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THE AMBIVALENCES OF RATIONALITY

Is rationality a well-defined human universal, such that ideas and
behaviour can everywhere be judged by a single set of criteria? Or
are the rational and the irrational simply cultural constructs? This
study provides an alternative to both options. The universalist thesis
underestimates the variety found in sound human reasonings exem-
plified across time and space and often displays a marked Eurocentric
bias. The extreme relativist faces the danger of concluding that we
are all locked into mutually unintelligible universes. These problems
are worse when certain concepts, often inherited from ancient Greek
thought, especially binaries such as Nature and Culture, or the lit-
eral and the metaphorical, are not examined critically. Drawing on a
variety of disciplines, from philosophy to cognitive science, this book
explores what both ancient societies (Greece and China especially)
and modern ones (as revealed by ethnography) can teach us concern-
ing the heterogeneity of what can be called rational.
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author of twenty-three books and editor of a further five. He won
the Sarton Medal for History of Science in 1987, the Kenyon Medal
for Classical Studies in 2007, the Dan David prize in 2013 and the
Fyssen prize in 2014, and he was knighted for services to the history
of thought in 1997.
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Deux excès: exclure la raison, n’admettre que la raison
(Two Excesses: To Exclude Reason; To Allow Reason Alone)

Blaise Pascal, Pensées 253 (Brunschvicg)
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