than a touch of equity. Obviously, this may be
seen as merely yet another regulative ideal: we might find interesting ideas in
each tradition, and yet still feel more comfortable in one or another or them. But
there is a kind of duty, even a philosophical responsibility, to become acquainted
and even familiar with as many of them as possible—a duty that requires effort,
study, training, and an intense desire to enlarge the limits of our own self. We no
longer write for local or regional readerships: if philosophy still has the ambition
to maintain and provide a cultural and perhaps social grasp of what informs
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reality, an increased complexity and diversity of philosophical concepts is
required.

1.2

Having said some words about the cross-cultural approach at stake in philosophy,
the next point I would like to highlight here is the increased need to take into
account a radical gender diversity in our way of practicing philosophy.

Philosophy, as it is practiced today, demonstrates an ever-increasing and
much-welcomed sensitivity to gender diversity. This does not simply refer to the
acknowledgment of the existence of a plurality of sexual orientations—it goes
much deeper than mere awareness, or recognition. It involves the questioning, or
rather the critique, of the fundamental gender categories of feminine and
masculine that are based on a dichotomous construction of what has historically
been claimed to represent a direct manifestation of the biological, and hence
natural, fixed and absolute, difference between females and males, or between
women and men. Deconstructing such fundamental gender categories assists us
in destabilizing the basic juxtaposition of gendered characteristics that have
traditionally been considered ‘“natural” extensions of such categories. By
questioning, and hopefully eventually dissolving, the gender dichotomy,
philosophy opens valuable conceptual spaces capable of accommodating a
plurality of gender identities together with their fluidities in much more
meaningful ways.

Gender appears as an adequate category of analysis, according to Joan Scott’s
famous wording, for its conceptual capacity to challenge naturalistic conceptions
of social life and relations, and for its ability to defuse the inherent power
relations that have pervaded our societies and cultures across history. I would
like to recall, to this effect, that FISP has welcomed the recent decision of the
Association of Asian Women Philosophers to hold their next meeting in Beijing,
in connection with the World Congress.

The gendered and intersectional dimensions of philosophy today add a
subjective element to the conditions for assessing the validity of knowledge
claims. It treats philosophical claims as inseparable from the uttering subject,
thereby making gender epistemologically significant—along with other relevant
qualities of the subject.

1.3

A different yet related focus on the social dimension of knowledge—on its
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context in this case—can be seen in what we might recognize as the emotional
drift of the public sphere in today’s societies.

Philosophers, together with other scholars in the social sciences and the
humanities, seem more and more attracted by the new shapes of discourses in the
public sphere. A recent book by Jason Stanley, How Propaganda Works (2016),
has once again drawn attention to this area of concern, yet the very observation
of current persuasive strategies at play in the public sphere is itself sufficient to
justify our renewed interest in them. A priori, this is no big news, as rhetoric has
been a core concern of philosophical inquiry since antiquity; persuasion,
conviction, and propaganda are classic themes of philosophy. What we observe
in increasing proportions, though, is that in many parts of the world, and
especially in much of the West, the criteria of validity applied to public discourse
have acquired an emotional nature to an extent that is jeopardizing the
foundations of democratic citizenship.

Quantitatively as well as qualitatively, a new “social” truth has made its
appearance in modern mass societies as a product of new strategies of
argumentation: they include influential forms of public communication such as
advertisement, talk shows, political campaigns and propaganda, even including
the peculiar communication styles of social media. Many of these discourses,
including hate speeches, contain arguments that are often logically inconsistent;
they reveal little if any empirical basis; they rarely meet even the minimal
rational requirements of truth; and yet they have gradually replaced traditional
(rational) patterns of argumentation and are slowly establishing themselves as
highly effective patterns of public communication.

Pathos, Aristotle would say, is prevailing over logos. A discourse may make no
logical or rational sense whatsoever, have no factual ground, and yet be fully
persuasive as its persuasive capacity is of an emotional order. This “social”
dimension of truth is becoming a new standard of valid, or at least of effective,
discourse. It pervades social media communication and increasingly informs the
private sphere. In itself, this would not be a unique trait to our societies, except
that it is reaching an extent such that this kind of effective discourse is rapidly
becoming the valid discourse, and recognized as such, no matter how distant it is
from the criteria of valid knowledge defined by the classic standards of
rationality. In some way, we are confronted with a new system of “double truth,”
in which the epistemic rules that work in interpersonal interactions differ from
the rules of public communication, and in which something that makes strictly no
sense in the private sphere can become perfectly true once it is thrown into the
public arena.

Not only political discourse, but advertisement, news coverage, even
journalism have largely adopted a persuasive approach entirely designed for
emotional reactions. These kinds of paralogical discourses may appear as
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unconventional topics for philosophical reflection: why should the analysis of
Apple’s ad “Think different” be considered as a primary target for philosophy?
And what has philosophy to do with the Marlboro Man? In fact, the field of
emotional discourse ranges far beyond commercial advertisements. It includes,
for example, the worrisome proliferation of hate speeches in the public sphere,
the blogosphere, as well as an entire range of diverse social networks. The nature
of the public sphere, the natural habitat of democratic citizenship, is changing
dramatically. Unleashed resentment, conspiracy theories, unsecured and
uncertain knowledge circulating through the web: all of them seriously threaten
not just the quality of public communication, but more fundamentally the
organization of our societies as democracies. Notwithstanding its apparent
diversity, democratic citizenship is built on mindful, well-informed, and
knowledgeable participation in the public sphere. Democracy remains a process
where these qualities are progressively enhanced through education,
collaborative or competitive interaction, and public debate. When they are
seriously undermined, if not fully extinguished, by a form of public interaction
where logic and fact checking are replaced by a Unique Emotional Plus, then we
should probably ask ourselves whether the democratic organization of society as
we know it is still compatible with this massive system of emotional relations.

How can the epistemic structures at work in such discourses be described?
How can philosophy, as a theory of rational structures of discourse, make sense
of forms of argumentation that escape the classic determinations of rationality
and replace them with social truth systems whose validity and effectiveness do
not proceed from logical consistency and empirical verifiability, but rather from
their own capacity to produce emotional reaction on a large social scale?

An overarching, comprehensive philosophical framework seems to be needed
in order to make sense of the epistemic mechanisms inherent in these emerging
structures of public discourse. A thorough philosophical understanding of this
“social truth” can no longer be sought through dismissing such models as failures
in observing rational patterns of logical validity; on the contrary, new concepts
should be sought with which to investigate this new pattern as a model of
communication in its own right, instead of as a deviation from other established
models. They would likely enhance philosophy’s capacity in providing
theoretical tools to clarify the persuasive processes at work in contemporary
public discourse; they would renew, as well, the traditional task of philosophy as
a theory of valid knowledge and as a ground for moral and political elaboration.

2

It is obvious enough that there are entire areas, styles, and methods of philosophy
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that are not mentioned here. Some of them are of tremendous and immediate
social import, such as the work on human rights, eco-philosophy, or
environmental concerns; some involve a massive number of scholars worldwide,
such as the complex and influential family of philosophical researches and
methods known as analytic philosophy.

My goal here, however, is not to provide a universal panorama of philosophy
today, nor to emphasize any one particular topic or field. I have simply tried to
highlight some cross-thematic approaches and concerns that in my view are
beneficially nourishing contemporary philosophical works. Interculturality (or
cross-culturality), gender-sensitivity, and scrutiny of the public sphere are less
themes of research than they are ways to give a particular shade to the researches
we conduct in our various disciplinary domains. As such, they might possibly
fecundate the field of philosophical research at large.

3

Let me close on a personal note. When I was an undergraduate student in Italy, it
was usual for us to assess our universities, our professors, even our most popular
authors. Sadly enough, we consistently concluded that we live in a disheartening
time of dwindling philosophical commitment. Well, we were probably wrong.
We are actually going through a time of great philosophical excitement, a modern
translatio studii in which our discipline faces tremendous cultural challenges,
and in which it is likely to undergo spectacular transformations.

Our scholarly horizons and challenges are indeed bent to transcending the
daily routines of conventional, ordinary scholarship. In a way, it is as if
philosophy could no longer be done by restricting oneself to a single discipline, a
single tradition of thought, or a single system of theoretical and cultural
co-ordinates. We have not fully measured yet the potential impact of approaches
that were first developed decades ago: think of the ethic of care, for instance, or
of the very idea of a transcultural history of philosophy, or of the new meaning
that we can assign to ancient concepts such as love, charity, wisdom, and
generosity through cross-cultural approaches to philosophy. We are literally on
the verge of redefining the boundaries of philosophy as a discipline. In so doing,
we are confronted by a plurality of extremely sensitive issues, which affect not
only the scope of philosophy itself, but also its relations with other forms of
spirituality, of science, and of religion.

My feeling is that our duty is to reassess the many classic concerns of
philosophy through a considerate blend of our diverse heritages, to imagine new
structures for comprehending reality, and to steadily open ourselves up to forms
of thought which differ from those with which each of us is at first familiar. This
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applies to disciplinary boundaries as well. Throughout its long, diverse, and rich
history, philosophy has ever been built on cross-disciplinary curiosities and
references. As a discipline that scrutinizes the structures of knowledge across
human science, human culture, and the human arts, it continuously nourishes and
replenishes itself with their other methods, achievements, and vocabularies. Here
again | would like to argue for the values of dissemination, mutual enrichment,
and, if I may use this word, the blurring of the methodological boundaries as
powerfully beneficial potentialities for our discipline and for the advancement of
human knowledge in the widest sense.
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