Robert Smid

Effective Catalysts for Large-scale Social Change:

An Argument from Process Philosophy and Chinese Confucianism

Robert Smid
Boston University

The impetus for this paper is a dissatisfaction with the methods for bringing about large-scale social change prevalent in contemporary Western civilization.  While the Western world has achieved remarkable growth and prosperity over the last few centuries, it has done so at least in part by pressing its limits in almost every conceivable respect.  This drive is expressed, for example, in the capitalist conviction that, if it is possible to make a profit doing something, someone will inevitably figure out a way to do it.  At first glance, this may seem to bring with it a tendency toward progressiveness—a willingness to change as new opportunities present themselves—and the swift pace of economic, technological, and scientific development seem to confirm this.  At a deeper level, however, it has engendered a fierce cultural conservatism, which maintains that the existing social practices that have proven so productive in the past should not be altered in any significant way unless it can be demonstrated with absolutely certainty that they are inadequate.  That this cultural conservatism is more fundamental than any apparent progressivism is readily evident in the fact that scientific data, technological possibilities, and sometimes even economic opportunities are often suppressed in favor of existing social practices.  


In some cases, such conservatism has proven to be a boon, insofar as it steadies the pace of development and protects against faddishness and its attendant volatility.  More often than not, it simply results in an odd collection of curious yet relatively harmless behaviors, such as when well-meaning American consumers thought that “buying American” would remedy the challenges associated with the globalization of the industrial economy.  In some cases, however, it has blinded Western civilization to the seriousness of impending crises, causing it to play fast and loose with its future in the naïve belief that the practices that have sustained it in the past will be sufficient to see it through any unperceived difficulties.   It has only occasionally paid the full price for such brashness, but there is good reason to believe that its luck may be running out.  

The current ecological crisis—rising global temperatures, decreasing biodiversity, mounting pollution, overpopulation, etc.—is a good case in point.  Despite strong and readily available scientific evidence substantiating these problems, there has been very little in the way of serious collective action on the part of Western civilization to remedy them; to the contrary, the strongest responses have been characterized by apathy, disbelief, and ridicule.  Granted, some of this inaction may be the result of the fact that the direct impact of the crisis has been relatively minimal to date, but most scientifically credible forecasts suggest that much larger problems lie ahead, including significant rises in ocean water levels, resource scarcity, destabilized ecosystems, cancer rates, and so on.  Indeed, the evidence is so strong and the potential consequences so dire that it is difficult to understand why any rational person or society would refuse to address it in a serious and sustained way.

Why, then, is there such myopia, such inattentiveness, and such despondency?   Why is it that Western civilization must run headlong into an ecological catastrophe before it takes any significant steps to remedy the problem?  As the history of Western civilization makes amply clear, once the problem is made manifestly clear, the full resources of the tradition will be committed to its resolution.  The question, then, is not whether Western civilization will address the impending ecological crisis, but why it must wait for a catastrophe to occur before doing so.  In other words, if—as the American intellectual Benjamin Franklin suggested—an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, why does the West insist on waiting for an incontrovertible diagnosis before undertaking any remedy?

A partial answer to these questions can be found in the commonplace conviction that, whatever problems may accompany existing practices, it is nonetheless those practices that have otherwise enabled the broader flourishing of Western civilization.  The overall success of the West over the last few centuries has been remarkable and, without a clear sense of the causes of that success, Westerners are justifiably hesitant to adopt any changes that might undermine it.  In an American context, for example, proposals for large-scale change are often seen as “un-American,” insofar as they typically call into question practices that have otherwise sustained America for generations.  This certainly appears to be true of the ecological crisis: its associated problems are at least in large part the result of the industrialization that made Western countries the economic powerhouses they are today; how, then, are Westerners supposed to addresses these problems without significantly compromising the basic source of their own prosperity?

This problem has been compounded by the failure of the scientific community to make consistently reliable predictions about the future.  Whether its predictions have been optimistic or pessimistic, they have been wrong with sufficient frequency that much of the public refuses to take such predictions seriously unless it is accompanied by evidence that they can personally confirm.  Obviously, this is a particular challenge for ecological issues, as such evidence may only become readily available once the situation has become so severe as to be potentially irreversible.  In any event, the end result is a public that, for at least partially understandable reasons, is doubly hesitant to act on any warnings of ecological crisis.  

There are likely several other pieces to the social puzzle concerning why Westerners are so hesitant to adopt significant changes to existing social practices in the face of impending crises.  Yet it is worth pausing for a moment and asking what a philosopher like myself is doing asking such questions.  Social change is already the stated subject matter of another discipline, and one that—like most others—hardly welcomes philosophers coming around and mucking about in their business.  My reason for mucking about in this manner, however, stems from my conviction that a crucial part of the problem described above can be found in the metaphysical assumptions driving Western civilization—assumptions that are so fundamental and abstract that only philosophy is typically willing to take them as its subject matter.  


Specifically, I locate the Western failure described above in the general assumption that reality is, at its most basic, a static entity.  While there may be changes from moment to moment, such changes are merely secondary features of reality that exemplify more basic, unchanging universal laws.  This is exemplified in the Forms of Plato, the theory of essences described by Aristotle, the immutable God of Christianity, the unchanging One of neoplatonism, the rational world of Descartes, the noumenal world of Kant, and so on.  Consistent with this view of reality, the social and cultural ideals set forth within Western civilization have also been static: utopias are social forms of organization that embody the ideal relations of the static reality they are meant to reflect.  Hence, there is no suggestion of change within the garden of Eden (once God’s work was done), nor in the Christian notion of Heaven, nor in any of the other intervening utopias; to the contrary, such utopias are typically defined by the absence of change and the new challenges that always accompany it.


The net effect of this orientation is that, to the extent that a civilization has confidence in its social organization, it becomes equally resistant to change in such organization; if it has “gotten it right”—or at least, to the extent that it believes it has done so—it shouldn’t need to change in any significant way.  Of course, Western civilization has changed throughout its history, but such changes have been addressed in a manner consistent with the aforementioned assumptions.  I will refer to this as the “engineering” model of change, whereby change is only undertaken when problems have been identified and confirmed, and the solutions undertaken are limited to the problem as identified.  The net effect of this model is to address only genuine problems without unnecessarily compromising the strength of the surrounding system of organization.


As suggested earlier, while this model has been for the most part effective at guiding Western civilization through the twentieth century, there is good reason to question its adequacy for the twenty-first.  At present, we are able to shape our world with such speed and magnitude that it is entirely possible for us to bring upon ourselves disasters from which we cannot fully recover.  As a result, the costs, both material and moral, associated with continuing to employ this model may no longer be sustainable.  What model, then, is to replace it?  Outlining such a model is more than I can accomplish in this paper, but if the problem lies with one of the assumptions dominant within Western civilization then it seems promising to look to traditions that have embraced contrasting assumptions for clues.  In this paper, I look to two indirectly related traditions—Chinese Confucianism and Whiteheadian process philosophy—that have operated on the assumption that reality is, at its most basic, not static but in perpetual flux.
  While neither may be viable models for the organization of Western civilization, they may at least provide some guidance for the development of a more sustainable approach to large-scale change in the twenty-first century.  


The Chinese Confucian alternative is centered around the concept of harmony.  Although the Chinese character for harmony—he—is most commonly used as a basic conjunction (“and”), it has a much richer etymological and conceptual history.  On the one hand, the graphs composing the character, going back as far as early bronze inscriptions, represent a plant and a mouth (Yao 2002, 170); taken together, these indicate the need to balance the use of a variety of diverse flavors to create a tasty dish (Fung 1952, 36; see also Xu and Lee, 4178).
 Only the other hand, the character was frequently applied to traditional singing practices in ancient China; quoting the Shuōwén Jiězì (Explanation of Words and Characters), which states that “‘harmony’ is one replying to another” (2a, kou bu, 32a), Zhang Dainian explains that the term reflects the way in which one singer would respond to another in traditional musical form (270).
 Harmony, in this context, is thus the bringing together of otherwise disparate voices into a common refrain.
 

Although the context of these two roots are different, they share a common concern. This connection is recognized in the Zuo Zhuan (Commentary of Zuo), which records Yanzi (Yan Ying) as arguing that harmony is different than mere assent: “If you would try to give water a flavor with water, who would care to partake of the result? If lutes were to be confined to one note, who would be able to listen to them? Such is the insufficiency of mere assent” (10, Zhao 20, 679). Harmony, he insists, may require that things be brought together into a unity, but one cannot do this without acknowledging and embracing diversity. True harmony integrates diverse elements in a way that does not diminish variety or eliminate opposition, but rather reconciles them in a new way within a broader context.
 This can serve as a working definition of he for the purposes of this paper. 

The importance of harmony lies in the fact, although it consists of the reconciliation of conflicts within a broader context, there is nothing about it to suggest that its ultimate goal is the elimination of such conflicts. Rather, change and its ensuing conflicts are taken to be a basic feature of reality, such what a world without novelty and change is effectively inconceivable.  A successful implementation of harmony is thus not one that eliminates conflict but one that recognizes and reconciles conflicts as they emerge.  In other words, harmony is best exemplified not in the reconciliation of conflicts but in reconciling them. As Yao writes, “harmony is not considered a static identity, in which everything holds to its status quo and nothing is to be changed. Rather, harmony is regarded as a result of constant changes and reconciliation of conflict” (178). This is not to say that there is no order or stability in harmony; to the contrary, harmony is precisely the passing order achieved in the midst of perpetual change.
  

This balancing of stability and change was achieved with similar results in the process philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead.  In his process vision, actual occasions are never static but always moving toward completion in some novel concrescence, at which point they become the resources for another set of concrescing actual occasions.  In the midst of all of this change, stability and order are preserved both by the influence those entities have on subsequent occasions as well as by their inclusion within the consequent nature of God.  Like the Confucian tradition, then, Whitehead’s process vision emphasizes the pervasiveness of change while simultaneously recognizing the importance of achieved moments of relative stability.  

The advantage that process philosophy has over the Confucian tradition, at least relative to the issue at hand, is that it was developed as an alternative to prevailing Western ways of thinking.  As a result, it is more attuned to the shortcomings of the Western tradition and more directed toward identifying solutions to those problems.  Consider, for example, when Whitehead writes that “order is not sufficient. What is required, is something much more complex. It is order entering upon novelty; so that the massiveness of order does not degenerate into mere repetition; and so that the novelty is always reflected upon a background of system (1979, 339). This is a critique of the position described at the opening of this paper, which seeks an enduring perfection and accepts change only grudgingly.  The point is not to do away with the quest for order altogether, but to balance with a simultaneous pursuit of novelty.  Thus, he writes, “the art of progress is to preserve order amid change and to preserve change amid order” (28).  Although not emphasized in these quotes, the rhetorical edge of Whitehead’s work is to emphasize the importance of change in a properly balanced metaphysics.  

What Chinese Confucian and Whiteheadian process philosophy remind us is that everything in our experience is subject to change, and that even our goals and ideals become liabilities to the extent that we fail to remember this.  Rather than latching on to supposedly eternal goods, then, the best we can do is to make our decisions at each moment with the best information that it available to us at the moment—and, as each moment passes, to be prepared to make each decision anew as context dictates.  Such an orientation has the advantage of allowing its holders to judiciously attune themselves to changes as they emerge, without either rushing to embrace any emerging novelty nor requiring a catastrophe to acknowledge the need for change.  

In contrast to the “engineering model” dominant in Western civilization, the model developed within the Chinese Confucian and process philosophical tradition is perhaps best understood as a “scientific model,” where the term “scientific” refers not to a privileging of the natural sciences (which would make little sense in the Confucian context) but rather to the outlook that acknowledges the uncertainty of any present moment and seeks to form constructive hypotheses about the most promising courses of action based on the best information available.  In this respect, the Confucian “investigation of things” would qualify no less than the Whiteheadian _____________________.  

Whitehead was one of a small number of intellectuals at the beginning of the twentieth century who recognized that the increasing speed and magnitude of the changes made possible in the late modern world demanded a change in the way we respond to those changes.  The lead scientists of the Manhattan Project had a similar realization: we can no longer act as we will and change our ways if the consequences are less than desirable; rather, we must anticipate, to the best of our abilities, the likely results of our action before acting, as our as our ability to act may well have surpassed the wisdom of existing practices.  Whitehead recognized this when he wrote that  

In the conditions of modern life the rule is absolute, the race which does not value trained intelligence is doomed. Not all your heroism, not all your social charm, not all your wit, not all your victories on land or at sea, can move back the finger of fate. To-day we maintain ourselves. To-morrow science will have moved forward yet one more step, and there will be no appeal from the judgment which will then be pronounced on the uneducated (1917, 28). 

In the tomorrow of the twenty-first century, neither the most fervently held ideals nor the best of intentions will save us from poorly conceived ecological decisions.  The only way to avoid the judgment that inevitably follows is to learn to make decisions that anticipate likely outcomes on the basis of the best available information.  In other words, Western civilization must learn to anticipate change, and embrace its attendant novelty with the same passion that it currently employs to preserve existing orders.  

The adoption of a Chinese Confucian/Whiteheadian process account of change is no panacea for the challenges of the twenty-first century, but it may help us to avoid catastrophes from which we cannot recover (and perhaps  some that we can).  As Whitehead noted, “it is the business of the future to be dangerous; and it is among the merits of science that it equips the future for its duties” (1925, 291).  The question for the West is whether, aware of its ever-increasing capacities for self-destruction, it will choose to equip itself for the future or whether it will continue to close its eyes and hope for the best.  For everyone’s sake, let us hope that it can take on the wisdom that some of its intellectual leaders evinced almost a century ago.

� Note: this assumption may be operative in other traditions as well (e.g., non-Chinese forms of Confucianism, certain varieties of Buddhism); my treatment of these two is not meant to be exclusive as much as it is indicative.


� Xu and Lee do not give the sources for the etymology, it has been reinforced by several late Zhou Dynasty texts cited by Zhang (2002).


� Zhang is quoting from a Chinese-only edition of text (see bibliography, below); the translation appears to be his own. 


� It is worth noting that this does not require the sublimation of one voice to another as it typically does in Western accounts of harmony, whereby one voice sings the melody that would persist even without a harmony, while a second voice finds ways to complement that leading voice with tones of agreeable proportion. Insofar as it doesn’t emphasize simultaneity, the Chinese account is not pressed to privilege one voice over the other, and can thus allow for a mutuality and equality that is often lost in Western accounts of harmony. While this difference may have bearing on the way that the concept has developed within each context, I do not think it should be overemphasized. 


� Zhang does an excellent job of supporting this understanding of harmony with passages from late Zhou Dynasty texts, including the Analects (Lunyu) and the Sayings of the States (Guo Yu) and Zuo’s Commentary (Zuo Zhuan); see 270-272 for more information 


� This balance was most completely developed by the Neoconfucians in their complementary notions of li (principle) and qi (material force).  





