IMPACT: International Journal of Research in
Humanities, Arts and Literature (IMPACT: IJRHAL)
ISSN(P): 2347-4564; ISSN(E): 2321-8878

Vol. 5, Issue 2, Feb 2017, 91-96

© Impact Journals

SUBJECT-CENTERED EPISTEME IN MODERNITY AND ITS DECO NSTRUCTION

RICHA SHARMA
Research Scholar, Centre for Philosophy, Jawahsdatu University, New Delhi, India

ABSTRACT

A subject, Aristotle tells us, is “that of whicheaything else is predicated, while it is itself moedicated of
anything els&". Here, in the Aristotle’s idea of subject we hakie genesis of the western conceptualization ofestib
But it was Descartes who’s account of mind-bodytiniision led to the emergence of modern notion wfjsct. His
dualism on one hand gave rise to idealism and erother to materialism. And we have long list oflggophers in both
the camps: Descartes, Galileo, Newton, Locke, Hufa@t, Hegel, Marx etc. However much contendingrthiews are,
all of these philosophers together came to preséstibject-centered” account of epistemology, whih hall-mark of
modernity. Here in this paper, in the first pashhill unpack some of these philosophers’ notiofsalbject” along with the
concept of “modernity”, in order to arrive at thengprehensive understanding of “subject-centeredstemie”.
Following which, in the second part, | shall bryefiliscuss the shortcomings of such an account &ndriticism in
postmodernism, with special reference to Derridasount of deconstruction. In the third and thé $astion of the paper

| shall present the conclusion.
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INTRODUCTION
Part-I

The pre-modern western society is characterizethéyeudal system. It was in the transition fromd@ society
to capitalist society that we find the seeds of erady. Parallel to this transition was the spreééhtellectual movement
throughout the Europe. The 1688 revolution (theri@is Revolution) and the French Revolution of 1#88rked the
pinnacle of spread of this intellectual movememisTmovement was multi-dimensional: spiritual, pcéil, social, cultural

and economic. This whole process can be best suzedaas follows:

“The process lasted from all mid 18th to mid"k@ntury, and is still spreading geographicallycampassing all
cultures which adopt the urban-technological-indaktsystem, with its capitalist mode of production
Calvinist- individualist value system, culture, rm@de, communication system, educational system and

political-economic institutions are all based omtam sovereignty and autononty.”

Modernity heralded by the transfer of authoritynfrechurch to human reason. The famous Galileo-Bulle
debate, in which Galileo appealed solely to humsason, initiated this change. Peter Berger in bisklf-acing upto

Modernity (1977)put forth few essential features of modernity: tedxtion, futurity, individualism, liberation and

! Ross, W.DAristotle: Selectiong.56

2 Originally from Paulos Mar Gregorious, ForwardRisilosophy: Modern and PostmodeBy R.P.Singh. (Intellectual Publishing
House, New Delhi, 1977, p. v.) Here it is been ttalkem the article “ Modern and Postmodern Phildgogal Quest” which appeared in
Indian Philsophical Quaterly XXVIII No,®. 315 July 2001
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secularism. Interestingly, if one analyzes the img# of enlightenment thinkers, s/he would realthat however
contrasting the view points of these philosopheosild be, they all have these features in the bagkdif their central

theme. Here | shall be discussing only few of theamely Descartes, Locke, Hume, Kant and Hegefljrie

Rene Decartes was a philosopher, a mathematicidraanan of science. He did not accept the metapdiysi
philosophical foundations laid by his predecessanstead attempted to formulate a philosophicaltesysde-novo.
This has not happened since Aristotle. And thigrégisely the reason that, Descartes is rightlysictared as the Father of
Modern Philosophy. One among his various contringito philosophy is his theory of mind and itstidition from

body. Through is method of doubt he reaches tanalasion that:

“l existed by the mere fact that | thought at Bllt there is some deceiver both very powerful aad/\cunning
who constantly uses all his wiles to deceive meretlis therefore no doubt that | exist, if he deegime, and let
him deceive me as much as he likes, he can neuseaae to be nothing so long as | think | am soingth
So that, after having thought carefully about itddaving scrupulously examined everything, one trtusn,

in conclusion, take as assured that the propositiam, | exist,is necessarily true..

His maxim ‘togito ergo surh(l think, therefore | am) points out towards thlestraction that Berger talks about.
Descartes associates activities like thinking, ifiggl knowing, willing, judging, and loving etc wit@ogito. Defining
Cogito he says that it's “A thing that doubts, understaradirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling, andsal imagines and
has sensory perceptionS’All these demand a higher order capacity to deailistraction. Further, this resulted in the
foundationalism And with this on one hand we have emergence uject-centered episteme” and on the other we have
inception of “modernity”. But this Cartesian maxieceived its own share of criticism. Locke représehe empiricist
side of thefoundationalismHe rejects the idea that tmgito has innate ideas. According to h@ogito, the “I”, the Mind
is tabula rasa.He argues that all our knowledge results fron s@msand reflection. But nonetheless accepts thatdh
we do not have the direct sensation of our soustsutze, by reflecting upon our own mind we can fanridea about it.

He explains further that:

..... the idea of corporeal substance in matter iseasote from our conceptions and apprehensionkaaof the
spiritual substance or spirit: therefore, from aot having any notion of the substance of spir& a&an no more

conclude its non-existence than can for the samsoredeny the existence of body..”

However, Locke’s account also didn’t satisfy mabgvid Hume (1711-76), an empiricists himself cameeject
both the strands of his predecessors (rationadists empiricists) and this criticism resulted in whae call skepticism.
He opines that rational cosmology, rational psyobgl a science of the essence of soul are all igiples He further

argues that we do not have any idea of a simplederdical self. To explain this further he says:

“When | enter intimately into what | call myselfalways stumble on some particular perception bemtof heat
or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain @aglure. | never catch myself, at any time, witleoperception, and never

can observe anything but perception....the mind i®uadle or collection of different perceptions, @hisucceed one

3 DescartesDiscourse on Method and The Meditatiop96.
4, John. S, Robert & M, Dugal@he Philosophical Works of Descartes19.
5 Locke, JohnAn Essay Concerning Human Understandifigc 5.
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another with an inconvincible rapidity, and araiparticular flux and movement.”.

It is in this backdrop that Kant comes out of higyohatic slumber and aims to reconcile the faondatinalist
accounts. Against Rationalism, Kant argues that itot God but the transcendental consciousnessstiasponsible for
the unity of experience. And against EmpiricismnKargues that mind has not to conform to objeet$ier objects have
to conform to mind. In this way his philosophy hdsuble significance for the epistemology. The tcamslental

consciousness is the matrix, the non-perceptuateaf universality and necessity in the world. 44gs:

“The order and regularity in the appearances, whnehentitle nature, we ourselves introduce. We a¢codver

find them in appearances, had not we ourselveteanature of our mind, originally set them thete.”

Thus Kant formulates a structure of mind/subjectramscendental unity of self-consciousness’, Whionsists
of a complex matrix of ‘forms of intuition’ (spa@nd time) and ‘forms of understanding’ (the categg)r The ‘forms of
intuition’ synthesize the manifold of sensibilitptd spatio-temporal order. But this is not enou@tbjects must be
connected, related, conceived, or thought. Theeckmowledge also requires a synthetic active mirad ts “forms of
understanding®Further, this entire complex is unified in the seendental apperception which relates all expegi¢ac
the “thinking ego” and thereby giving experience tlontinuity of being ‘my experience’. The condiitn of knowledge
by means of categories is regarded by Kant as thigitg of human mind,”...it is, after all, we owlses who are
responsible for the formation of general concepis:.ability to render the given intelligible to.us an expression of

genuine intellectual activity®”

This whole epistemological quest of Kant should d¢#en in the backdrop of European Enlightenment.
In December 1783, Kant wrote a small pamphlet ledtitAnswer to the Question: What is Enlightenmé&rad the

answer was:

“Enlightenment is man's emergence from his selxired immaturity. Immaturity is the inability to@®ne's own
understanding without the guidance of another. Tihimaturity is self-incurred if its cause is nothkaof
understanding, but lack of resolution and courageuge it without the guidance of another. The maito

enlightenment is therefore: Sapere aude! Have geuause your own understandingl”

Through this Kant defines the features of modermitich as the thrust showed upon the human intellect

individuality, courage, freedom etc.

Nonetheless, Kant’'s contributions to the Enlightentrin general have been criticized by Hegel amdesithers.
In the context of Kant's epistemological-situatiddegel criticizes Kant for his attempt to invest@abur cognitive
capability prior to any cognition. Hegel remark§ht requirement, then, is this: We have to know faaulty of
knowledge before we have any knowledge; it is fiust wanting to swim before one gets into watere Tivestigation of

the faculty of cognition is itself cognitive, andrmot arrive at its goal but rather is the goalitst cannot come to itself

5 Hume, David A Treatise of Human Natur&ec 6.

7 Kant, Critique of Pure Reasonp.147.

8 Ibid., p 130

® Cassirer, H.W.Kant's First Critique: An Appraisal of the Permanesignificance of Kant's Critique of Pure Reasptb5.
10 Kant, Immanuel. “An Answer to the Question: WhaEnlightenment?” (1784) retrieved from
https://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/ethiastkenlightenment.htran 24/03/2014
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because it is already thert”.

Thus it is apparent that even within the moderrogsbphical discourses there are several contengsgion.
Nonetheless they all contributed to the developnwntsubject-centered episteme”. For, all of theawvd an “I”, a
thinking, self-caused, conscious, active, indepatdadividual subject in the center of the wholeolwledge generating
process. From Descartes to Hegel (as discusséiisipaper) and in general, from Bacon to Marx aillegunprecedented
significance to this “subject”. Thus what we findtlae centre of the modernity, are the issues asatationality, scientific
knowledge, human subijectivity, unified world viewdeology, morality, freedom. And above all theseatvidefines
modernity are the grand narrativesfofindationalism(Cogito of Descartes)essentialism, teleologkantian Ethicsyand
logocentrismBut gradually we find that a crisis emerged in nrodg. Liberalism acquired more and more self-cientr
form and secular neutrality paved the way for ina&ctess. Fraternity got sandwiched between equaitityliberty and an
alienation or estrangement began surfacing. Thexetbere remained something untouched, sometgimgréd and these
are the marginal issues of modernity. For examiplationality, fragmentation, deception, demon, mass, fantasy sin
etc. All these issues gains prominence in postrmisier How and why, this we shall see in the follogvsection where

I shall discuss the criticism of modernity throufk deconstruction of the “subject-centered epistem
Part Il

When in 1979, Jean-Francois Lyotard was sent tojguto assess the intellectual environment theradjudged
the situation as “the crisis of narratives”. Prebisthis was an appeal to meta-narratives of mageire. Cogito
(Descartes) Dialectic of Spirit (Hegel), Rational Subjeci{Kant), Proletariat; the working subject (Marx)s Aagainst
modernity he described postmodernity as “incregubivards meta-narratives”. He pointed out towdh#sbankruptcy of
traditional epistemology which had no concern omettgoments in modern sciences, catastrophe thebags theory etc.
Scholars like Foucault and Derrida have also qoestl the sanctity of the rational subject who ésl#st authority on any

account and who is in-charge of interrogating etréng.

Jacques Darrida (1930-2004), presents a systeltvatite defying the system) criticism of modernitpdaits
grand-narratives. Through his logic of differenoe@ns both ‘to defer’ and ‘to differ’) he came &fide deconstruction as
revenge of language in philosophy. Here, it camdited that the basic difference between modermitymostmodernity is
a methodological one. For example modernists likgéll and others saw history as something thatsisndated in the

later, but for Derrida this relation between oldl aew/ancient and modern is not a simple one. Htesvr

“....we must maintain two contradictory affirmatioasthe same time. On one hand, we affirm the existef
raptures in history, and on the other, we affir@at tihhese raptures produce gaps or fault in whieltbst hidden

and forgotten archives can emerge and constaratly @nd work without history.. *?

For him, no writing and no struggle is final. He,a way, advocates a episodic way of history wiveniéng
always leads to more writing as history does leafinal struggle but to more history. This kind afticism rests on the

conviction that reality follows diverse models whiare mutually exclusive and are rich in confliddso it rests on the

1 Hegel,Phenomenology of Spiri,38

2 Originally from, Kearney, RechardDialogues with Contemporary Continental Thinkers: TRBenomenological Heritage
(Manchester University press, 1984) pp. 112-113¢htes been taken from the article “ Modern amstfhodern Philosophical Quest”
which appeared idian Philsophical Quaterly XXVIII No,®. 315 July 2001
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rejection of the unity, totality and authority. places of these, it establishes pluralism, disoaitt, irrationalism and
fragmentations etc. Thus, post-modernity defineattitude that is without a system, without anyabbshed logic or strict
norms that, in contrast, defines modernity. Babidalquestions and criticizes system-based thigkiAnd in doing so it
brings those issues to the center of the discowtseh were at the margins in the discourse of maitler These are:
irrationality, fragmentation, plurality, deceptiodemon, sin, murder, sexuality, madness, hospitafamy, fantasy,

illusions, corruptions, crimes etc.

CONCLUSIONS
Part Il

So far we have seen that with the transition freodfl society to capitalist society and with theead of science
we have the emergence of modernity. The hall-méskiach is the “subject-centered episteme”, in vwham independent,
individual, conscious subject is at the centerhaf whole epistemological exercise. However, as axeseen, there are
various contending positions within the discoursé “subject-centered episteme”. From Descartes togeHe
(and from Bacon to Marx) all have their own distinotion of “subject”. But with the crisis of modhty there began the
deconstruction of this “subject-centered epistermg”well. Now discourses which were at the hearthef modernity
started shifting towards the margins and discounggsh were at the margins of the modernity stasieifting towards the
core in post-modernity. One can say that while odarnity foundationalism, essentialism, teleoldgyman subjectivity
and unfathomable faith in the human reason etc adrehe center, in post-modernity it is anti-founclaalism,

anti-teleology, pluralism, fragmentation and iroathlity etc which is at the center.

However this should not lead one to conclude that-pnodernity is anti-modernity. On the contrarpdarnity is
its basic subject-matter. Like modernity, post-modg-in its very-nature, philosophical. To sumuip one can say that
“in  marginalizing, delimiting, disseminating, ande-dentering the Central works of modernist inscription,

the postmodernist... have expanded the horizons afemnity. This is the modest claim in a way thatpastmodernist

will reject.”
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