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Abstracts

G.E.R. Lloyd, Comparing Belief Systems 

In my brief presentation I shall address some of the fundamental issues that confront any attempt to compare belief systems across times and places, aka ‘cultures’.  How is any such comparison possible without falling into the trap of imposing our own conceptual frameworks and thereby falsifying those of the subjects we study?  Have we indeed to conclude that the belief systems in question are radically incommensurable and that there is no common ground, no neutral vocabulary, on which a comparison can be based?  Do those who hold divergent ontologies live in radically different worlds or what would it mean to say that?  Is a taxonomy of theoretically conceivable ontologies possible (as Descola has suggested) and what motivates or drives the adoption of any one of them?  One further well worn problem concerns Great Divide theories according to which science is a uniquely Western and modern phenomenon.  Anyone who takes that view owes us some account of the very conditions of possibility of the origination of science.  If we doubt Great Divides and take a broader view of what counts as science, there is still the matter of explaining how understandings of the world and of phenomena vary so widely – as they evidently have done and not just in ancient times.  What are the strengths and weaknesses of a broadly universalist, and of a broadly relativist, stance on these questions and are these alternative or complementary views?  I shall draw on recent work in a variety of disciplines and indeed pose the question of how we can make possible a fruitful dialogue between anthropology, philosophy, history, cognitive science and developmental psychology.  But I aim to open up questions for discussion rather than to argue for one particular set of answers to them.

J. Renn, The Glolbalization of Knowledge in History
Today much knowledge – scientific, technological and cultural – is shared worldwide. The extent to which globalized knowledge existed in the past is still an open question and moreover a question which is important for understanding present processes of globalization. In recent years the migration of knowledge has become an active field of research. The emphasis, however, is – with a few exceptions – mostly on local histories focusing on detailed studies of political and cultural contexts and emphasizing the social construction of science. This emphasis has been extremely useful in overcoming the traditional grand narratives and also in highlighting the complexity of these processes and their dependence on specific cultural, social or epistemic contexts. But they have also induced us to underestimate the degree to which the world has been connected, for a very long time, by knowledge. The result is a rather fragmented picture which tends to neglect the fact that knowledge transmission may have been part of long-term and indeed global processes since very early times and can only be properly understood from a more comprehensive perspective. The main theme of this talk is that, just as there is only one history of life on this planet, there is also only one history of knowledge. Of course, there have been major losses of knowledge and innumerable new beginnings, and there may be as many perspectives on knowledge as there are cultures, if not people who have lived on this planet. But variety, contingency and catastrophic interruptions are also familiar from the history of life. What counts is that both in the history of life and of knowledge, there is a backbone of historical continuity with cumulative effects on a global scale, effects that are elusive to predominantly local studies and that account for a highly fragmented but nevertheless inexorable global learning process.

