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THE THIRD EAST-WEST PHILOSOPHERS’ CONFERENCE The Third East-West Philosophers’ Conference began in the evening of June 22, 1959, at the University of Hawaii. Representatives from fourteen countries were greeted by Dr. Willard Wilson, President of the University, Mr. Edward Johnston, Secretary of State, and Mayor Neal Blasdell. In a speech delivered to a crowd of almost 250 in Ferrington Hall on the University campus, Professor Charles A. Moore, Chairman of the Conference, declared: “We will be trying to probe into the mind of East and West to bring about the greatest understanding possible. We are going to try to apply the basic understandings. We have achieved to the practical life of people in the East and West”.(1) In his welcoming address, Mayor Blaisdell said: “Public administration to a large extent determines the type of society we live in”. Dr. Moore explained further: “We are trying to examine if philosophic propositions determine both our public administration and our way of life”. Then, Secretary Johnston joined in: (1)



The Honolulu Advertiser Tuesday, June 23, 1959



1



“Hawaii is an ideal place for the meeting of East and West. Nobody is a foreigner here”. Under the headline “This way to the Ivory Tower”, the Honolulu Star Bulletin in its issue of June 23, 1959 gave the following report on the opening of the Conference: “Some three dozen of the world’s most eminent philosophers were on the stage simultaneously representing all important world views, save the official philosophies of Communism and the Roman Catholic Church”. The Conference during its sessions spread over six weeks tried to answer the question. “Whether the forty-two program-members and more than fifty non-program-members from a dozen countries could come to some agreement or understand each other”. Dr. Charles A. Moore, Chairman of the Conference, seemed to entertain high hopes. He declared: “Most problems of the world today hinge on rather superficial differences. At this Conference, we are hopeful of getting at the why behind these superficial differences to see whether there is a basis for understanding. “For instance, does it matter that Joe uses a fork and Masao, a pair of chopsticks? “Of course, that question is over-simplified. But that’s an example of the type of superficial differences that plague the world... Program-members are help up as the thinkers of their respective countries. “We are hopeful that their writings the resulting from the Conference will be digested by leaders of the countries and the people as well”. He said Conference members are trying to get a well-known writer to cover the sessions so a less technical book, aimed at popular consumption, might become available for the public.
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“Conferees will explore differences in ethics, economics, social practices, religious attitudes, law and politic”. (1) Following is the story carried by the Hawaiian Reporter, June 25, 1959: “Planning a conference for leading philosophers from the Oriental and Western worlds is strictly a down-to-earth operation”. “Equally down-to-earth are the results the conference hopes to achieve: a basis for world understanding and cooperation by determining how the philosophies of East and West work out in practice”. “Dr. Charles A. Moore, Director of the Conference and a Professor of Philosophy at U.H. has spent the past several years working out a conference schedule, finding sponsors for the Conference and contacting participants who represent a cross-section of philosophic thought. (Not the least of the problems was to find housing for the philosophers at the peak of summer school student and tourist arrivals). “As an example of what the Conference might achieve, Dr.Moore cited the problem of Asian distrust of American motives and actions. ‘If the Eastern participants return home with an understanding of how our philosophy translates into actions’, said Dr. Moore, ‛they can erase the superficial pictures their people have of us as a war-like, materialistic nation’ ”.(1) The above excerpts from the Honolulu press prove that the purpose of the University of Hawaii leaders in holding the Third Conference of East-West Philosophers was to promote understand between Easter and Western thinkers, and try to set up a common world philosophy inspired by the American concepts of freedom and equality. As the Conference planned to discuss the relationship between philosophy and daily life, it could not avoid politics. However, Charles A. Moore, Chairman of the Conference, repeated to us, when we first saw him, that (1) (1)



Austin Faricy, Honolulu Star Buletin, Wednesday, June 23, 1959 Hawaiian Reporter, June 25, 1959, " Philosophy Meeting Plans Prove Practicle Operation "
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“politics would be banned,” The fact was that in his opening speech he declared: “We lost China because we did not understand the aspiration of its people, let us not lose India now! By loss I mean the end of our influence upon a country which stood beside the U.S. during the whole Second World War, but has left the Allies and the U.S. to follow Moscow and Communism, a materialist philosophy going counter to the free philosophy, soon after Allies’ victory!” The problem of politics so formulated by the Chairman of the East and West Philosopher’s Conference emphasizes that modern philosophy must leave its ivory tower and come down to the realities of life, in other words, that philosophers have to understand and acquaint themselves with the political activities of mankind and the world, and should not keep aloof from the world and then, through abstract concepts, try to “give their own interpretation of it.” WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY ? About a definition of philosophy, the Honolulu Star Bulletin in its issue of June 24, 1959, under the headline “Philosophers take up the problem of defining: What is philosopher?” Had the following comments on the June 23, 1959 session at the University of Hawaii. Professor P.T. Raju, of the University of Rajputana said: “What you call psychology can very well be philosophy”. To which, Professor Sidney Hook, of New York University, replied: “I am not sure”. “What is then your definition of philosophy?” asked P.T. Baju. It is hard to imagine a conference of auto manufacturers who do not know what an automobile is. It is hard to imagine that a conference of musicians would puzzle over a definition of music.
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It is more conceivable that a group of artists would take time out to wrestle with the question: “Well after all, what is Art, anyway?” But philosophy as those questions that precede, as well as questions that follow, and nobody is upset at retreating to the first question of all. Such is the condition of philosophy in a conference of senior philosophers as seen by public opinion. The public needs a definition as clear and simple as “What is bread?” The public cannot imagine that there is something in the world which is as abstract and complex as to challenge the mind of learned people like professional philosophers. Can philosophy be defined in easily understandable terms to the masses then? Following is a definition, or rather a comprehensive introduction, which is both complete and simple, from an Indian philosopher, Vice-President Radhakrishnan: “In a Conference of East-West Philosophers, it will be useful to consider briefly the metaphysical presuppositions which are the form, active forces of any civilization. Metaphysics is not an esoteric pursuit. It has an important place in the life of every reflecting person. “Philosophy is a wide term including logic, ethic, æsthetics, social philosophy and metaphysics. The last is concerned with the ultimate nature of things. The search for metaphysical certainty has been the source of much that is profound and significant in the history of thought. Metaphysics comprises two main fields, ontology derived from the Greek word for being. What is the reality which exists in its own right and is not dependent on anything else? The other is epistemology which is derived from Greek word for knowledge. What can the human mind know with certainty? How does opinion differ from knowledge? What is real? What can be known? These are the problems with which metaphysics deals”.(1)



(1)



" The Indian Reproach to the Religions Problem ", by S.Radhakrishnan
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PHILOSOPHY AND PRACTICAL AFFAIRS What does philosophy has to do with practical affairs? Such is the question which was set during the whole first week of the East-West Philosopher’s Conference. Right from here the East and the West show disagreement, as their concepts of philosophy are not the same. Eastern thought has been always directed to wisdom, while the Western mind has always (since the Greek period) turned to science. The latter represents the natural tendency of human nature toward knowledge and reason; while Wisdom or Morals represents the natural tendency of human nature toward action and love. Thus, knowledge and action, reason and love are the two comprehensive characteristics of Western and Eastern thoughts. And they have been expressed clearly in this East-West Philosophers’ Conference. In general, the representatives of the West maintained that philosophical problems have nothing to do with practical affairs. Nobody believed that one needs philosophy or must have a philosophical stand to drive a car, wear a suit, and go for a swim, and so on... Professor Sidney Hook of New York University was resolute. “Any philosophical concept”, he stated, “can fit any way of action”. Both Professor Hook and Professor George Conger of the University of Minnesota recognized that the problem was brought up only on a collective plane and not on a personal plane. The history of society, Professor Conger argued, can be explained by two principles, the structure and the process. The first is order-loving, conservative, and traditional; the second is creative, free, and revolutionary. Philosophy, continued Professor Conger, can be considered only as a small process in the complex form of history. The structure and the process mingle in human activities. Things keep changing, but the structure is the process which slows them down, and the process is the structure which urges them up. Whenever the structure is stressed the society will be stale and rigid. And whenever the process is stressed, the society will know accelerated changes. The free philosophy is the one which tries to adapt the conservative structure to the progressive process. Thus the structure of a highest form of life, developed through the process of a prudent improvement which is conscious of things long to come, and a process of a determination of values which is a complement to 6



the above prudence will lead to the hope that morals can be developed into a natural discipline if not into a precise science. This philosophical concept differs much from the concept of Indian philosophers concerning the relationship between philosophy and practical affairs, because the latter maintain that philosophy is a personal problem of mankind. Professor Saksena of Saugar University in India argued that the West has put too much emphasis on reason and logic and admits them to be the only way to knowledge. But one can assign to every experience, beside rational experiences a value of philosophical knowledge. Moreover, philosophy cannot be limited to abstract problems, but must be extended to the whole life. “Philosophy”, he asserted, “is the reaction of the whole of a man to the whole of existence”. He also complained about the present situation: “Philosophy and philosophical knowledge is neither interested in the practical affairs of men, nor able to supply them with any system of belief, for the philosophical theories do not carry conviction and are not believed. “And nothing that is not believed can influence or determine men’s conduct”. This situation is due, according to him, to scattered philosophical standpoints, which are a result of the divorce of thoughts from life, of reason from action, and of knowledge from existence. Professor Herbert W. Schneider of Columbia University agreed with Professor Saksena and produced six illustrations in the Western philosophy which show the influence of philosophy upon practical affairs. One of them is Dante’s system which prevailed in the Middle Ages. According to this system everyone was responsible to a collective God, in whose image they lived; this concept led to another which maintain that a collective civilization was promised to every human being subjected to God, and a theistic world be the sole basis for a collective love shared by every human being and secured by both spiritual and temporary powers. 7



This ideal was recommended as a solution to the chaos, which shook the feudal society of time, when the Roman Empire stood up against the Papacy and wanted to establish a secular collective power. Professor Schneider made a following distinction between truth and morals: “Truth may be quite cold, and its pursuit may be more like a life of devotion than like a life of love; whereas there is a kind of living warmth in wisdom, which makes philosophy appear to be engaged in a kind of reciprocity or participation. “Philosophical truth is found only in the content of human life, and hence the philosophical mind must have a genuine concern for human affairs and a readiness to remain in human fellowship. “Both the pursuit of truth and the pursuit of wisdom may be endless, but they are endless in different ways. Truth remains eventual; it comes at the end. “But wisdom is more analogous to happiness, which is found along the way and not at the end of the road. Wisdom and happiness are not objects; they are ways of being human”. Such was the view of Herbert W. Schneider of UNESCO! To assign truth as the object of philosophy and then to assign morals or wisdom as the object of other branches of study are both incorrect. What is truth must be intimately connected with the life of mankind; otherwise there would be no eager pursuit. As morals or wisdom is also intimately connected with the life of mankind, it is not right to cut it off from the life which must be whole. Nobody can maintain that a virtuous life is not a help for the philosopher to arrive at the truth; inversely, what is true has to be good and beautiful, i.e., must include virtue. When differentiating the True from the Good and the Beautiful, Dr. Schneider might cut the natural life, characterized by its homogeneity, into scattered pieces, thus commit the same mistake as many modern philosophers denounced above by Professor Saksena.
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A number of Western professors led by Professor W.T. State of Princeton University maintained that philosophy has no relation with practical affairs. “Knowledge for knowledge’s sake”, he declared, “and the way in which it influences practical affairs is secondary”. To the above statement of Professor State, Professor Saksena replied: “Even the most abstract piece of knowledge one learns influences one’s life one way or another”. Until the last session of the first week of the Conference, one could see that the doctrine of some Western philosophers who denied philosophy any connection with practical affairs was disproved violently by President Charles A. Moore, Professor P.T. Raju of Rajputana University, and other philosophers along with Professor Saksena (Saugar). However, Professor Sidney Hook seemed to show little sign of changing his mind or bowing to the evidence. That was the essential difference between the Eastern and the Western philosophies. In order to bring the East and the West together in the philosophical field, where human culture finds it's most collective universality, as philosophy is first an effort to understand, the presupposition for an East - West Philosophers’ Conference is to re-state the definition of philosophy. If the East and West don’t agree on the definition, problems brought up by philosophy will contribute nothing to the mutual understanding and collaboration between the East and the West in their effort to build together a world philosophy which provides a better answer to the real conditions of the Conference presented the same sight of incoherence, or the same sacrifice of understanding to civility and sympathy. To illustrate it, there was the Friday session of the first week. The program-members were discussing about the Indian idea of getting knowledge through suffering, when Professor John C.H. Wu of Seton Hall University spoke: “I have learned only tonight that one can desire to know not only because of ‘suffering’ or ‘wonder’ (the Greek idea), but because of joy, the joy of arguing, of being refuted, the joy of a conference such as this one”. 9



Dr. Wu did not meet any objection. Whether people did so for the sake of civility or to entertain sympathy, or to show their assent, nobody could tell. I personally believed that if philosophers from the East and the West were sincere, if their culture level was high enough to appreciate above all the truth, the above statement would get an answer like this: If mankind was urged to knowledge not by “suffering or wonder” but by the mere pleasure of knowledge as they did in this East-West Philosophers’ Conference, one may wonder whether Western philosophers have forgotten the whole world of realities? While philosophers enjoy arguing and being refuted, a bomb exploded in BiênHòa which shed American and Vietnamese blood and cost lives of Eastern and Western human beings, and one may ask what for and why this explosion has happened? One can imagine that the relatives of the victims are “suffering and wondering” but Professor Wu maintained that, except for pleasure, these feelings are not the motive power of the East-West Philosophers’ Conference! Perhaps the paradisiacal setting of Hawaii had made Philosopher Wu forget that we are still living in a vale of tears, and not yet in paradise as be thought. BACK TO REALITY The Honolulu Star Bulletin, in its issue of Friday 10, 1959 and under the big headline: “More protection is ordered for Americans in Vietnam” has the following article about the Biên-Hòa murder: “The Vietnamese government reported that the attack Wednesday night at Biên-Hòa, 20 miles North of Saigon, had aroused ‘great indignation’ among the general public. “Eyewitness reports filtering through official secrecy painted a grim picture of the 10-minute reign of terror which turned the peaceful river town into a bloody battleground. “Six military officers were in the mess hall of a two-story building watching the movie ‘The Tattered Dress’ when the raiders penetrated a
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barbed wire fence and invaded the compound in which the building was located. “A Vietnamese cook and his eight-year-old son who were watching the movie outside the building were cut down by small arms and automatic weapons fire and a Vietnamese guard was wounded fatally. “Bullets spewed through the windows, hitting Major Dale Buis of Imperial Beach, California, and Captain Howard Beston of Blairsburg, Iowa, who were seated near the movie projector. “Master Sergeant Chester M. Ovnand of Copperas Cove, Texas, was also cut down while he was changing the film. “The Sergeant mortally wounded, crawled across the room and up a flight of stairs before falling dead. “A trail of blood led to his body. “Major Buis crawled to a back room used as a kitchen. That’s when the terrorists set off a home-made bomb. The conclusion killed Buis and one of the raiders. “The raiders finally were driven off by small Vietnamese security force station nearby. None was caught. They fled across open fields into the jungle. “Captain Beston was found in the back room seriously wounded and was taken immediately to Saigon and later transferred to Clark Field Hospital in the Philippines”. That was one of the realities which happened around the world, when I was present at the discussion which took place in Elementary School Hall of the University of Hawaii and was dealing with the topic “Relationship between philosophy and practical affairs”. The above article seems to turn the thought of the Hawaiian people to Vietnam for a while; it also turned the attention of the present philosophers to “practical affairs”. I mean, to the present political condition of the world. This proves that philosophy 11



can never sever itself from politics, if one understands as Confucius did two thousand years ago... Whether one compares the relationship between politics and mankind to the one which exists “between the soil and the plants” as Confucius saw it, or one compares modern politics to “a snake coiling around a man” as Gandhi said recently, it is interesting to see how the “two Wise men from the East” who lived in period thousand of years apart have agreed that theory must be intimately connected with practical activities and that a correct philosophy cannot detach itself from the realistic life of mankind. He said: “As these new ideas seems so germane to the problems of cross-cultural relations, as their very essence is the relations of theoretical to the practical, and as their normative implication to perhaps the most pressing practical problems of the age... those of international relations and political unrest, it has seemed most fitting that an attempt should be made to give at least an introduction to them in a conference of philosophers from varied cultural traditions convening at a moment in history when the world so needs a new approach to its problems and new ideas to live by”. (1) And Mr. Rossow’s report ended by an assertion that one of the great obstacles against information and determination of values lies in the “prevalence in an obsessing nationalism” which infects every country, large or small, old or new. The report said: “It is exacerbated by the compulsive and aggressive behaviour on the part of certain powers, which initiates an oscillating fear and rage reaction throughout the community that operates as a positive feedback tending always to increase, blocking or overriding connective tendencies toward adjustment or difference. “In the process, original issues tend to become lost or distorted, and conflict more and more centers on side issues, and sometimes even on false ones”. (2) (1) (2)



From a Summary of the Paper of Robert Rossow, " Natural Man, Philosophy and Behaviour " Honolulu Star Buletin, June 30, 1959
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Such is the present psychological and political condition of the world. One wishes that the East-West philosophers, who represented the different tendencies of the two Eastern and Western cultures, had tried to understand it better. In other words, one wishes that they would have used philosophy as a means to gain a better understanding of individual and national psychology. Philosophy may help people in the world overcome chauvinism, and excessive rationalism, it also may help the development of a collective conscience of the world by which people from “the four ocean would live like brother in the family”, to fulfil a dream long cherished by eastern sage. To live up to its mission, philosophy must come back to the morals of our forefathers, while making use of the rational criticism of modern science. Thus, modern philosophy has to focus its attention on its inherent generalization and investigate cultural relations and national consciences rather than scattered items or particular fields of life. The history of human thought through centuries proves that such has been the basic tendency of men’s efforts towards knowledge. One read in Đại-Học, one of the Four Chinese Sacred Books: “Let us go up to the ultimate principle of things, let us try to reach the summit.” The Greek philosopher Aristotle similarly defined Metaphysics as “a theoretical science of the first principles and the first causes”. However, despite its search for the immaterial, modern philosophy does not want to limit itself to an abstract rationalization; on the contrary, it tries to include both reason and experience, both the understanding power of the intellect and the affective power of the sentiments, both the discursive way which goes round the aim and the direct way which runs right at the object, both the way of the “pure reason” and the way of the “conscience”. By doing so, philosophy wraps up the whole experience of life, and does not for a single moment detach itself from the practical affairs of mankind. One day, while exchanging views with Professor Sidney Hook, I formulated the fear that the members of the Conference might be unfamiliar with political conditions in the world. I also quoted the rebuke fired by Karl Marx almost a century ago: “Western philosophers are eager only to explain the conditions of the world each in his own manner, while one must try to change them”. 13



Professor Hook’s answer can be summarized as follows: “We must change ourselves, meanwhile accept the world as it is”. His remark said much, it reminded me of the aim at which one is urged by Chinese philosophers to arrive if one wants to lead a virtuous life. It also reminded me of a statement of Swami Vivekananda, an Indian monk, who declared in one of his speeches on the doctrine of Karma Yoga: “We help ourselves, not the world”. He continues: “Our duty to others means helping others, doing well to the world. Why should we do well to the world? Apparently to help the world, but really to ourselves. We should always try to help the world, that should be the highest motive in us, but if we consider well, we find that the world does not require our help at all. This world was not made so that you or I should come and help it. I once read a sermon in which was said: ‛All this beautiful world is very good because it gives us time and opportunity to help others’ ”. Apparently, this is a very beautiful sentiment, but it is not a blasphemy to say that the world needs our help? “We cannot deny that there is much misery in it; to go out and help others is therefore the best thing we can do, although, in the long run, we shall find that helping others is only helping ourselves. As a boy I had some white mice. They were kept in a little box which had little wheels made for them, and when the mice tried to cross the wheels, the wheels turned, and the mice never got any-where. So it is with the world and our helping it. The only help is neither good nor evil; each man manufactures a world for himself. If a blind man begins to think of the world, it is either as soft or hard, or as cold or hot. We are a mass of happiness or misery; we have seen that hundreds of times in our lives. As a rule, the young are optimistic and the old pessimistic. The young have life before them; the old complain their day is gone; hundreds of desires, which they cannot fulfil, struggle in their heads. Both are foolish nevertheless. Life is good or evil according to the state of mind in which we look at it, it is neither by itself. Fire, by itself, is neither good nor evil. When it keeps us warm we say: “How beautiful is fire!” When it burns we say it is bad. According as we use it, it produces in us the feeling of good or bad; so also is the world. It is 14



perfect. By perfection is meant that it is perfectly fitted to meet its ends. We may all be perfectly sure that it will go on beautifully well without us, and we need not bother our head wishing to help it.” (1) We have only to improve ourselves, to change ourselves; if one keeps progressing from a physical, physiological and psychological man to a spiritual man, i.e. from feeling through knowledge to spirituality, the world of which one is an element will change consequently, so one needs not to try to change the world to fit one’s own desires when oneself still needs improvement to be perfect. Such a solution best meets the challenge of Karl Marx mentioned above: “So far philosophers have been busy interpreting the world each in his own manner while the problem is how to change it.” In the conference professor Sidney Hook maintain that philosophy has a multi-purpose objective, and it is not necessarily linked to practical life but when he answered: “philosophers have to change themselves meanwhile admit the world as it is,” not only was his statement similar to Reverent Vivekananda’s doctrine, but it sounded very much like the teaching of Confucius, who believed that a discussion of the relationship between philosophy and practical affairs must be concluded by an appeal to “personal improvement.” If a philosopher believes in his doctrine and tries to live up to it, the result will be “daily progress, more progress in more given days, more in more progress in more in more days.” Thus, as long as philosopher Sidney Hook had been carried away by his discussions on rational and abstract concepts, he had seen no relationship between philosophy and practical affairs. But as soon as he must choose an attitude, he perceived naturally this relationship, which come clear whenever philosophers are conscious that they are men taking philosophy with an earnest belief in the subject, and not only as a joke. Therefore one of the presuppositions for being a philosopher or taking up philosophy is to be sincere to oneself in the first place.



(1)



Karmoya Vivekananda " Karma Yoga ", Advaita Ashrama at Boss Press, Calcutta, 1959, pp. 69-71
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