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The birch tree offered its old gift: to wash away poison, to purify, to renew. We said
that enough of us had tried to wash the poison away, and every time we had birthed
another Age of Reason in the attempt. We said that nothing could renew what had
been done. The losses were too great. Are too great still. We said that allowing us to
bury him, and to remember the task, would be gift enough. The birch accepted, and
we buried the Age of Reason. We sung as we buried him, and we remembered what
should always be remembered. We did not bury anything else but him.

“[O]n the one hand I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in so far as I am sim-
ply a thinking, non-extended thing [that is, a mind], and on the other hand I have a
distinct idea of body, in so far as this is simply an extended, non-thinking thing. And
accordingly, it is certain that I am really distinct from my body, and can exist without
it” -René Descartes, Sixth Meditaton

Many trace the most substantial philosophical severance of the mind from the
body in Western thought to the founder of modern philosophy: René Descartes. To
Descartes, the body and the senses with which it connects to the external world is a
hinderance to thought and to reason. The body lies to us, cannot be trusted. It can
be broken down and divided; it is weak; it is mortal. The mind, on the other hand,
is indivisible, supreme. It can be used, independent of the external world, to know,
and to know for sure. The mind is our gateway to Truth, and, thus, our gateway to
God and immortality. The mind then, to Descartes, must be conquered, brought to
heel and thus to Reason, which is an end unto itself. From this simple belief, the
Age of Reason himself springs forth. He did not die, as many claim, with the end
of the Enlightenment period, but walks among us still: bestowing his Order and
enforcing his Reason on all he comes across, every moment by brutal force.

It is my aim, in this essay, to declare war upon him.

I will argue that the objective, detached “knower” does not and cannot exist, that
the pursuit of such a position has led to the decimation of many peoples, and that,
to be free of the devastation such epistemology has wrought, we need to entirely
reconstruct our understanding of what knowledge is. There are many directions
one can take in attacking the Western understanding of Reason. To name a few:
many feminist, Black, and Indigenous epistemologies work to undermine his hold
on philosophy and knowledge. I will be mobilizing all three throughout this essay.

Attack on the Age of Reason

Reason, in the Western tradition, is something one can possess independently from
all others. Knowledge can be, in this line of thinking, acquired, conquered, in soli-
tude. Not only can Reason be formed without the input of other human beings,

good knowledge: “Good knowledge, then, is practical, beneficial, and facilitates
problem-solving, healing, and self-development.” (69). The Age of Reason told us
that good knowledge is knowledge that is unassailable, logical, and acquired by
Reason. Black Feminist and Indigenous epistemology both tell us something vastly
different. Good knowledge is what heals you and others, it’s what connects you
to place, it’s what adds to the communal good. Not only is it to be shared, but we
are engaging in a kind of theft every time we claim any knowledge as our personal
property, attained by us alone. All knowing is a communal process, not just with
our fellow humans but with the land and all nonhuman persons. To act morally, we
must always recognize that our context conditions our knowing and that we have,
then, a responsibility to take care of the peoples and the world from which we were
gifted that knowledge.

The Age of Reason is not dead, but maybe, someday, we really will get to bury
him. In this essay I have explored the violence done in the name and service of Rea-
son, and I have also explored some of the different ways we can approach knowl-
edge in a way that is respectful and mindful of our own personal context and po-
sition. Consider this one of the many shots over the bow at the Age of reason.
Perhaps, should enough of us take up our epistemic, as well as our physical, arms
in the struggle against him, we may eventually see him brought down.
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qualities required to be a knower — objectivity, disinterestedness, lack of emotion-
ality — excluded all but privileged individuals from full achievement of that ability.
In other words, traditional epistemology was based on the false assumption that a
particular standpoint was neither particular, not a standpoint, and thereby obscured
the linkages between knowledge and power” (Tuana 127)

The Reasonable Man believes that his standpoint is the neutral position by re-
ferring to the assumption that white men are inherently rational. It is not by his
reason alone that he arrives there, but by his structural and violent placement of
all others — women, minoritized men, lgbtq+ people — in the category of inher-
ently unreasonable. The white man, in this view, is born Reasonable! Tuana gets to
the very root of the issue: “the Western epistemic tradition itself, due to its biased
conceptions of reason, is epistemically unjust” (Tuana 126) This tradition works
only by the epistemic silencing of all but the Reasonable Man, who is white, prop-
erly educated, and propertied. This silencing happens through rendering women
objects on which the Reasonable man can enact his epistemic stories. This happens
by treating women of Afghanistan as helpless victims without agency subjected to
the whims of “savage” Afghan men who need to be “saved” by U.S. imperialism, or
by not giving credibility to women who call out sexual harassment and assault, or
by seeing women’s nos as insincere. This epistemic violence is the natural result of
the values of the Age of Reason, not an accidental side effect. Traditional Western
Epistemology enacts patriarchy because that it what it is built to do.

Cornell West, in his essay A Genealogy of Modern Racism, gives an account of
how white supremacy was formed as a vital object of Western philosophical in-
quiry and how that white supremacy was also not a secondary biproduct but a
structural component of modern discourse itself via its obsession with categorizing
and placing in hierarchy human traits. He speaks to Descartes’ prime location in
the construction of white supremacy:

“Descartes is highly significant because his thought provided the controlling
notions of modern discourse: the primacy of the subject and the preeminence of rep-
resentation. Descartes is widely regarded as the founder of modern philosophy not
simply because his philosophical outlook was profoundly affected by the scientific
revolution but, more important, because he associated the scientific aim of predic-
tion and explaining the world with the philosophical aim of picturing and repre-
senting the world” (West 95)

This method and epistemic value, to categorize, explain, and represent the world
through the eyes of Reason has been mobilized repeatedly throughout history to
construct and maintain white supremacy. It lends itself naturally — we may look
also to the empiricism and notorious racism of David Hume — to the measuring
and categorization of human beings, especially, writes West, via physical character-
istics. Establishing European whiteness as the height and standard of both Reason
and Beauty, what West terms as the “normative gaze,” all physical differences —

constructed eventually as racial difference — becomes indictive of lack of intelli-
gence and Reason. One can also see this in the belief underlying the Reasonable
Man’s declaration that the history of his civilization is a history of progress: invok-
ing thereby the Great Chain of Being, that places European whiteness at the apex
of humanity, and all Others ranked below and trailing down to the “unhuman”

These analyses are mere warning shots at the Age of Reason, many have come
before and many will come after. He has been with us for centuries, and every
time we thought we had struck him a death blow, he managed to stagger back to
his feet once again, or else be reborn in a slightly different form that managed to
trick enough of us, for a long enough time for him to regain his footing, that he was
someone different. We will not be fooled much longer, and the real war against him
was declared long before I took up this topic. As we prepare our siege, perhaps it
will do us well to think upon what kind of knowledge we want to build after he is
dead and buried.

Burying the Age of Reason

In her essay Indigenous and Authentic: Hawaiian Epistemology and the Triangula-
tion of Meaning, Manulani Aluli Meyer offers an Indigenous Hawaiian understand-
ing of epistemology far different from the western epistemological tradition. In-
stead of seeking for study, unshakable (and therefore unaccountable) foundations
to knowledge, Hawaiian epistemology, like many other Indigenous epistemologies,
sees knowledge as a communal and inherently contextual (to place, to community)
process. Knowledge is not something that an individual can acquire as property, but
is something spiritual, and its truth depends on the ways it allows us to strengthen
relationships with ourselves, with others, with animals, and with land. It should
drive us to be of service, not boost our ego and personal power behind academy
walls. Knowledge is dependent on land, and land is something that we learn from,
not an inanimate object we just learn about. Knowledge is shaped by culture: each
culture offers unique ways to understand the world around us, ourselves, and one
another. Everything, according to Meyer, is created through existing in relation-
ship, and thus knowledge is bound to how we develop relationships to and with
that knowledge. Rejecting the conclusions arrived to in Western philosophy from
Descartes’ mind-body dualism, Meyer writes that Hawaiian epistemology recog-
nizes that knowledge is also inherently embodied, and unified with cognition: the
two cannot be separated but instead work together to create knowledge.

The most notable, and perhaps most fundamental, difference to be noticed be-
tween traditional Western epistemology and Indigenous epistemology is the idea of
what makes good or important knowledge. As Meyer writes, the Indigenous Hawai-
ian perspective is that knowledge that does not serve to strengthen relationships



