HARMONY: THEORY AND PRACTICE

WEEK 5 DESCRIPTION: POLITICS

NICK CAMPION

Tasks for this week.

1. Download the Required Reading:
1. Post on the Forum
1. Work on your final draft of essay 1

Themes for the Week
This week we deal with politics. There are two major questions. The first is whether Harmony, as the theory of interconnectedness of all things, has an identifiable political theory and practice. The second is whether Green political theory is a credible application of Harmony principles and, if so, how.

In medieval and Renaissance Europe, the concept of society as a single entity was conceptualised as the ‘Body Politic’ in which society functions as a single body. We can ask whether this a meaningful analogy in a modern sense. Relying on classical texts, Harmony was also explicitly linked to cosmology in the sense that, if everything is interconnected, then by promoting Harmonious activities (music, art, architecture) Harmony is maintained throughout the whole universe (the philosopher Marsilio Ficino and the astronomer Johannes Kepler were leading exponents of this view).

Introduction
The question of the relationship between politics and Harmony depends on a number of variables. Is Harmony is recognised as an underlying structure in the universe resulting in interconnectedness and aspiring to balance, or is harmony achieved when we have peace between people?
A first question is whether the emphasis is on people living in harmony with each other and/or in harmony with nature. The former does not require concern for the natural environment and can be judged successful by an absence of conflict. The latter requires a high regard of the natural environment. For example, if conflict is caused by environmental problems, such as drought or crop failure, then these need to be addressed in order to reduce conflict. Or it might go further into deep ecological territory and argue that animals, plants or the land have rights that need to be balanced against human rights.

A second, related, question is to what extent harmony emphasises the rights of the individual as opposed to the collective. If the individual is prioritised then democratic processes and individual rights will be emphasised, and at the extreme, we may encounter anarchist theory. If the collective is emphasised, then the inclination will be towards social democracy, or socialism, or forms of authoritarian government which emphasise collectivism whether socialist or not. One important issue in contemporary China arises from the critique of the government’s concept of ‘Harmonisation’ as authoritarian.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  See Strittmatter, Kai, We have been Harmonised: Life in China’s Surveillance State (Exeter: Old Street Publishing, 2019), esp. pp 20-21.] 

Any of these positions can be argued. For example, does Confucian social theory emphasise the requirement of individuals to observe collective norms, or does it view the collective as made up of individuals who then require respect?

In the western version of Harmony, Platonic political theory as outlined in his texts, Republic, Statesman and Laws, is key. A dominant perspective views Platonism as essentially authoritarian. The political philosopher Karl Popper, blamed Plato’s political theory (including his desire for harmony), for the authoritarian lineage which manifested in the modern world in those forms of Marxism which comprised the ideology of Soviet communism.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Popper, Karl, The Open Society and its Enemies, rev. edn (2 vols, London and New York: Routledge, 1986 [1945, 1957]), pp. 108, 197, 313.
] 


It is true that Plato was suspicious of democracy and preferred the rule of a philosophically educated elite. However, a counter view can be put based on the importance Plato gave to the individual soul in which every person contains an incarnated soul which potentially allows them individual responsibility and autonomy.[footnoteRef:3] Plato’s proviso was that people should be educated as philosophers, and develop the virtues of reason (which does not just mean, being rational in a modern reductive sense, but means drawing close to the divine consciousness, which is the origin of the universe), and overcoming ones emotional and physical instincts, or at least preventing them from controlling one’s life. This later idea is a feature of most religious traditions platonic political philosophy can therefore be taken as justification for democracy as much as for authoritarian rule. And for a functioning democracy to work, it requires an educational system which educates the whole person. This was the explicit goal of Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925). Steiner’s educational theories have been influential in all those teaching and learning theories which emphasise the importance of listening to pupils and students, and encouraging them to express themselves. [3:  Hall, Robert William, Plato and the Individual (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, I963).
] 


It is possible to find elements of Harmony’s emphasis on balance and interconnection in most political theory. For example, neoliberal economics, articulated in the work of Adam Smith (1723-1790), assumes that if markets are unregulated, that is, if the political system does not interfere in financial activity, then all systems of trade and production will find their natural, balanced, level, with positive consequences for the whole of society. Recent disruptions in financial makets, not least those of the Banking Crisis of 2008/9 suggest that this may not always be so.

In practice, most political systems have to find a balance between the the rights of the individual and the rights of the collective. Often, this balance is couched in terms of rights and responsibilities. In legal terms, one person’s rights may be judged to have more or less priority than another’s.

It is therefore very difficult to say what exactly constitutes a political system that conforms to harmony as an organising force of interconnection and balance.

However, in that harmony is equated with peace, cooporation and collaboration, the fundamentals of a Harmony, political system should be care, consideration, for others, kindness, to strangers, and a willingness to listen before condemning other people.

We could repeat David Cadman’s Harmony principles from Week 1:

wholeness, 
connection and interdependence, 
diversity within wholeness, 
cycles of time and season, 
patterns and rhythms, 
reciprocity and mutuality 
justice and lawfulness.[footnoteRef:4] [4: 

 David Cadman, ‘Principles of Harmony’, in The Harmony Debates: Exploring a practical philosophy for a sustainable future, edited by Nicholas Campion (Lampeter: Sophia Centre Press, 2020), pp. 43–5 (p. 43). ] 


We may then point to individual political forms or theories, which are more compatible with these principles, for example, Citizens’ Assemblies promoted as a way for difficult and polarised political debates to be resolved through consensus.[footnoteRef:5] The radical middle, or radical centrism has been advocated as a means of promoting social fairness, justice and reform, without occupying political extremes, and instead attempting to draw people together.[footnoteRef:6] Generally radical centrism rejects ideological positions and favours pragmatic solutions. The Radical Middle Newsletter carries the aphorism ‘Idealism without Illusions’. A search shows some online texts which connect the Radical Middle and harmony, including one by Ali Gomaa, the Grand Mufti of Egypt.[footnoteRef:7] A good summary by Stephanie LeMenager and Marsha Weisiger summarises the origins of the Radical Middle with practical examples, but discusses whether it is over.[footnoteRef:8] [5:  Citzens Assembly, https://citizensassembly.co.uk/ [accessed 31 Jan 2024].]  [6:  Adler, Renata, Toward a Radical Middle: Fourteen Pieces of Reporting and Criticism (New York: Random House, 1963); Satin, Mark, Radical Middle: The Politics We Need Now (Boulder Colorado: Westview, 2004).]  [7:  Ali Gomaa, ‘The Radical Middle: Building Bridges Between the Muslim and Western Worlds’, UN Chronicle, September 2012, No. 3 Vol. XLIX 2012, Dialogue among Civilizations, https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/radical-middle-building-bridges-between-muslim-and-western-worlds [accessed 1 Feb. 2024].
]  [8:  Stephanie LeMenager and Marsha Weisiger. ‘Revisiting the Radical Middle (What’s Left of It)’, Western American Literature, Volume 54, Number 1, Spring 2019, pp. 1-18
] 


Other recent interlinked political theories include the Just Transition and Social Justice.[footnoteRef:9] Just Transition requires that policies for promoting sustainability and net zero require that the interests of affected populations (such as farmers) be included and respected. Just Transition is proposed as a necessary solution to the political tensions arising from any tendency of climate or environmental action to overlook the welfare of communities.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  United Nations Development Programme, ‘What is just transition? And why is it important?’ November 3, 2022 https://climatepromise.undp.org/news-and-stories/what-just-transition-and-why-it-important [accessed 5 Feb. 2024]; Unted Natons World Day of Social Justice 20 February, ‘2023 Theme: Overcoming Barriers and Unleashing Opportunities for Social Justice’, [accessed 5 Feb 2024] https://www.un.org/en/observances/social-justice-day
]  [10:  See for example, Tim Bento and Patrick Schröder, ‘European farmers protest the need for a just transition to net zero’, Chatham House, 31 Jan 2024 https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/01/european-farmers-protests-show-need-just-transition-net-zero [accessed 5 Feb 2024], 
] 


If we consult standard definitions of Social Justice then the following is typical:

Social justice, in contemporary politics, social science, and political philosophy, the fair treatment and equitable status of all individuals and social groups within a state or society. The term also is used to refer to social, political, and economic institutions, laws, or policies that collectively afford such fairness and equity and is commonly applied to movements that seek fairness, equity, inclusion, self-determination, or other goals for currently or historically oppressed, exploited, or marginalized populations.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Brian Duignan, ‘Social Justice’, Britannica, 27 January 2024, https://www.britannica.com/topic/social-justice [accessed 5 Feb. 2024].] 


As a search of social media quickly shows, though, Social Justice can become a highly divisive and polarising model, as the rights or interests of one group compete with those of another, particularly when it becomes entangled with concepts of Intersectionality, Critical Race Theory and Gender Theory. Arguments focus on who is more marginalised or oppressed, and how this can be judged, what evidence is used or criteria employed. and whether the model breaks down when ultimately it prioritises the individual over the collective and results in conflict rather than reconciliation. The question then becomes how can the positive aspiration of social justice be maintained?

A rejection of ideology in favour of pragmatism and evidence-based solutions still requires that a judgment has to be made in terms of how many interconnected phenomena are taken into account before a political choice is made. 

A further important distinction concerns the varying emphases that are placed on either collective and external action or individual and internal development. The former emphasises social reform and often socialism. The latter focuses on personal growth and self-awareness as expressed through many spiritual, religious and psychotherapeutic movements. The argument for a prioritising economic and political change is that the internal life is off less importance, while the argument for promoting inner and personal reform and self-awareness is that any economic and politic al revolution will fail if people remain the same.
 

A key question this week is to what extent Harmony can provide a philosophical rational for Green political theory which is deeply based in classical Greek and Chinese theory of nature, politics and the cosmos which were articulated over two thousand years ago and have a continuous lineage down to the present.


READING

The reading for this week is potentially huge. Our list is mostly restricted to texts which explicitly reference Harmony but please feel free to search more widely looking at Green political theory more widely, or political theory as a whole, search the library. Searching for ‘western political thought’ produces a lot of results, for Asian political thought produces less, but see what you can find. Web searches can focus on any key issues highlighted in the week description.
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