SOCIAL THEORY &
ASIAN DIALOGUES

CULTIVATING PLANETARY
CONVERSATIONS

EDITED BY
Ananta Kumar Giri



Social Theory and Asian Dialogues



Ananta Kumar Giri
Editor

Social Theory and
Asian Dialogues

Cultivating Planetary Conversations

palgrave
macmillan



Editor

Ananta Kumar Giri

Madras Institute of Development Studies
Chennai, India

ISBN 978-981-10-7094-5 ISBN 978-981-10-7095-2  (¢Book)
https://doi.org/10.1007 /978-981-10-7095-2

Library of Congress Control Number: 2018932801

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2018

This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of
translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on
microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and retrieval,
electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now
known or hereafter developed.

The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information
in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the pub-
lisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the
material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The
publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institu-
tional affiliations.

Cover design by Tjasa Krivec

Printed on acid-free paper

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature
Singapore Pte Ltd. part of Springer Nature

The registered company address is: 152 Beach Road, #21-01,/04 Gateway East, Singapore
189721, Singapore


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-7095-2

For Raimundo Panikkar, Lu Xianbo, Upendra Baxi and Ganesh Devy



FOREWORD

In the last two decades there has been a surge of interest in the problem
of de-colonizing the social sciences. This is not a new idea. As early as the
1930s, intellectuals from the colonized world such as C. L. R. James and
Jomo Kenyatta were turning history and anthropology around as vehicles
for a critique of colonial power. The Black Jacobins and Facing Mount
Kenya are classics of world social science, still eminently worth reading. In
the great period of independence struggles and political decolonization
from the 1940s to the 1960s, intellectuals including Hussein Alatas, Al-e
Ahmad, Frantz Fanon and Kwame Nkrumah offered strong critiques of
intellectual and cultural dependence.

Yet the hegemony of the old imperial metropole persisted in new forms,
as post-colonial states built university systems and installed social science
in them. Wealthy US-based foundations (Rockefeller, Ford, Carnegie)
funded worldwide expansion of an Americanized version of social science,
a choice given an extra edge by the Cold War. That was the context in
which the social sciences, already existing in many forms around the world,
became “globalized.” For instance the International Sociological
Association, founded in 1949, rapidly became a vehicle for spreading
European and North American models of social theory and social research.
Much later it became a venue for post-colonial debate.

It was, understandably, anthropology—which had become the metro-
pole’s intellectual vehicle for understanding the colonized world—that
most immediately felt the heat of anti-colonial critique. By the 1970s a
disciplinary debate about a post-colonial future was under way in anthro-
pology and has continued. The other social sciences have gradually opened
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their own debates, partly influenced by post-colonial theory in the human-
ities, partly by their own efforts. There are increasing challenges to the
lopsided economy of knowledge so brilliantly analyzed by Paulin
Hountondji in Endogenous Knowledge—the economy that constituted the
global metropole as the center of authority where theory was produced
and the global periphery acted as a vast data mine.

So we now have valuable post-colonial critiques of the mainstream dis-
ciplines in sociology, psychology, history, political science and criminol-
ogy, and also of newer fields such as disability studies, gender studies,
science and technology studies and urban studies. Though there are still
struggles ahead before these critiques are widely known and accepted
across the academic world, we can say that the key work of criticizing
global-North dominance in social science has been done.

The job we now face is to do something about it. Given that main-
stream social science as known in the past is flawed in a fundamental way,
what should replace it? Part of the answer is suggested by the nature of
that flaw. Since metropolitan intellectual dominance involved the exclu-
sion of social theory from the colonized and post-colonial world, the rem-
edy is to recover that theory. The colonized and post-colonial world is full
of theory. It is not always in the same forms or genres as theoretical work
in the global North, for good sociological reasons, but it is there.
Colonized peoples tried to understand, conceptualize and debate what
was happening to them under colonialism. The deep intellectual traditions
around the world continue, giving a wealth of approaches to representing
and reasoning about social relations. Post-colonial societies have the
results of these histories and generate their own debates about current
realities. To connect with these rich resources for social science is basically
a matter of paying attention. That is what Farid Alatas has done in
Alternative Discourses in Asian Social Science; it is what 1 tried to do in
Southern Theory, it is what is done by the team of authors in Sujata Patel’s
ISA Handbook of Diverse Sociological Traditions.

“Paying attention” is not just a mental twitch; it is a social practice.
When I have given lectures on worldwide social thought to students in the
global North, the most common question they ask is “How do we find
this material?” My answer is always “Go and look for it!” Initiative is
needed. I also tell them that it will be hard work. If they look in the famil-
iar scholarly places, such as the online Web of Science, they will basically
find the global North’s academic world reflected back at them. Much of
what they need will be in languages they don’t know, in genres they aren’t
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familiar with and in places a long way from their local library. This book,
Social Theory and Asian Dialogues: Cultivating Planetary Conversations, is
a place where students and scholars can find many of these resources. It
brings to new audiences powerful traditions and complex experiences
from the post-colonial world. The book is, in itself, a dramatic demonstra-
tion of the wealth of knowledge and ideas to be found in the planetary
conversations that the subtitle invokes. It is an asset for the educational
work that has to be done.

More than simply describing ideas and traditions in the post-colonial
world, this book tries to create interactions with ideas and traditions in the
Northern-centered knowledge economy. Sometimes this is a matter of
presenting alternatives in an imagined dialogue. Sometimes it is a matter
of showing how resources from one tradition might help solve acknowl-
edged problems in another. And sometimes it is a matter of imagining the
social science of the future, in which hierarchy is overcome and multiple
perspectives can work together.

Before we reach that future, there are important problems to over-
come. One concerns language. Knowledge is embedded and represented
in many languages, in written and oral forms. A kind of translation can
now be done by computers and the results are sometimes highly amusing.
Good translation, concerned with depth of meaning as well as precision, is
another matter. It is difficult and expensive, but it is tremendously valu-
able. To give one example, we only recently have a good English transla-
tion of the complete writings of Kartini, the Javanese author who is now
recognized as an important figure in the global history of feminist thought.
Social Theory and Asian Dialogues has illuminating discussions of con-
cepts, their nuances and presuppositions in the context of translation.

Another problem to overcome is thinking about global difference
through simplified cultural contrasts, for example between a “Western”
and an “Eastern” view of the world, or a “European” and an “African”
philosophy. These dichotomies grow from a style of thought that I call
grand ethnography; it was very common in nineteenth-century European
sociological texts, which contrasted “primitive” and “advanced” societies.
Cultural essentialisms are very often invoked by conservative politicians in
rhetoric about Asian values, Western civilization, African identity,
Australian mateship and so on. Whenever we hear such rhetoric on the
television, we can be fairly confident that a smoke-screen is being put up
around some form of privilege. It is the job of social science to disperse the
smoke and illuminate the situations people find themselves in.
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That points to a third problem we face, that social science is itself
affected by politics. As many chapters in this book show, social thought
does not happen in a pure land isolated from social forces. It is impacted
by revolutions, coups and wars; it is subject to pressures and inducements
from power-holders, from New Order Indonesia to neo-liberal America
and now of course from transnational corporate elites and their political
allies. We can’t avoid the effects of power and social struggle. We have to
recognize them and engage with them in our theoretical work. In my
view, de-colonizing social theory makes sense as a democratic project and
only as a democratic project.

To learn from outside the dominant knowledge formation is not a light
matter; it requires commitment and means serious work. It can be profes-
sionally unpopular, especially in a neo-liberal era where university manag-
ers are focused on climbing up the “league tables” and demand that their
research workers publish only in the “top journals” (which, as anyone can
see by inspecting the lists, are almost all in the global North). There are
many academics who still believe there is only one legitimate form of the-
ory and research and who still think the appalling Harvard is the ideal
university. Those academics still hold a lot of power in the academic world.

So there will be struggles ahead. Yet I have no doubt that the kind of
scholarship presented in Social Theory and Asian Dialogues is the true
future of social science. This kind of work holds major possibilities for
renewal and growth that will allow social science to function as the self-
knowledge of world society. And a better collective knowledge of world
society is something we desperately need.

University of Sydney, Camperdown Raewyn Connell
NSW, Australia
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Social theory at present, despite all talks of globalization, is still very much
a Euro-American endeavor not only in its production but also in its pre-
suppositions. This is as true of classical social theory as of contemporary
critical turns. Classical social theory, as in the works of Karl Marx, Max
Weber and Emile Durkheim, and critical social theory, as in the work of
Michel Foucault and Jiirgen Habermas, reflect a Eurocentric bias. The task
here is to open these theories to varieties of transformational conversations
from the positions and locations of where we belong. Social Theory and
Asian Dialogues: Cultivating Planetary Conversations undertakes such a
journey and exploration by critically exploring the presuppositions of con-
temporary social theory from a variety of starting points in Asia, for exam-
ple Indian, Chinese, Korean, Japanese and Javanese reflections. It looks
critically into the presuppositions in contemporary social theory about
man, culture and society, and about important themes such as knowledge
and power, and knowledge and liberation. It carries out dialogues along
multiple trajectories between social theorists from the Euro-American
world and the Asian universes, such as between Thirukkural and Confucian
traditions, Gilles Deleuze and Prabhat Ranjan Sarkar and others. Social
Theory and Asian Dialogues pleads for a festival of presuppositions and an
interpenetration of perspectives in a spirit of mutual learning and transcen-
dence of the self-certainties and partial truths of different traditions of
thinking and being. It calls for critical and transformative border-crossing
movements across traditions and fields of reflection and action.

Such movements call for courage and creativity in moving across bor-
ders and taking risks in the quest for truth and realization of beauty,
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dignity and dialogues in self, culture and the world. Social theorizing is
not just an isolated abstract intellectual activity; it is related to the pain and
suffering of humanity as well as dreams, aspirations, sadbana and struggle
to interrogate and transform such conditions with courage, care, love,
labor, learning and karuna. Raimundo Panikkar, Lu Xiabo, Upendra Baxi
and Ganesh Devy are courageous exemplars in such border-crossing acts
and mediations of thinking and struggle. Panikkar was an exemplary
border-crossing thinker who challenged us to move beyond settled foun-
dations and practice dialogial dialogue (see Panikkar 2010). Panikkar also
challenged us to practice diatopial hermeneutics where we put our feet not
only in one culture but in two cultures of our moving lives and learning.
This has inspired social thinkers such as Boaventura de Sousa Santos to
explore alternative epistemologies beyond the hegemony of Northern
Epistemology (Santos 2014 ). I myself have taken this forward in terms of
exploring multi-topial hermeneutics where we explore and encounter new
hermeneutics of self, society and the world by moving across multiple
topoi and terrains of our world and not only between two cultures (Giri
2016). Lu Xiabo has been a courageous fighter for dignity, beauty and
truth in China and the world and he was the recipient of a Nobel Peace
Prize in 2010. Lu was imprisoned from 2008 for his continued work on
free thinking and democracy in China. Lu challenges us to realize that his
movement is not an uncritical imitation of Western thinking but is an
effort to bring to the decadence of Western civilization the possibility of
its spiritual regeneration by learning between traditions (see Lu 2008). Lu
recently left his body and we deeply mourn his death and celebrate his
immortal and eternal spirit.

Upendra Baxi has been an inspiring and courageous thinker and activist
from India who has crossed many boundaries of thinking and closed walls
and has continuously pursued adventures of critical and creative theoriz-
ing in thinking about law, society and the human condition. Baxi has been
fighting for the equal discursive dignity of all cultures and civilizations,
which is a must in being part of planetary conversations. In this context,
what he writes in Future of Human Rights deserves our careful
consideration:

The very notion of human rights (or the “rights of man”) is generally pre-
sented as the gift of the West to the rest. The non-Western traditions are
usually considered bereft of notions of human rights. [...But] this disables
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any intercultural, multi-civilizational discourse on the genealogy of human
rights. The originary claims concerning the invention of “human rights” in
the West lead to a continuing insistence on the oft-reiterated absence of
human rights traditions in the “non-West.” From this it is but a short practi-
cal step for the “West” to impart, by coercive and “persuasive” means, to
others the gift of human rights. This leads to a rank denial, even in a post-
colonial and post-socialist age, of equal discursive dignity to other cultures
and civilizations. It also imparts a loss of reflexivity, in terms of intercultural
learning, for the Euro-American traditions of human rights. [...] The future
of human rights is serviced only when theory and practice develop the nar-
rative potential to pluralize the originary metanarratives of the past of
human rights beyond the time and space of European Imagination, even in
its critical postmodern incarnations. (Baxi 2002: 24-26)

Ganesh Devy is also a creative thinker and activist from India and, like
Lu and Baxi, has been fighting for more tolerance and creative theorizing
in India and the world. His book After Ammnesia was important in theoriz-
ing beyond the dominant canons, which was a great inspiration in my
humble journey two decades ago. Devy has given his life to documenting
movements of cultural regeneration among the tribals of India and his
love, courage, kindness and solidarity are inspiring well-springs of new
theorizing beyond borders, giving birth to a new humanity. In dedicating
our humble effort to these inspiring pioneers we express what we owe
them not only as individuals but also collectively on behalf of our fragile
but aspiring humanity.

Our book has been long in the making. It originates from a session on
this theme that I co-organized with Professor Sang-Jin Han of Seoul
National University, Seoul, at the World Congress of Sociology in Beijing
in July 2004 and subsequent seed workshops on the topic held at
Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, in December 2009; Humboldt
University, Berlin, 2010; Aalborg University, Denmark, 2010; and an
international conference on this theme at Achayra Institute of Management,
Bangalore, 2011. I am grateful to all friends who have nurtured these
dialogues and have joined with their contributions in this journey of ours.
I am grateful to Raewyn Connell, Professor Emerita of Sociology,
University of Sydney, and the author of Southern Theory, a noted work in
this field, for her kind and challenging Foreword. I am in debt to Piet
Strydom, a deep thinker of our times and my dear and respected friend
and collaborator over the years, for his characteristically insightful
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Afterword. I am grateful to our friends at Palgrave Macmillan, especially
Alisa Pulver, Connie Li and Sarah Crowley Vigneau, for their kind consid-
eration of this work and for their encouragement and support.

Navaratri, Festival of Nine Nights Ananta Kumar Giri
2 April 2017
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Social Theory and Asian Dialogues:
An Introduction and an Invitation

Ananta Kumar Giri

Social theory is a rooted and transversal reflection on the human condi-
tion, but unfortunately most social theory in the modern world has been
primarily Euro-American. Despite globalization and greater opportunities
for cross-cultural dialogue and co-learning, contemporary social theories
contain the same blindness, ignorance and arrogance that characterized
modernist social theory. This book embraces the theoretical and practical
realities and future possibilities in a spirit of love, labour, learning, creativ-
ity, critique and transformations.

The book begins with Part I, “Theorizing as Dancing Transformations:
Social Theory, Asian Dialogues and Beyond”. Giri’s introductory chapter,
“Social Theory and Asian Dialogues: Cultivating Planetary Conversations”,
outlines some of the issues the book deals with. It looks at different
approaches to dialogue between contemporary social theories and path-
ways of thinking in Asian traditions such as Indian and Chinese. It pleads
for a new global comparative engagement involving multi-sited fieldwork,
a multi-zopial hermeneutics and rooted planetary conversations. The the-
orizing involves foot works and foot meditations across multiple terrains
and topoi of thinking—a multi-fopial hermeneutics of understanding,
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explanation and realization. This is followed by Marcus Bussey’s chapter
on theorizing alternative futures for Asia and why we need to activate our
multiple traditions. Bussey’s reflections point to the need for creative
memory work in our theoretical engagement, an approach which is pur-
sued by many subsequent contributions to the book as they engage with
creative sources of alternative theorizing across traditions of thinking and
reflection. In his chapter, Boike Rehbein describes the rise of new critical
social theory in the wake of the rise of the Global South. Rehbein points
to a need to theorize what he calls a configurational dialectics, which has a
wider global significance today. It is enriching to bring together Giri’s
cultivation of multi-zopial hermeneutics and Rehbein’s configurational
dialectics to suggest new pathways of cross-fertilization. In Hans-Herbert
Kogler and Lubomir Dunaj’s chapter, “Transcending Ethnocentrism:
Towards a Global Social Theory”, the authors engage with Western philo-
sophical and social theoretical traditions, such as Gadamer’s hermeneutics,
and with Chinese philosophy and Confucian perspectives. This conclud-
ing chapter to Part I presents a first step towards a systematic non-
ethnocentric social theory which unites a culturally sensitive account of
self-reflexivity with a new emphasis on the subject’s integration into social
and cultural wholes.

Part I1, “Social Theory and Asian Dialogues: Creative Engagement and
Transformative Learning”, begins with Geir Sigurdsson’s chapter “Ethics
and Ego: East-West Perceptions of Morality” in which the author tells us
how ethics in the Western tradition follow an egological trajectory, while
those in East Asian cultures, especially in the Chinese, follow a non-
egological one. This nuanced distinction is crucial to our comparative per-
spective as much of the time our notion of moral subjectivity in social
theory and social engagement is based upon an uncritical individualist
premise. The chapter by Neela Bhattacharya Saxena, “An Iridescent Self in
the Womb of the Mother: A Vajrayani Meditation”, also points us to the
limit of ego as a foundation of life and theorizing, and draws upon Buddhism
and Tantra. Gary Hampson’s chapter shows us a new pathway in compara-
tive theoretical engagement by bringing together Chinese yiz and yany
theorizing and Bhaskar’s critical realism and theory of complex integration.
In “Emptying Dualism in Social Theory”, Chou Ping submits an applica-
tion of Buddhist middle-way theory from Nagarjuna to offer a critique of
“dualism, substantialism and nihilism in social theory”. Philosopher
S. Panneerselvam’s chapter presents comparative Indo-Chinese reflections
on our exploration by comparing Confucius with Thiruvalluvar from the
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Tamil tradition in India. Marcus Bussey explores intercultural possibilities
in “Dancing East and West: Charting Intercultural Possibilities in the
Thought of Gilles Deleuze and Prabhat Ranjan Sarkar”. In the following
chapter, “The Micropolitics and Metaphysics of Mobility and Nomadism:
A Comparative Study of Rahul Sankrityayan’s Ghumakkar Sastra and Gilles
Deleuze /Félix Guattari's Nomadology”, Subir Rana tries to grapple with
the worlds of fluidity, flux and flow in general, and mobility and nomadism
in particular. Rana views nomadism as acts of displacement, or deterritori-
alization and reterritorialization, against a backdrop of sedentarism, fixity
and stasis as conceptualized in science, philosophy, religion, literature and
governance. In this context, Rana tries to contrast, compare and bring out
any differences or similarities between Eastern and Western traditions of
nomadism by engaging with two seminal texts on the subject, Rahul
Sankrityayan’s Ghumakkay Sistra and Gilles Deleuze/Félix Guattari’s
Nomadolggy. This is followed by an interesting comparative engagement
with Radhakamal Mukherjee and John Dewey. In “From Ecological
Ontology to Social Ecology: John Dewey, Radhakamal Mukherjee, and
Interscalar Ethics”, Herbert Reid and Betsy Taylor discuss the works of
Dewey and Mukherjee and the implications for rethinking and transform-
ing social ecology, ethics and social theorizing.

In Part III, entitled “Social Theory and Asian Dialogues: Asia, Europe
and the Calling of Planetary Conversations”, we present further substan-
tive explorations of these issues starting with John Clammer’s “Nature,
Culture and the Debate with Modernity: Japanese Critical Theory”.
Clammer helps us understand the way critical theory takes a particular
turn in Japan by not being confined to either the Marxist or the Frankfurt
School traditions but by drawing upon Japanese sources, such as Buddhism.
This conceptualizes nature and culture differently compared with Western
tradition by going beyond anthropocentrism. In “The Self-Description of
Society in East Asia”, Saburo Akahori tells us how self-description in East
Asian societies, such as Japan, differs from Western self-description. Here
society incorporates nature and there is an inherent sacrality to this act of
self-description and perception. Akahori tells us how the word for society
in Japanese and other East Asian societies, such as Chinese and Vietnamese,
is shakai, which contains “the nature or the integration by ‘the sacred’ in
itself”. Saburo’s chapter is followed by Karl-Heinz Pohl’s “An Intercultural
Perspective on Chinese Aesthetics”, in which the author urges us to under-
stand the similarities of and differences between Chinese and Western aes-
thetics. He discusses how in Chinese painting an “inner reality” (zhen)
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beyond “form” (xing) is depicted, which is supposed to have “suggestive,
allusive, and finally poetic quality (with titles of paintings often being lines
of poetry), leading to the well-known feature of Chinese painting that the
empty space (x#) is more important, i.e., suggestively telling, than the
painted substance (shz)”.

These chapters on comparative theoretical engagement are followed by
further in-depth and cross-societal and inter-civilizational explorations. In
“Making Sociology Universal: Examining the Contributions of Syed
Hussein Alatas”, Habibul Haque Khondker discusses the contribution of
Syed Hussein Alatas, a sociologist from Malyasia, and his seminal work The
Myth of the Lazy Native and how it influenced critics such as Edward Said.
This is followed by Bob Sugeng Hadiwinata’s chapter “Political Intrusion
in Social Science: The Elimination of Leftist Critical Thinking in Indonesia”
which tells us how political change in Indonesia and the replacement of
the Sukarno regime by Suharto’s dictatorship led to the demise of critical
theoretical thinking in Indonesia. Hadiwinata explains how critical demo-
cratic theorizing is slowly coming back to Indonesia after democratic
transformations over the last twenty years. This is followed by Johannes
D. Schmidt’s chapter “Social Welfare and Harmony in East Asia and the
Nordic Region”, which is written from the perspective of a Scandinavian
model of welfare and well-being to reflect upon East Asian practices of
social provisioning. Schmidt also explores implications for realizing social
harmony in both societies.

The final three chapters of the volume offer us rich dialogical insights
that combine theoretical approaches and fieldwork. Elaine Desmond visits
the theme of critical theory and the discourse of a risk society. She begins
with a discussion of the seminal works of Ulrich Beck and Piet Strydom in
this field using her work in India as a vantage point from which to broaden
perspectives. She also discusses the work of transnational social movements
and global dialogues, such as the Climate Change Summit in Paris in 2015,
as a way of deepening and broadening the legitimation process in our inter-
linked global society. In “Gift of the Brian: Beyond Biopolitics?”, Abhijeet
Paul discusses the issue of seed sovereignty and challenges us to go beyond
current discourses on biopolitics. Paul discusses the work in India of
Navdanya and its leader Vandanan Shiva, as they struggle to recover the
variety of seeds lost through commodification by seed companies such as
Monsanto. Navdanya is trying to create a culture of gifting in seed exchange
and Paul argues how to understand this means going beyond the dominant
discourse of biopolitics. As he writes, “seed-sovereignty can be better
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understood through the practices of seed cultures themselves which lie
outside the scope of biopolitics as such”. The concluding chapter,
“Democracy and Meritocracy: A New Inter-Civilizational Challenge”, by
Vittoria Cotesta explores human rights and democracy in Western tradi-
tions and finds a resonance in Confucian traditions in China. Cotesta argues
that Confucianism challenges us to go beyond the uncritical valorization of
individualism in Western human rights discourse and to integrate the sig-
nificance of community. She discusses how Confucianism and the neo-
Confucian perspective want to build democracy by giving primacy to the
virtue of individuals while challenging us to realize the limits of modern
Western democracy’s preoccupation with the external or the outside.
Democracy, since it is based on individualism, projects aggressively towards
the outside. In both ancient times and the contemporary Communist
period, China has been trying to build a meritocratic society. Cotesta sug-
gests that there needs to be creative learning between democracy and meri-
tocracy, as well as experimentation with both, to create the new institutions
needed for our global humanity.

In the Afterword, “Communication and Consilience of Eastern and
Western Ideas”, Piet Strydom tells us how this volume “does not simply
announce, draw attention to and explore the topic of the relation between
social theory and Far and Near Eastern thought in a timely manner, but at
the same time more importantly also makes a meaningful contribution to
the problem of diminishing and bridging the gap between the Western
and Eastern sides as well as gaps among a variety of distinct traditions of
thought within both these two rather rough-and-ready categories”.
Strydom tells us how this volume leads to communication and a consil-
ience of'ideas between East and West; how it needs to include both agree-
ment and disagreement and a search for those common frames of
understanding that are crucial for a connected humanity and the much-
needed planetary conversations that will lead to a meaningful theorizing
for healthy, creative and evolutionary living.
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Social Theory and Asian Dialogues:
Cultivating Planetary Conversations

Ananta Kumar Giri

INTRODUCTION AND INVITATION

Asia is not a predefined fixity; it is a journey of co-realizations and plural-
izations. Similarly, social theory is not unitary; it is a plural process of
reflection on the dynamics of self, culture and society. But much of social
theory as it rules in the academic corridors of Europe, Asia and the world
is Eurocentric. But now there is an epochal need for realizing social theory
as part of a planetary conversation. While some may look at it in terms of
the rise of Asia and the decline of Euro-America, the challenge is not to
replace one ethnocentrism and exclusivism with another but to make
social theory a field of mutual learning and a dialogue of presuppositions.
Dominant social theories from the West have their own presuppositions,
for example, the presupposition about the centrality of power in Max
Weber and Michel Foucault, and justification and application in varieties
of critical theory, such as that of Jiirgen Habermas. But these presupposi-
tions are not universally shared as reigning presuppositions of self, culture
and society. For example, in Srimad Bhagavad Gita, a text that expresses
the spiritual traditions of India, it is written, “Sradhba Maya Ayam Purusha
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Jo Jat Sraddha Sa Ebasa: This Purusha [the human person] is character-
ized by sraddha—capacity for love and reverence—; one is who one loves
or reveres.” These lines also offer some presuppositions about self, culture
and society and urge us to realize that it is not only power but also sraddha
(reverence or love) that characterize being human in the fields of self, cul-
ture and society. For a fuller realization of social theory there needs to be
a dialogue between presuppositions of power and sraddha as important
elements in the dynamic of self, culture and society, rather than a one-
sided assertion and exclusion.

RETHINKING THEORY

Theory is not only a noun but also a multiplex verb and it is not only
activistic but also meditative. The practical turns in social theory—
through terms such as linguistic, feminist and ecological—do help us
realize that theory is both noun and verb. But they do not sufficiently
cultivate the meditative side of such turns as their notion of practice is
mostly activistic and is not related to processes of meditative co-realiza-
tions (see Giri 2012). In Asian countries the majority still travel on foot
and we can cultivate the notion of theory as walking meditation. Many
in Asian societies, such as our indigenous peoples, have a propensity to
dance, so we can also cultivate theory as dancing meditation. Theory is
not just an unconditional system; it is a conditional journey. We are
invited to reflect upon and realize theories as walking and dancing medi-
tations starting from our own location and dialogue with insights from
our home and world.

SociaL THEORY AND ASIAN DIALOGUES: CULTIVATING
PrLANETARY CONVERSATIONS

We need to open classical and contemporary social theories which are pre-
dominantly Euro-American to multiple dialogues such as Asian dialogues,
which then become part of planetary conversations (see Connell 2007,
Comaroft and Comaroft 2012). In planetary conversations we take part in
a dialogue without privileging our a priori ethnocentric point of view and
open ourselves, our locational insights and presuppositions, to mutual
interpenetration, sharing, questioning and transformation. While much
East-West dialogue is still imprisoned within the existing logic of a priori
fixation and an unconscious colonial constitution of our globe, planetary
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conversations seek to transform these to conditions of mutual dialogue
and an interpenetration of presuppositions.

Following this brief prelude, we will begin this dialogue with the con-
cept of the self. In Asian countries there is a notion of self as a field that is
not static but dynamic (Clammer 2008). It is a field of flows, of many riv-
ers and streams. Our self is like the rice field. It is a field where chz, dynamic
energy, flows. From both the Confucian and Kashmiri Saivism traditions
we get a view of dynamic energy and consciousness. Recent social theory
from scholars such as Pierre Bourdieu also emphasize the significance of
field in understanding society. Srimad Bhagavad Gita also talks about the
yoga of the field and the knower of the field. While Bourdieu’s conception
of field is primarily socio-political, in G7ta the concepts of field and knower
of the field are both socio-psychological and socio-spiritual. It is enriching
to have mutually transforming dialogues between these conceptions of the
field and thus deepen our conceptions and realizations of self, culture and
society as fields (see Das 2010).1

Selt'is neither a peak nor a cliff.? In individualism self is looked upon as
a cliff. But in Asian traditions and cultures there is a relational view of self
which is, at the same time, ecological and transcendental. Self'is the meet-
ing point of the horizontal and the vertical.

Individualism is at the root of modern social theory and society. But a
dialogue with Asian traditions helps us realize the transindividual dimen-
sion of individual and the transocial dimension of society. In his discussion
of the work of Thai social thinker and Buddhist social theorist Sulak
Sivaraksha John Clammer (2008) tells us that Sivaraksha helps us in under-
standing that individuals have a transindividual dimension. In the words of
Clammer: “In much the same way that Louis Dumont has argued that
Western individualism has its roots in Christianity and that the conse-
quences of this individualism are profound for the arrangement of society
and assumptions about how relationships within it work, so Sulak is argu-
ing for a ‘trans-individualism” that arises from Buddhist roots, and which
has profound implications for the ordering of society” (2008: 190).

In modern Western society and modern sociology both individuals and
society are conceptualized and realized in isolation from Nature and tran-
scendence, they are imprisoned in isolated black boxes that Dallmayr
(1998) calls “Enlightenment black boxes.” Dialogue with Asian traditions
enables social theory to conceptualize and realize individuals and societies
as at the same time part of Nature and transcendence. There are also
streams in Western traditions that look at individuals and societies as in a
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relationship with Nature and Transcendence but modern social theory has
not nurtured itself with such streams of vision and practice. For example,
in Goethe we find ways of going beyond the modern Enlightenment black
box and realize self and society as part of Nature and transcendence, but
modern sociology has followed Newton rather than Goethe (Uberoi
1984). But border-crossing dialogue can contribute, for example, dia-
logue between modern social theory and Asian traditions of practice and
reflection can contribute to creative memory work and the retrieval of
traditions of a non-dualistic relationship between individual /society and
Nature and transcendence.

SociaL THEORY AND ASIAN DIALOGUES: BEYOND THE Two
PREDICAMENTS OF SOCIO-CENTRISM AND SELE-CENTRISM

Daya Krishna, the pre-eminent Indian philosopher, tells us: “Society need
not be considered the last term of human thought. The centrality may be
restored to the human individual who, then, may be viewed as the nucleus
of the social cell from whom all creativity emanates or originates. In this
perspective, then, society would be conceived as a facilitating mechanism
so that the individual may pursue his trans-social ends. Instead of art, or
religion, friendship or love being seen as the lubricating oil for the func-
tioning of the social machine, the machine itself would be seen as facilitat-
ing the emergence and pursuit of various values” (Krishna 1993: 11). In
many cultures, including Indian, the social does not have the same ulti-
mate status as it has in modern Western society and socio-religious
thought. The social in Indian thought does not have a primal significance
and it is considered an intermediate field and an ideal society is one which
facilitates our realization of potentinl as Atman, soul. Daya Krishna calls it
an Atman-centric approach and contrasts this with the socio-centric
approach not only in the modern West but also in religious traditions
such as Christianity. But one also finds a socio-centric approach in certain
aspects of Confucianism, which accords primary significance to social
relations and not, to the same extent, to processes of self-realization.
Both approaches have their own limitations, what Daya Krishna calls the
“two predicaments”—the Atman-centric predicament and the socio-cen-
tric predicament. The socio-centric predicament does not give enough
space to self-realization, while “Atman centricity leads a people’s atten-
tion away from an active concern with society and its betterment” (ibid.:
23). To overcome the one-sidedness in these approaches Daya Krishna
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links them to a new realization of freedom, while Sri Aurobindo (1962)
links them to evolutionary transformations, transforming the very consti-
tution of the individual and the social beyond their present-day dualistic
constitutions.?

From the point of view of this aspiration to overcome Atman-
centeredness or self-centrality and socio-centeredness we can look at
Asian traditions in new ways. Take, for example, the case of Buddhism
and Confucianism, two major Asian traditions of discourse and practice.
In its reflections on humanity Confucianism focuses on webs of relation-
ships while Buddhism emphasizes the need to transcend the limits of
social relationships, particularly anthropocentrism. But both traditions
have gone through many inner debates and contestations between them,
giving rise to movements such as Neo-Confucianism, which urges us to
pay simultaneous attention to webs of relationships and a nurturance of
self-realization in our quest for human realization (Dallmayr 2004:
152-171). According to Tu Wei-ming, Neo-Confucianism involves a
“continuous deepening of one’s subjectivity and an uninterrupted broad-
ening of one’s sensitivity” (quoted in ibid.). It also involves a “dynamic
interplay between contextualization and decontextualization. Hence, the
self as a ‘center of relationships’ finds itself simultaneously in the grip of
an ongoing decentering or displacement [...] Just as self-cultivation
requires self-overcoming, so cultivation of family and other relationships
demands a transgression of parochial attachments such as ‘nepotism, rac-
ism and chauvinism’ and ultimately a transgression of narrow ‘anthropo-
centrism’ in the direction of the ‘mutuality of Heaven and man and the
unity of all things’” (ibid.: 164).

Thus in neo-Confucianism there is a simultaneous attention to social
relationships and a deepening of subjectivity, which helps us go beyond
the one-sided emphasis on either society or self. We find a similar emphasis
on emergent sociality and self-realizations in neo-Vedantins such as Swami
Vivekananda and Sri Aurobindo who urge us to cultivate creative relation-
ships between self and society with an additional cultivation of the divine
along with and in between. We can also find the resonance of similar con-
cerns in Gandhi and Tagore. So it is helpful to cultivate further dialogue
between Neo-Confucianism and Neo-Vedanta. This, in turn, calls for dia-
logue between Confucianism and Vedanta and not only between
Confucianism and Buddhism. The dialogue between Confucianism and
Vedanta has not yet been undertaken and for the making of a new world
order it is helpful for us to undertake this. For example, Confucianism is
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concerned with harmony but in the conventional manifestation of har-
mony in traditional China this can be hierarchical and anthropocentric. In
the conventional articulation of harmony in Confucianism there may not
be enough realization of the challenge of establishing harmony between
humans and non-humans, society and Nature. Vedanta, with its concern
for the unity of all life, can help Confucianism to realize this as
Confucianism’s emphasis on proper social relationships and its vision and
practice of Tian-Xin—All Under Heaven—can make help us make
Vedanta more social. For example, the Vedantic concern with unity of life
should be practiced in the realm of social relationships, which in the tradi-
tional social order are dominated by caste and gender exclusion. Both
Confucian harmony and Vedantic unity face the challenge of transforming
hierarchy, monological domination and the authoritarian construction
of unity.

Harmony and unity help us to come together with and beyond the
traps of domination and exclusion. This is suggested in the vision and
practice of lokasamgraba from the Indic tradition, which has a Vedantic
root in a very open and cosmopolitan sense. Lokasamgraha is spoken
about in Bhagavad Gita as a challenge to us to realize the gathering of
people as not only a public gathering but also a soulful gathering. In
modern social and political thought and practice, we are used to the
vision and practice of a public sphere and we can realize and transform
this as a field and practice of lokasamgraba, simultaneously public and
soulful. Lokasamygraha is a field of mutual care and responsibility and it
is a challenge at all levels of human gathering—from dyadic associations,
institutions and movements, to the triadic and beyond, such as family,
community, nation and the global order. In our present phase of global-
ization and the challenges of global responsibility via such trials as cli-
mate change and terrorism, we need to talk about global lokasamgraha.
This global lokasamgraha becomes a field of a new cosmopolitan realiza-
tion in which to be cosmopolitan is not only to be a citizen of the world
but also to be a member of the human family (Giri 2006). It is not only
epistemological and political, as is the dominant discourse of cosmopoli-
tanism, but it is also ontological and spiritual. Global lokasamgraba is
also a way of realizing the Chinese vision and aspiration of All Under
Heaven—Tian-Xin* Coming back to Daya Krishna’s two predicaments
in terms of thinking of society, we need to realize that our mode of being
in the world as participant in lokasamgraba and Tian-Xia requires both
socio-centeredness and Atman-centered attention. It also requires
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decentering in a spirit of Anatta or no-self as it comes from paths of
Buddhist vision and practice. We can realize both self and society as not
only social and Atman but also as no-self, which is not fixed and closed
within itself. This can then help us realize webs of interdependence as
suggested in another Buddhist vision and practice of patipadasamuc-
chaya—dependent co-origination. For realizing self and society as fields
and circles of lokasamgraba and Tian-Xin we need to realize them as
simultaneously fields and circles of sociality, self-engagement and nur-
turance of no-self, helping us to realize them as webs of what Vietanemese
monk Thich Nhat Hahn calls both interbeing and transbeing. In terms
of sociological theory we can relate lokasamgraha, Tian-Xia and patipa-
dasamucchaya to a creative systems thinking and chaos theory in which
systems are not just reproductions of mechanical systems of a priori
ordering but are also unfolding configurations of communication and
co-ordination (Giri 2002).

CONFUCIANISM AND THE CALLING OF PLANETARY
CONVERSATIONS

Confucianism is a major influence in Asia, especially in China, Japan, Korea
and many parts of South East Asia and has been used in various ways in
histories and contemporary societies. Many a time it has been used to jus-
tify authoritarianism. But there is a new democratic consciousness brewing
in South East Asia and China which calls for rethinking Confucianism
beyond the prism of authoritarian justification (Han 1998). Another issue
is that of pluralism. Confucianism has existed in societies that have not
valued pluralism as a way of life. Most of the societies in which Confucianism
is present are monological, characterized by the dominance of one ethnic
group, for example that of the Han Chinese in China, Japanese in Japan
and Koreans in Korea. In this context we have to link Confucianism to
pluralism. This in turn calls for dialogues across borders and making
Confucianism part of varieties of planetary conversations.®

Such planetary conversations can begin at home, for example, with the
now, already noted, pluralities in China via some creative interpreters. For
example, Tu Wei-ming talks about the five teachings of China—
Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, Islam and Christianity. In Chinese his-
tories and intellectual streams there have been visible and invisible
dialogues between these teachings. During a visit to the Muslim town of
Nagu in Yunnan province (in July 2009), I asked an interpreter what had
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been the mutual influence between Islam and Confucianism. She said
while Confucianism has made Islam much more worldly, Islam has given
Confucianism a new understanding of the meaning of Heaven. Though
scholars such as Tu Wei-ming have carried out a dialogue between
Confucianism and Christianity and not with Islam there is now an urgent
need for further dialogue in this field. Especially since the current Chinese
Government is promoting Confucian Institutes all over the world. Such
Institutes should give rise to mutually transforming dialogue between
China, India, the Middle East and the rest of the world, rather than be
centers to promote official Chinese nationalism.

Dynamic HARMONY AND DyNAMIC EMPTINESS

Harmony is a key concern in Confucianism and many other Asian tradi-
tions. But usually this is taken as static and has been used to justify authori-
tarianism. We need to rethink harmony and build upon traditions such as
dynamic harmony.® In his study of Japanese religion, where Buddhism has
interacted with Shintoism and Confucianism, sociologist of religion
Robert Bellah tells us that Japanese religion is concerned with a har-
mony—among persons and with nature—that is not static but dynamic.
For Bellah (1985: 62-63),

What has been said about the unity of man, nature and divinity should not
be interpreted as a static identity. Rather it is a harmony in tension. The
gratitude one owes to superordinate benevolent entities is not an easy obli-
gation but may involve the instant sacrifice of one’s deepest interests or even
of one’s life. Union with the ground of being is not attained in a state of
coma but very often as the result of some sudden shock in daily living.
Something unexpected, some seeming disharmony, is more apt to reveal the
Truth than any formal orderly teaching. Japanese art and aesthetic attitude
toward nature are also concerned with the unexpected

Compassion here is not imprisoned in the logic status quo rather it is
animated by a spirit to unsettle existing harmony and invite the unex-
pected in a spirit of dynamic harmony. The realization of dynamic har-
mony is also an animated aspiration in the paths of Kashmir Saivism. As
Harish Deheja (2006: 422; emphasis added) writes:

Kashmir Saivism postulates that Parama Shiva contains the entire universe,
pulsating within it, just as the seed of the mighty nyagrodba potentially
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contains the entire tree. At the immanent level, the transcendent prakashavi-
marshamaya splits into prakasha and vimarsha, Shiva and Shakti, abam and
idam, 1 and this, subject and object, held together in pulsating, dynamic
harmony [ ...] At every level there is differentiation into subject and object,
abam and idam, but the differentiation is based in, and unified by the non-
duality of consciousness.

Kashmir Saivism seeks to achieve dynamic harmony by realizing differ-
entiation without dualism. The realization of non-duality is also an ani-
mated goal in the paths of Buddha and Kashmiri Saivism possibly has
contributed the work of dynamic consciousness to this pursuit of non-
duality. There is an occasion for mutual learning on the part of Buddhism
and Kashimiri Saivism as all concerned can learn from experiments in these
traditions.”

Dynamic harmony can be accompanied by dynamic emptiness. Empti-
ness is an important concern in Buddhism but this emptiness is not static
but dynamic. Emptiness is not only there in the beginning, we are per-
petually invited to realize emptiness in all our modes of thinking and
being. As the Dalai Lama tells us: “Things and events are ‘empty’ in that
they do not possess any immutable essence or absolute ‘being’” (The
Dalai Lama 2005: 49).

Both dynamic harmony and dynamic emptiness are important contri-
butions from Asian traditions to revitalize modern social theory and dia-
logue with modern Western social theory can help to make both these
concepts more transformationally dynamic, as in Asian traditions there is a
tendency to conserve the status quo in the name of either harmony or
emptiness.

MEDITATIVE VERBS OF PLURALIZATIONS

Dialogues help us realize pluralities in our singularly conceptualized and
constructed identities. There are pluralities in Europe as there are in Asia,
and each of the countries, cultures and civilizations in both these spheres.
We need to build our understanding upon these pluralities. But in order
to understand we need to have a dynamic view of pluralism by contribut-
ing to the process of creating a more plural understanding and society. But
our activities of pluralization need to be not only activistic but also
meditative in thinking about and realizing our identities and in reflecting
upon themes in social theories.
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SociaL THEORY AND ASIAN DIALOGUES:
FroM JUDGMENTAL COMPARISON TO (GENEROUS
COMPARISON OF COMPARISONS

When we think about any two units together it is easy to be engaged in a
judgmental comparison. This is much more so when thinking about valo-
rized units, such as modernity and tradition in Asia and Europe, India and
the West, East and West and so on. A challenge before us is to acknowl-
edge our propensity for judgmental comparison and through labor and a
love of learning move towards generous and more capacious understand-
ing and realization. While we talk about Europe and India it is easy to state
that Europe is material and India is spiritual but there are vibrant streams
of spirituality in Europe and materialism in India. So a more worthwhile
comparison is between materialism in Europe and India and between spir-
itualism in Europe and India.

Another aspect of this comparative engagement is that instead of com-
paring systems and units in a totalizing way we engage in partial compari-
sons. This builds upon a plural understanding of each of these systems,
exploring partial connections between and across and being engaged in
partial rather than wholesale comparisons of systems. We have to move
beyond systemic comparisons and attend to the complexities that lie in
between and beyond. As Beteille (1983) tells us, the wholesale compari-
son of civilizations such as India as Homo Hierarchicus and in the West as
Homo Egqualis—as happens in the comparative sociology of Louis
Dumont—is not only unhelpful but perpetuates Western ethnocentrism
(see also Giri 1998). Similarly, Touraine’s perspective argues that the dis-
tinction between modernity and tradition in terms of individualism and
hierarchy—a la Louis Dumont—is not helpful in understanding either of
them. As he writes (Touraine 2000: 86; emphasis added):

The distinction between social and non-social definitions of the individual
seems to me to be even more important than that between the holistic soci-
cties of old and modern individualistic societies. Both types of society are
Janus-foced, because there is no fundamental diffevence between an individual
who is trapped in the roles imposed on him by the community and an individual
whose actions are determined by his social situation and the highly effective
blandishments of the market. At the same time, there is a similavity between the
renouncer and the modern individual who appeals to the universal rights of
man and in particular the dissident or resister who risks his life by challenging
a social order which, in bis view, is an affront to human dignity.
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Thus we need a comparative global and even planetary engagement that is
interested in exploring pathways of partial connections rather than a
wholesale comparison of civilizations and systems: “Partial connections
require images other than those taxonomies or configurations that compel
one to look for overarching principles or for some core or central features”
(Strathern 1991: xviii). Based on her work in New Guinea, Marilyn
Strathern writes: “attempts to produce a typology of societies from the
application of constant principles may also evaporate. For instance, prin-
ciples of reciprocity as they affect the organization of transactions and the
role of leaders as Great Men or Big Men may well appear to discriminate
effectively between a handful of cases; but the discrimination cannot be
necessarily sustained at that level—an expanded version reveals that prin-
ciples radically distinguishing whole clusters of societies are also replicated
within them” (Strathern 1994: xviii; also see Strathern 2002).8

SociAL THEORY AND ASIAN DIALOGUES: GENEALOGY,
GENEROSITY AND THE CALLING OF A POST-COLONIAL
COSMOPOLIS

Many Asian societies were subjected to colonial domination and the strug-
gle for liberation and freedom constitutes an important part of the histori-
cal experience of Asian societies. Social theories in Asia build upon such
anti- and post-colonial struggles for freedom (Mohanty 1994). Post-
colonialism has been an important intellectual movement in our recent
past. Post-colonial critics and social theorists however very rarely take part
in continued liberation struggles in their own societies. Most write only in
English and teach in elite academic institutions in the Euro-American
world. They very rarely write in the mother language of the people in a
country such as India. Their theoretical discourse is very much part of
global metropolitan discourse. These critics very rarely enter into dialogue
with traditions of thinking and reflection in their cultures and societies.
Though they operate in the Euro-American world they have a monolithic
view of Europe and Asia. Moreover they very rarely pluralize the colonial
experience itself. Post-colonial critics from Asia mostly work within the
framework of British colonialism in India and there is very little work on
comparisons between Japanese colonialism in Korea and China and British
colonialism in India. Post-colonial criticism itself needs to be part of plan-
etary conversations doing comparative historical work on varieties of colo-
nialism and struggles for liberation under these conditions.
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In this context it is enriching to think about Partha Chatterjee’s genea-
logical investigation of modern normative political theory, what he calls
“Lineages of Political Society” (2009). Chatterjee uses lineage as a method
in Foucault’s genealogical sense but, like Foucault, presents a unitary view
of modern knowledge, in this case modern normative political theory, with-
out exploring the plurality of streams of contestation within this constructed
single field of normative theory. For example, in this normative space nobody
justified colonialism as an exception to the norm of normative political the-
ory. Chatterjee seems to have a singular notion of norm, such as representa-
tive democracy, but this single theme itself hides a plurality of streams, not
to speak of a well-known tension between equality, liberty and fraternity. In
modern Europe the Scandinavian experiments with people’s enlightenment
and democratic transformations were not just a variation of the Anglo-Saxon
experience but gave more attention to education, participatory democracy
and people’s enlightenment (Das 2007). Chatterjee uses lineage as an
approach supposedly to go beyond linearity, but this is deployed more to tell
multiple stories from “most of the world” than multiple streams of norma-
tive struggle, social mobilization and contestation from the Euro-American
world. The language of lineage is used to construct a linear and one-dimen-
sional object of critique, in this case the “mythical space of” normative polit-
ical theory, but the object of critique also has a lineage of plurality as the
historical experience of “most of the world” from which such a critique is
being launched. We probably need a new genealogical method that is equally
generous to the lineages of plurality in all parts of the world and not only in
colonized and post-colonial societies.

For Chatterjee, the challenge before “postcolonial political theory” is
“to break the abstract homogeneity of the mythical time-space of Western
normative theory [...] The second is the even greater challenge to redefine
the normative standards of modern politics in the light of the considerable
accumulation of new practices [from colonial and post-colonial societies as
well as from the Euro-American world]” (2009: 23). But this project does
not explicitly realize the need for cross-cultural dialogue. Furthermore,
this does not include the challenge of understanding and learning the
languages of normative thinking in traditions such as India. For example
it is said that King Janaka, father of Sita, nurtured his people as a mother.
Learning much more about such languages of governance would bring
new enrichment and imagination to post-colonial political and social theo-
rizing. But how is that possible when our post-colonial advocates mostly
interact with knowledge emerging from the Euro-American world and
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rarely go inside other traditions of thinking and realization? The possible
significance of nurturing one’s subjects as a mother is explored in the fol-
lowing poem:

King Janaka nurtured

His People as a mother

And Could not our Janakas—

Our fathers in politics, family and religion

Nurture us as mothers?

Could not God and His arrogant servants

Be a Manifestation of Creative Motherhood

And our state and society

A Flow of Motherhood. (a poem originally written by the author in
Oriya)

THEORIZING AS WALKING AND DANCING MEDITATIONS:
THE CALLING OF CULTIVATING NEW WORDS AND WORLDS

Cultivating social theory and Asian dialogue calls for us to be engaged in
varieties of creative learning and memory work, going deeper into our
multiple traditions and border-crossing conversations. It calls for us to
learn across borders and create new fields of mutual learning and respon-
sibility. We learn by walking and dancing together, not just sitting in
libraries and looking at old manuscripts as documents of truth, or doing
field work in an alienated way. Theorizing is not only an abstract, deduc-
tive and discursive activity; it is a multi-dimensional practice involving
dancing and walking together, cultivating dialogue across borders and tak-
ing part in planetary conversations. Such practices of theorizing call for
new languages of learning, inquiry and communities of seeking. We are
invited to go beyond the available discourses and practices of theory in
Asia, Europe, West, East, India and the world and contribute to new jour-
neys of self] social and planetary realizations.

SocIAL THEORY AND ASIAN DIALOGUES:
WiTH AND BEYOND EPISTEMOLOGIES FROM THE SOUTH
Theorizing as the cultivation of new words and worlds also challenges us

to go beyond existing dominant epistemologies in what Boaventura de
Sousa Santos calls Northern Epistemologies. In his Epistemologies From the
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South: Justice, Santos (2014) challenges us to realize the limits of domi-
nant Eurocentric epistemologies. Social theory and Asian dialogues as
planetary conversations thus share the critical epistemological task that
Santos cultivates in his works. It resonates with Santos’ exploration of
alternative epistemologies from the South and with his interlinked visions
and practices of the ecology of knowledge and intercultural translation as
pathways in the present towards a different future of knowledge, human
liberation and world transformations.

But Santos’ engagement with epistemology does not explore the
limits of the epistemic itself and in social theory and Asian dialogues we
need to pursue this and go beyond the primacy of the epistemic in
modernity and neglect of the ontological. The limits of the epistemo-
logical are not overcome by proliferating the epistemologies from
North to South but by transforming them, which includes a simultane-
ously epistemic and ontological engagement I call the ontological epis-
temology of participation (Giri 2006, 2017). Here our exploration of
alternative epistemology as part of alternative theorizing needs to be
part of an ontological epistemology of participation which involves not
only epistemic and ontological engagement but also cross-cultural and
planetary realizations of these themes, modalities of being and under-
standing. While Santos challenges us to realize a new epistemology, a
new politics and a new relationship between the two, we need to meet
the challenge of a new ontology and spirituality and strive to cultivate a
new relationship, not only between epistemology and politics but also
between epistemology and ontology, cpistemology and aesthetics,’
epistemology and spirituality, and epistemology and deeper cross-cul-
tural and philosophical dialogues, all part of what can be called plane-
tary conversations and planetary realizations (Giri 2013). Planetary
realizations challenge us to realize that we are children of Mother Earth
and as children we have an inborn debt and responsibility to learn about
each other and our cultures.

Planetary realizations challenge us to rethink the language and dis-
course of the South, which is a valorized category not only in Santos but
also in Rawenn Connell’s (2011) influential Southern Theory. Neither
North nor South are mere geographical locations in Santos, nor are they
fixed, impermeable boundaries. They are multi-dimensional complex
interpenetrating realities in our world, historically and contemporane-
ously, and they raise important issues of fact and norms of life. To fully
appreciate the limits of the valorized discourse of the Global South, which
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has implications for our engagement with social theory and Asian dia-
logues, we need to understand the limits and transformation of an earlier
mode of area studies. After the Second World War, the area studies
ap