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Doing comparative philosophy well can be very difficult because of the vast
range of texts and their intellectual and historical contexts it requires its
practitioners to cover. Oversimplifications, excessively stark contrasts, and illicit
assimilations count as the most frequent sins. One benefit of comparative ‘
philosophy lies in the way that it forces reflection on the most deeply entrenched
and otherwise unquestioned agendas and assumptions of one's own tradition.’
Another benefit at which its practitioners often aim is that the traditions actually
interact and enrich one another. Demands for rigor and depth of scholarship
obviously rank as some of the most important standards applying to philosophy
inquiry. The task of meeting these standards becomes more manageable as the
field of inquiry narrows. Such a result can be legitimate but sometimes myopic
and impoverishing. !
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A kind person can be relied on to hehave kindly when that is what the situation
requires. Moreover, his reliably kind behaviour is not the outcome of a blind, non-
rational habit or instinct, like the courageous behaviour---so called only by courtesy---
of a lioness defending her cubs. Rather, that the situation requires a certain sort of
behaviour is (one way of formulating) his reason for behaving in that way, on each of
the relevant occasions. So it must be something of which, on each of the relevant
occasions, he is aware. A kind person has a reliable sensitivity to a certain sort of
requirement that situations impose on behaviour. The deliverances of a reliable

sensitivity are cases of knowledge; and there are idioms according to which the
sensitivity itself can appropriately be described as knowledge: a kind person knows
what it is like to be confronted with a requirement of kindness. The sensitivity is, we

might say, a sort of perceptual capacity.
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It has been contended in the last chapter that coherence is in the end our sole
criterion of truth. We have now to face the question whether it also gives us the nature
of truth. We should be clear at the beginning that these are different questions, and
that one may reject coherence as the definition of truth while accepting it as the test. It
is conceivable that one thing should be an accurate index of another and still be
extremely different from it. There have been philosophers who held that pleasure was
an accurate gauge of the amount of good in experience, but that to confuse good with
pleasure was a gross blunder. There have been a great many philosophers who held
that for every change in consciousness there was a change in the nervous system and
that the two corresponded so closely that if we knew the laws connecting them we
could infallibly pfedict one from the other; yet it takes all the hardihood of a
behaviourist to say that the two are the same. Similarly it has been held that though
coherence supplies an infallible measure of truth, it would be a very grave mistake to
identify it with truth.
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Understanding is always “of ” something—objects, in a broad sense—but this of-
ness is not the same as that of beliefs and desires. Thus, understanding is not the same
as knowledge, a special kind of knowledge, or even a complex structure or totality of
knowledge. Rather, understanding is a fundamentally distinct phenomenon, without
which there could be no knowledge or mind at all. It needs, therefore, a different
discussion—a discussion which, as it seems to me, has been missing in philosophy.
Understanding is the mark of the human. This is a better way to make the point,
and for two reasons. On the one hand, understanding is not exclusively mental but is
essentially corporeal and worldly as well; but, on the other, it is exclusively (and
universally) human. Accordingly, intentionality, rationality, objective knowledge, and
self-consciousness, properly understood, are likewise exclusively human. By
‘human’, I don’t mean specific to homo sapiens. Humanity is not a zoological
classification, but a more recent social and historical phenomenon—one which

happens, however, so far as we know, to be limited to homo sapiens.
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