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Jad HATEM

 

  

Désir et médiation  
 

Desire and Mediation 

Abstract: In my present essay I intend to distinguish among the objective desire, 
the medial mimetic desire, the nodal medial desire, the medial desire that is nodal 
in the wrong way/backwards, and the transactional nodal medial desire. 
 
Keywords: desire, mediation, objective desire, medial mimetic desire, nodal medial 
desire, medial desire nodal backwards, transactional medial desire. 

 

 

Il y a lieu de distinguer: 1. le désir objectal; 2. le désir médial mimétique; 
3. le désir médial nodal; 4. le désir médial nodal à rebours; 5. le désir médial 
nodal transactionnel. 

Le premier cas ignore la médiation. L’objet est désiré (ou aimé) en lui-
même et pour lui-même. Les autres intègrent la médiation à des degrés 
divers. Le mimétisme, comme l’a montré René Girard, consiste à désirer à 
l’imitation d’un tiers (placé en posture de médiateur). Pour le nodalisme, le 
médiateur est proprement moyen terme (et non plus modèle), passerelle 
qu’on emprunte pour obtenir l’objet ou le désirer sans besoin d’aller 
effectivement vers lui si le sentiment se fixe sur le moyen terme lui-même 
par la vertu d’une double intentionnalité1.  

Le médiateur du désir nodal ne remplit pas exactement le même office 
que celui du désir mimétique : là il est instrumentalisé, ici guère. D’ailleurs, 
en règle générale, le sujet et le médiateur du désir sont du même sexe dans le 
mimétisme, de sexe différent dans le nodalisme. Rien n’interdit évidemment 
que l’un se cache en l’autre2 ou vire en lui. Il suffit de peu pour que la 
fascination exercée par le médiateur dans le mimétisme s’éprouve passion 

                                                           
 Is a Lebanese poet and philosopher. He has been a philosophy, literature and religious 
sciences Professor at the Saint-Joseph University in Beirut since 1976. Hatem has been the 
Head of Department of Philosophy (1981–1996 and 2005 onwards) and the Director of 
Michel Henry’ s Study Center within that department. Email: jad.hatem@usj.edu.lb 
1 Il n’est pas interdit d’user du terme de transfert dans un sens large. C’est ce que fait en 
tous cas un personnage de Vassili Axionov : « Tu transfères sur moi ta maman Veronika », 
dit Gorda à son jeune amant (Une saga moscovite, tr. L. Denis, Paris, Folio, 1997, II, p. 227). 
Ce dernier fera encore mieux : il aura une relation sexuelle avec l’ancienne maîtresse de son 
père (Ibid., p. 367, cf. p. 378).  
2 Exemple: « Sir Stephen était le maître de René, sans que René s’en doutât parfaitement 
lui-même, c’est-à-dire que René l’admirait, et voulait l’imiter, rivaliser avec lui, c’était 
pourquoi il partageait tout avec lui, et pourquoi il lui avait donné O » (Pauline Réage, 
Histoire d’O, suivi de Retour à Roissy, Paris, Livre de poche, 1999, p. 103-104). La vérité du 
mimétique est une homosexualité que trahit la nodalisation.  
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amoureuse inavouée. Mais rien n’oblige la situation, lors du virage, de passer 
au nodalisme, car elle peut tout aussi bien déboucher dans l’objectal (qui est son 
issue marquée du sceau de l’authentique), par exemple dans l’homosexualité 
avérée. Dans le cas contraire (pour cause de résistance), le médiateur et 
l’objet transmédial doivent intervertir leur rôle. L’ancien médiateur devient 
le véritable objet du désir tandis que l’ancien objet se voit promu au rang de 
lien. Dans le texte suivant de Jouhandeau, le début peut laisser croire à une 
situation mimétique : « Eudoxie n’a de goût que pour les amants d’Aline, 
dont elle guette les noms tour à tour sur les lèvres de son amie, pour 
aussitôt les rejoindre et les lui ravir ». L’explication qui en est proposée tire 
la situation du côté de la nodalisation : « Mais dans ce manège et ce 
triomphe Aline seule intéresse Eudoxie, l’homme réduit entre elles deux 
pour elle à un rôle occasionnel »3.  

Il y a tout lieu de soupçonner une nodalisation lorsque deux amis aiment 
la même femme, surtout lorsque, maîtresse de l’un, puis épouse de l’autre, 
elle donne le jour à un enfant issu du premier redevenu son occasionnel 
amant4.  

Il est des cas où le médiateur est un mixte, c’est-à-dire qu’il comporte un 
des éléments qui appartiennent à l’objet transmédial. Ainsi l’attirance de 
l’homme homosexuel pour la femme virile5. 

L’être nodalisé qui se rend compte du rang auquel il est ravalé a loisir d’y 
réagir par la complaisance ou le refus, geste que j’appelle alors contre-nodal 
(tout comme il y a un geste contre-mimétique). Le contre-nodal et le contre-
mimétique appartiennent ensemble à l’un des trois types de l’anti-médial, 
celui où le médiateur n’est pas flatté du rôle qu’on lui a attribué. Mais le 
sujet peut également se révolter contre sa mauvaise foi et se décider à 
reconnaître qui il aime par personne interposée et à éliminer cette dernière6. 
De même l’objet, s’il devine de quoi il en retourne7.  

                                                           
3 Chaminadour, Paris, Livre de poche, 1967, p. 153.  
4 Thème de La Découverte du ciel de Harry Mulisch. On y lit par exemple : « Était-elle donc 
enceinte de l’amitié qui les liait tous les deux ? » (ch. XXI).  
5 « Enfin tard déjà, passé la trentaine de sa vie, une tentative énergique pour remettre 
l’attelage sur le droit chemin. (…) Pour la première fois le corps androgyne et l’allure 
juvénile et pétulante de cette femme peuvent donner pendant quelque temps le change à sa 
passion » (Zweig, La Confusion des sentiments, tr. A. Hella et O. Bournac, in Romans et Nouvelles, I, 
Paris, Le Livre de poche, 2004, p. 529).  
6 On ne saurait omettre des gestes contre-nodaux même dans les cas de nodalisation vide. 
Exemple de l’homme gêné que son épouse serve de lien entre la femme qu’il aime et lui 
(Grossman, Vie et destin, III, ch. 28).  
7 L’exemple le plus frappant se lit chez Balzac où Henri de Marsay est mis en rage par le 
soupçon que dans ses amours avec Paquita il a « posé pour une autre personne » (La Fille 
aux yeux d’or, in La Comédie humaine, V, Paris, Pléiade, 1977, p. 1096) ; dès qu’il est sûr de 
son idée, il tue la jeune fille (p. 1102). La supposition n’est pas confirmée dans La Vengeance 
d’une femme de Barbey d’Aurevilly.  
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Le plus souvent, la nodalisation est opérée par le sujet désirant. Il arrive 
qu’une personne se destine elle-même à la fonction nodale. L’attitude anti-
médiale peut alors être conçue non seulement comme une réaction à l’alter-
nodalisation, mais tout aussi bien à la sui-nodalisation.  

Il est à noter qu’une nodalisation réciproque n’est pas exclue, ou 
spontanée, ou produite par contamination. Il est loisible à l’objet d’incliner 
vers le sujet soit directement (objectalement), soit indirectement (nodalement)8. 
Dans le cas d’une réciprocité dans la voie indirecte, un virage en sens 
inverse peut être observé, du nodal au mimétique, à deux conditions : que la 
réciprocité trouve son aliment dans l’estime dans laquelle est tenu l’autre 
terme, et que la nodalisation demeure inconsciente. A cet égard, il y a lieu 
également de distinguer une alter-nodalisation vide d’une pleine. La 
première, le plus souvent consciente, tend, à travers le moyen terme, soit à 
la saisie du véritable objet du désir, si bien que le nodalisé n’a jamais de 
valeur que transitive (nodalisation vide transitive), soit à dévier sur lui les 
soupçons afin de dissimuler le véritable sentiment (nodalisation vide 
masquante9), soit à exprimer ce qu’on ressent pour l’un en faisant croire que 
c’est pour l’autre10. La deuxième brouille les pistes pour le sujet lui-même 
par cela qu’il confère valeur intrinsèque au nodalisé au risque de perdre de 
vue le véritable visé, ce qui ne va pas sans provoquer des drames comme 
lorsqu’une femme épouse le frère de son aimée à la fois pour se sauver de 
son saphisme latent (c’est la partie mariage), que pour le satisfaire 
inconsciemment (c’est la partie beau-frère)11. 

Il convient de ne pas confondre la nodalisation vide avec la pseudo-
nodalisation où l’on fait mine d’aimer l’objet transmédial, alors qu’en réalité, 
c’est celui qu’on fait passer pour médiateur qu’on aime véritablement12.  
                                                           
8 Exemple: « Il était grisant de se faire tacitement le “don” réciproque d’Anne » (Michel 
Déon, Un taxi mauve, Paris, Folio, 2002, p. 94).  
9 Qu’on songe au procédé du paravent d’amour (Dumas, Le Vicomte de Bragelonne, ch. 112) ou 
de la femme-écran chez Balzac (dans La Fille aux yeux d’or) : on compromet une femme à 
laquelle on ne tient pas pour conserver l’honneur de celle qu’on adule ou favoriser les 
rencontres. Dans le roman provençal Flamenca, Guillaume fait mine de s’être épris de la 
dame de Belmont afin de ne pas donner prise aux soupçons du mari de Flamenca (v. 7168-
7170). Dans Valérie de Julie de Krüdener, c’est à l’aimée, mariée et vertueuse, que Gustave 
cherche à celer son sentiment en lui faisant accroire qu’il aime une autre.  
10 Les Troyennes pleurent sur le cadavre de Patrocle avec la pitié qu’elles ressentent pour 
elles-mêmes, et guère pour faire semblant de s’affliger sur l’ennemi (Homère, Iliade, XIX, 
v. 301-302). Voir aussi, Achille Tatius, Leucippé et Clitophon, in Romans grecs et latin, tr. 
P. Grimal, Paris, Pléiade, 1958, p. 914.  
11 « Il y avait cette joie puérile de devenir par ce mariage, la belle-sœur d’Anne » (Mauriac, 
Thérèse Desqueyroux, ch. III). On s’interroge dans le roman et hors sur les mobiles du crime. 
La théorie de la nodalisation avance l’hypothèse que c’est pour rompre le nœud, soit pour 
atteindre l’objet transmédial, soit parce que l’intérêt pour ce dernier s’est estompé.  
12 Chez Racine, où c’est un procédé d’aveu : en faisant croire à Hippolyte qu’elle brûle pour 
Thésée, Phèdre s’arrange pour lui déclarer sa flamme ; le père est prétendument vu dans le 
fils, puis décrit avec les qualités du fils avant que la vérité se montre nue (Phèdre, II, 5). La 
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J’appelle nodalisation négative celle qui fait accéder le tiers au rang de 
médiateur du fait que son anéantissement ou son surmontement sont requis 
par le sujet en vue d’obtenir l’objet du désir. La plus intéressante est celle 
qui prend son départ dans une nodalisation positive ou un amour objectal 
puis se transforme, si bien que l’affirmation du nodal n’apparaîtra pas 
comme un accident ou le simple effet d’un aveuglement.  

La nodalisation est dite subject-dérivative lorsque le sujet du désir 
objectal incline l’objet vers un tiers qui lui est attaché13. Elle est object-
dérivative lorsque l’objet du désir objectal incline le sujet vers un tiers (qu’il 
lui soit ou non attaché14). Elle est médio-dérivative : l’objet du désir objectal 
suscite un moyen-terme et l’incline vers le sujet dudit désir. 

Nous avons affaire à une nodalisation vide possessive lorsque le don de 
l’aimé à l’être nodal est de nature à assurer la maîtrise, réelle15 ou idéale16, du 
sujet sur l’objet transmédial.  

Nodalisation nostalgique est celle dont l’objet transmédial est une 
personne jadis aimée, et peut-être défunte.  

Relève d’une autre analyse le cas du désir médial nodal à rebours où l’on 
désire une personne rien que parce qu’elle porte affection à l’être aimé17, car 
d’une part, s’y trouve dissocié le complexe désir-amour (qu’il n’avait pas été 
nécessaire de distinguer dans une analytique générale), et d’autre part, l’on 
obtient une figure originale qui est à la fois l’antithèse exacte du désir médial 

                                                                                                                                              
nodalisation vide se renverse : Hippolyte passait pour le médiateur de la présence du père 
(avivant sa mémoire dans le cœur éploré de la veuve) alors qu’en réalité c’est le père qui 
faisait office de médiateur afin que Phèdre pût parler du fils et oser la déclaration qui lui 
échappera. 
13 C’est ainsi qu’il convient de comprendre le projet de donner en mariage la fille de Mme 
de Mortsauf à Félix de Vandenesse qui serait devenu le fils de cette dernière : « Pour ne pas 
faillir, j’ai donc mis Madeleine entre vous et moi, et je vous ai destinés l’un à l’autre en 
élevant des barrières entre nous deux » (Le Lys dans la vallée, La Comédie humaine, IX, Paris, 
Pléiade, 1978, p. 1217).  
14 Sur ce dernier point, Balzac a dit l’essentiel : « Quand une femme n’a pas d’amie assez 
intime pour l’aider à se défaire de l’amour marital, la soubrette est une dernière ressource 
qui manque rarement de produire l’effet qu’on en attend » (Physiologie du mariage, Méditation 
XXV, § 5). 
15 Exemple: le Roi marie sa maîtresse à un homme de qualité afin qu’elle puisse être reçue à 
la cour. 
16 La dépendance de l’être nodal par rapport au sujet est de nature à assurer à ce dernier 
une domination à distance quand bien même fantasmatique. 
17 Je parle de désir, mais il y aurait à envisager des gradations : intérêt et fascination sont de 
la partie. Exemple, celui de la vertueuse madame de Montmorency qui « aimait tellement le 
duc son mari [Henry] que, le cœur dévoré par la jalousie, elle sentait un involontaire attrait 
pour les femmes qui le rendaient infidèle, et qu’il lui fallait toute la dignité de l’épouse 
outragée pour se roidir et résister à la pente qui l’entraînait vers elles » (Barbey d’Aurevilly, 
Femmes et moralistes, Paris, Lemerre, 1906, p. 206). Il en peut résulter une simple amitié 
comme dans Nez-de-cuir de La Varende entre l’époux et l’amoureux de l’épouse (mais dont 
l’auteur laisse soupçonner un versant mimétique).  
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mimétique et l’expression perverse de l’amour objectal si la nodalisation est 
pleine18. 

L’amour nodal diffluent décrit la situation qui naît de l’attirance l’une 
pour l’autre de deux personnes découvrant qu’elles sont aimées par une 
tierce personne. 

La plupart des médiations sont unifiques : par l’intermédiaire du modèle 
ou de l’être nodal, on vise un seul objet. Plurifiques sont celles où l’on a en 
vue davantage. Indécises sont celles qui ne prescrivent pas un partenaire 
précis. Une suinodalistion peut aspirer à se produire comme médiation 
omnifique. 

Il convient aussi de distinguer deux modalités affectives de la médiation, 
univoque et équivoque. Dans la première, le rapport au médiateur prend 
une seule teinte (cela est très net dans le cas de la nodalisation vide ou de la 
médiation externe), dans la seconde, il se charge d’ambiguïté (désir et 
répugnance, amour et amitié19, etc.). Il en va de même du rapport affectif à 
l’objet transmédial. 

Par le désir médial nodal transactionnel, un être est nodalisé (à vide) afin 
d’être échangé contre l’objet transmédial. Le schéma implique au moins un 
quatrième terme, la personne (que je qualifie d’ob-sujet) qui fait valoir sur le 
désiré des droits. Pareille procédure implique réciprocité : l’ob-sujet doit 
nodaliser de son côté l’objet désiré par le sujet pour que l’échange ait lieu.  

« Il est beau d’être un trait d’union. Mais c’est là le secret de la déesse », 
écrivait Heidegger à Hannah Arendt20. Encore faut-il qu’on le sache, et 
surtout le veuille. 

                                                           
18 « Tandis que nos corps se cherchaient et se pénétraient, nous ne pensions tous les deux 
qu’à lui et nous ne parlions tous les deux que de lui, toujours et sans cesse » (Zweig, La 
Confusion des sentiments, p. 521).  
19 Bel exemple chez Jean Ogier de Gombauld : « Deux amours différents ont mon âme 
enflammée / L’un et l’autre est vainqueur, et je suis consumée » (Les Danaïdes, v. 546 545). 
20 Lettre du 4 mai 1954.  
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Petru BEJAN * 
   

Mediation in the Visual Arts 
 
 

Abstract: The century that just passed imposed important mutations in the 
configuration of the visual arts. The modernist avant-gardes – it is known – 
imposed styles, vocabularies and work techniques radically renewing. Frequently 
invoked in the philosophical discourse, “the death of art” was in fact announcing 
the end of a cycle, the end of a “beautiful” story, the twilight of the traditional 
manner of making and receiving the artistic object. Alongside the classical cannons 
of recognizing the “work of art”, the exigencies of professional criticism were also 
disturbed. We live in full “post-art” or in the “post-history” of art; we are 
contemporary to the art of after its “end”, when everything is pulverized, 
relativized and allowed1. The often-invoked “agony” of art is also accompanied 
by an inevitable theoretical deconstruction of criticism. Noting the dead end in 
which it seemed to get, Artpress – a Parisian magazine specialized in promoting 
contemporary art – aimed, in its January 2011 number, to discuss the possibility of 
“reinventing” criticism. How is the “mission” of criticism seen today? What of the 
critic? To reveal the “truth” of a work of art? To discover values? To legitimize 
certain practices?  
 
Keywords: visual arts, art criticism, critic, curator, commentator, forms of 
mediation. 

 

 

Seen in retrospect, art criticism has abundantly proven its cultural utility. 
It would be enough inventorying, even schematically, the forms it took in 
time. A Diderot, for instance, preferred “inventive” criticism, Baudelaire – 
the “methodical” and systematic one, Apollinaire was practicing a criticism 
“of circumstance”, occasional. The recent classifications barely keep up with 
the diversity of criteria and approaches. It is spoken of a formalist criticism 
(in Clement Greenberg”s case), but also of intellectual responses (Harold 
Rosenberg), referential (descriptive or informative), preferential (emotional), 
militant, phatic, poetic, interpretative, promotional...2. 

Although seemingly unproblematic, the concept of “criticism” is usually 
considered in two major meanings – one philosophical (Kantian), the other 
one ideological (Marxist). In its first reading, criticism is analysis, evaluation, 
judgement, discernment, deliberation. In its second meaning, criticism is 
perceived as a form of “class war”, as a blunt “weapon” through which the 

                                                           
* Professor, ”Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University, Iasi, Romania, email: pbejan@uaic.ro. 
1 Arthur C. Danto, After the end of art: contemporary art and the pale of history, Princeton 
University Press, New Jersey, 1997. 
2 Dominique Chateau, L’art comptant pour un, Les presses du réel, Genève, 2009, pp. 65-70.  
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proletariat undermines from the ground the unjust practices of the ruthless 
capitalism. Criticism, in this understanding, is associated to challenge, 
protest and biased commitment. It seems that this latter meaning has taken 
root in the recent cultural mentality. Nostalgic criticism invokes themes 
considered out dated and obsolete (beauty, harmony, artistic skill, work of 
art), while the revolutionary one speaks of contesting, resistance and trans-
gression3. What do we have, in summary? Conservatism and passivism – on 
one hand; activism and militancy – on the other.  

Regarding the critical “accents”, the mutations are visible over time. 
After the War, the American critics privileged formalism, paying more 
attention to “surfaces” and less to contents. On the Old Continent, the 
70s are marked by the temptation of “rationalizing” criticism, thus the 
protagonists wanted to give it an “objective” allure4. The “old” criticism was 
relying on verisimilitude and relativism; the new one wanted to be scientific 
and exact5. The critical discourse becomes “academized”, being practiced 
mainly in intellectualized forms (evaluative and interpretative). The 
academia, the art historians, the philosophers, the sociologists, the linguists, 
the semioticians gradually replace literary scholars – who had held until then 
the monopoly of opinion. The critic takes himself and is taken seriously; he 
becomes “radical conscience” of his time, preoccupied with the sanitation 
of the precarious economic and political realities. The ideology of student 
protest movements imposed itself as well in the tonality of “new criticism”. 
Its main sources: Marx, W. Benjamin, Adorno, Marcuse, Althusser, Lacan. 

The 80s significantly attenuate the critical dimension of art. The critic 
assumes new responsibilities in art institutions: he is director of gallery and 
exhibition commissioner (curator), market barometer, negotiator and relay 
of interests. Criticism puts itself in the service of decision institutions. 
Moreover, the state absorbs this function, subsidizing the artists who cri-
ticize it. Criticism has been neutralized and replaced with the authoritative 
discourse, with the accomplice presentations. The critic, also, became “the 
artists” spokesperson, their agent”6.  

The place of the critic fierce ex officio (the critic – executioner, judge, 
police commissioner, and inspector or quality controller) is taken by the 
critic – partner, friend, even “fan” or admirer of the artist. Having become 
its accomplice, he forgets to...criticize, to evaluate or to interpret. Post-
modern criticism is often limited to promoting and praising. Uniform, 
univocal and monotonous, the laudatory, eulogistic discourse enshrines the 
death of any criticism, in favor of an “aesthetics of resignation and 
acceptance”7 – aberrant, stereotypical, and uninteresting... 

                                                           
3 Cf. Jean-Marc Lachaud, Pour une critique partisane, L’Harmattan, Paris, 2010. 
4 Catherine Millet, in Opus International, no. 70-71, 1979, p. 60. 
5 Roland Barthes, Critique et vérité, Éditions du Seuil, Paris, 1999, p. 15.  
6 Rainer Rochlitz, Subversion et subvention, Gallimard, Paris, 1994, p. 59. 
7 Guy Scarpetta, « Le trouble », in Art Press Spécial, 1992, p. 133. 
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The progressive depreciation of the critical discourse in the last decades 
is no stranger to the mutations that took place inside the “art world”. The 
transformation of the “work” in consumer good, its perception as “com-
modity” destined to the market, to the trade, employs much more pragmatic 
conducts. The exigencies of favorable commercialization surpass, but also 
attenuate any critical scruples. Neither artists, nor exhibition institutions 
have the interest of a discourse that would compromise their expectations. 
Who would voluntarily desire professional suicide or financial failure 
inviting someone uncomfortable or excessively severe to give judgment 
over the quality of a project. It is also the reason why private museums and 
art galleries transfer this responsibility either to their own staff, of to some 
outside persons, selected on the criterion of affinity of interests. Two – at 
least – are the immediate consequences: the “de-intellectualization” of 
criticism and its proliferation in dilettante, superficial forms – on one hand, 
the “de-ritualization” of the opening as event, its reduction to an occasion 
of lobby and promotion – on the other. 

We are witnessing, in fact, the accumulation, overlapping and conversion 
of roles. The competences once attributed to the independent critic are 
taken by the museographer, press officer or exhibit commissioner (curator). 
In the last decades, the importance of the latter has become overwhelming. 
What is the curator? A genuine factotum: the one who conceives, the 
manager, the organizer, the promoter, even the critic of his own event. Like 
a Russian Matryoshka, he “changes his face” whenever necessary. 
Indispensable and efficient, the curator is “the orchestra-man”; he knows 
(or thinks he knows) everything, assuming (all) the risks.  

In 1972, Harald Szeemann generalizes and imposes this practice, 
organizing in Kassel Documenta – a major exibition, to which he had invited 
artists that were performing in different genres, some unconventional. His 
curatorial project was meant to be seen as a distinct “work”, even though he 
was gathering and assembling the works of others. Not few were those 
who rushed to follow suit, given the prestige and veneration that were 
accompanying such a status. For the artist, it becomes imperative to gain if 
not the courtesy, at least the attention of a curator. What would he benefit 
from such a complicity? Undoubtedly, visibility, notoriety and money. But 
compromises cost as well. Somewhat compelled to sing in the choir, the 
artist loses his privileged, foreground position, accepting secondary roles or 
being an extra in scenarios provided by someone else. 

The figure of the curator – Paul Ardenne, one of the important analysts 
of the current artistic phenomenon, believes – appears in the context of 
“the eventialization of culture and competition between the different 
structures devoted to art on an international scale”. The French aesthetician 
speaks of “the cowardice” of the artist who “externalizes project management” 
to the exhibition commissioner and the institution organizing the show. 
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Seeking support and protection, the artist “closes his eyes”, dreaming of 
further compensations. In this practice, Ardenne sees “a form of 
divestment of the artist in presenting his works”, unjustifiably ceding to the 
curator the prerogatives that are rightfully his own8. The context, as it 
appears, discourages any form of critical enthusiasm.  

Who, however, still imposes the trends? Who gives recognition to 
the art of good condition? Familiar with the state of contemporary art, 
René Berger – Swiss critic and philosopher – distinguished between 
“upstream criticism” and “downstream criticism”9. The first one is made by 
institutions (galleries and museums) or by the authorized mediators 
(curators, museum directors, gallery owners). It consecrates names, 
directions, values. The new criticism, in exchange, is “downstreaming”, 
mimetic and repetitive; follows the trend, offering the public “what is 
requested”. Lacking maturity and discernment, it “consecrates” stereo-
typically, re-confirms, and descends easily on the water stream, without 
resisting the mainstream. 

Given the new realities, can we still hope for a “reinvention of criti-
cism”? The resolutions, as many as they are, don”t release a contagious 
optimism. Yet the efforts aren”t missing... Part of the critical dispositions 
seems absorbed today by art itself. “The critical art” is one of commitment 
and involvement. Refusing ab initio the neutrality, the criticism practiced at 
postmodern events no longer regards the aesthetic qualities of the works or 
projects (become somewhat obsolete and irrelevant), but – vaguely and 
generic – the systems (capitalist, communist), the institutions, the corpora-
tions, the immoral economic and political practices, the impoverishment, 
the discrimination of minorities, the precipitated urbanization, the devas-
tating interventions on the environment... The militant discourse, especially 
leftist, usually focuses on an assumed vector of criticism, even though the 
“artistry” of the intervention is sometimes questionable or less evident.  

In the 70s, Jean-François Lyotard proposed the replacement of the term 
“critic” with the one of “commentator”10. The purpose of criticism would 
have been the one of making a commentary on the “work”, as a derivative 
effect of it, becoming work in itself – a singular and distinctive one. How do 
we reconcile, though, the condition of ancillary, “secondary discourse”, 
voluntarily parasitizing an outside referent, with the alleged exigency of 
originality? Can criticism be more than it really is? The suggestions made by 

Andrei Pleșu, in a text of his youth, seem worth noting: “In order to restore 

                                                           
8 Paul Ardenne, « De l’exposition(de l’art) à la surexposition (du commissaire) », in L’Art 
même, nr 21, Bruxelles, 2003, p.6. Cf. « La figure narcissique du commissaire d’exposition », 
in Maxence Alcade, L’artiste opportuniste. Entre posture et transgression, L’Harmattan, Paris, 
2011, pp. 52-56. 
9 Cf. Dominique Berthet, Pour une critique d’art engagée, L’Harmattan, Paris, 2013, p. 136. 
10 Jean-François Lyotard, in Opus International, no. 70-71, 1979, p. 17. 
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the dignity of the critical act, we must definitively abandon the utopia of 
irreproachable criticism”11. Criticism must be done from “the height of the 
idea, of an ample mental and existential breath and not from the 
undergrounds of dilettante journalism”12. There is also a different way of 
doing criticism, the same was noting, “not advancing towards the 
consecration of a work, but starting from it, in order to better approximate 
its idea”13. The critic-glossator, the one who praises ex officio, the perpetual 
officiator would thus make room for the reflexive critic, the master of his 
own discourse, able to convince through discernment, honesty and, why 
not?, elegance.  

The conclusions of the specialists who responded to the challenge of 
Artpress magazine have a common denominator: criticism can and must be 
“reinvented”. How? By privileging new forms of mediation (especially 
interpretative and evaluative); refining the discourse and the writing; 
abandoning the circumstantial rhetoric, dictated by interest; reactivating the 
courage of opinion and the pleasure of swimming upstream, against the 
passing fashions or dominant stream. 

                                                           
11 Andrei Pleșu, Ochiul și lucrurile, Editura Meridiane, București, 1986, p. 54. 
12 Ibidem, p. 98. 
13 Ibidem, p. 82. 
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Eugen RĂCHITEANU  
  

La representazione del sacro nell’architettura 
della Cappella de’ Pazzi di Filippo Brunelleschi 

 
 

The Reprezentation of the Sacred in the Architecture of Pazzi Chapel 

Abstract: For the approach of the Pazzi Chapel, aiming to provide understanding 
for the holy meaning of this edifice, I wrote this text. My scope for the present 
paper was the fact that we are called to keep and share the Beauty and the 
historical consciousness of this particular sacred place. Our journey unwinds itself 
under three important aspects: a couple of biographical notes about the architect 
Filippo Brunelleschi, then a few items of historical information and a discussion of 
some philosophical concepts related to the Pazzi Chapel, and, last but not least, a 
detailed description of the technique and the architecture of the chapel. 
 
Keywords: the sacred, decoration, symbols, structure, proportion. 

 

 

I. Introduzione  
 
Proprio dall’inizio, desidererei esprimere, ora nell’introduzione, il senso di 
quest’articolo, poiché tocca profondamente l’argomento che prenderemo in 
esame; vediamo, infatti quasi ogni giorno come il sacro venga offuscato 
dall’utilitarismo, dal consumismo, dalla corsa affannosa verso le cose 
effimere, lasciando da una parte il profondo senso del sacro.  

La nostra ricerca desidera diventare un segno di attenzione alle persone 
che entrano nella chiesa, vuole avvertire il pubblico che l’edificio chiamato 
chiesa, è in realtà la Casa di Dio e nient’altro.  

Possiamo capire tutte le esigenze attuali della sicurezza dei luoghi sacri, 
del restauro, del mantenimento, ecc. di varie chiese, santuari e cappelle, però 
non si deve dimenticare che, comunque sia, questo luogo è una casa di 
preghiera, è casa di Dio e non può essere scambiato per un spazio mercantile.  

In seguito prenderemo in considerazione l’argomento della Cappella 
de’ Pazzi proprio al fine di capire il senso sacro del luogo di culto, la 
consapevolezza che siamo chiamati a custodire e testimoniare, la Bellezza e 
la “coscienza storica” del luogo sacro stesso1. Il nostro percorso non sarà 
solamente storico, dato che di questo aspetto si sono già ampliamente 
occupati tanti studiosi di arte e di architettura ma si concentrerà sull’aspetto 
sacro, liturgico e prettamente simbolico della Cappella de’ Pazzi. Tenteremo 
                                                           
 Lect. univ. dr., Franciscan Romano-Catholic Theologic Institute from Roman, Romania, 
email: rachiteanueugen@gmail.com 
1 Mircea Eliade, Il mito dell’eterno ritorno, Edizione Borla, Torino 1966, p. 6. 
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di approfondire l’approccio tra la liturgia e il simbolismo per poi così entrare 
nel fulcro della questione; la sacralità dello spazio liturgico, spazio di incontro 
personale tra Dio e l’uomo, come ci ricorda anche, Jean Hani dicendo che: il 
tempio è una cosa di origine celeste2.  

A questo punto il nostro iter si sviluppa, seguendo tre punti cruciali ed 
importanti espletati in tre punti, dove tratteremmo e presenteremo alcune 
note biografiche su Filippo Brunelleschi, poi alcuni cenni storici e filosofici 
sulla Cappella de’ Pazzi ed in fine, una descrizione tecnica e architettonica 
della Cappella. 

 
II. Note biografiche su Filippo Brunelleschi  
 
Prendendo spunto dalla succitata frase del Vasari ci rendiamo conto della 
grandezza di Filippo Brunelleschi, maestro geniale e importante per l’architet-
tura dell’umanesimo e del primo rinascimento italiano3. È molto difficile 
evidenziare tutta la biografia del Brunelleschi in questa ricerca perché è 
vastissima e occuperebbe un notevole spazio. In qualche maniera cercheremo 
di dimostrare i tratti più importanti della sua vita concentrandoci sul tempo 
della maturazione della sua opera in Santa Croce che è la Cappella de’ Pazzi4 
(fig. 1). 

Nella prima parte non presenterò la storia di Filippo Brunelleschi secondo i 
canoni o le regole della storiografia classica, ma proporremo alcune note 
biografiche, cenni storici e filosofici sulla Cappella de’ Pazzi e poi riporteremo 
una descrizione tecnica e architettonica. Dall’inizio vogliamo ricordare che 
la ricerca non si concentrerà in modo stretto sulla storicità, ma soprattutto 
sul contenuto liturgico e simbolico.  

Lasciando da una parte ogni contrapposizione storica, credo che oramai 
sia chiara la data di nascita del maestro Filippo Brunelleschi (fig. 2), 
avvenuta in Firenze nel 1377. Filippo è figlio di un notaio5, poco portato per 
la legge, ma il padre trova una soluzione per suo figlio Filippo. Sembra 
curioso, però, Filippo svolse la sua formazione di artista (per volontà di suo 
padre) in una delle tante bottegghe fiorentine di orafo6. Antonio Manetti 
scriveva ancora: „Filippo di ser Brunelesco, architetto, fu dalla nostra città 
ed a’ mia dì, e conobbilo e parla’gli; e fu di buone genti e onorevoli; e in 
quella nacque negli anni del Signore 1377, e visse el più del tempo, e in 
quella morì, secondo la carne […]”7.  

 

                                                           
2 Cf. Jean Hani, Il simbolismo del tempio cristiano, Ed. Arkeios, Città di Castello, 1996, p. 23. 
3 Cf. Emma Micheletti, Santa Croce, Becocci Editore, Firenze 1982, p. 53. 
4 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., p. 53. 
5 Cf. Antonio Manetti, Il primo rinascimento in Santa Croce, Ed. Città di vita, Firenze 1968, 
p. 79. 
6 Cf. Antonio Manetti, op. cit., p. 79. 
7 Antonio Manetti, op. cit., p. 79. 
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                            Fig. 1                                                                   Fig. 2 
 

Sempre Antonio Manetti ricorda che le sue prime opere sono, infatti, 
d’oreficeria; egli partecipa alla realizzazione dell’altare argenteo di San 
Jacopo a Pistoia e risulta appartenente alla corporazione degli orafi, però i 
suoi veri interessi sono rivolti all’architettura8. Ne costituisce prova una 
testimonianza che lo dice piuttosto svogliato presso la bottega, mentre si 
dedica instancabilmente agli studi prospettici, realizzando tanti esperimenti 
ottici dal grande valore scientifico9. 

La sua attività inizia quando egli è molto giovane: è, infatti, appena 
24enne, quando partecipa al concorso, indetto nel 1401, per la seconda 
porta bronzea del Battistero di Firenze. Da sottolineare che Filippo si 
presentò con un valido ed inestimabile concorso per la seconda porta 
bronzea del battistero di Firenze, che gli valse la vittoria ex-equo con 
Lorenzo Ghiberti realizzatore dell’opera. La formella di Brunelleschi, 
rappresentante il Sacrificio di Isacco ha un effetto drammatico dato dalla 
composizione movimentata vista in contrasto con il sereno classicismo della 
formella dello stesso soggetto del Ghiberti. Al periodo giovanile risale il 
Crocifisso ligneo di Santa Maria Novella10, celebre per un aneddoto sulla sua 
disputa poetica con l’amico Donatello. Dopo la partecipazione al concorso, 

                                                           
8 Cf. Ibidem. 
9 Cf. André Chastel, Arte e umanesimo a Firenze al tempo di Lorenzo il Magnifico, Ed. Einaudi, 
Torino 1964, p. 174. 
10 Cf. Antonio Manetti, op. cit., p. 79. 
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dunque nel primo decennio del Quattrocento, i documenti riguardanti la 
vita di Brunelleschi scompaiono da Firenze. 

Facendo un passo avanti, possiamo ricordare che Brunelleschi manca dai 
documenti cittadini nel periodo tra il 1401 e il 1416, mentre esistono alcune 
testimonianze su di lui e sull’amico Donatello a Roma. Brunelleschi nella 
città eterna si avvicina alla classicità e la studia con accuratezza, rivelandosi 
come uno studioso appassionato, riconosciuto anche dalla sua cultura 
universale. Pur essendo un eccellente architetto, è un eccezionale mate-
matico, esperto di geometria, inventore di macchine per l’edilizia, ingeniere 
militare e navale, creatore di strumenti musicali, studioso della letteratura, in 
particolare della Divina Commedia di Dante Alighieri. Brunelleschi accoglie, 
nelle sue meravigliose architetture, elementi dell’arte classica: con questo 
non s’intende un’impersonale imitazione ma ispirazione e assimilazione 
dell’equilibrio e dell’armonia, proprie della classicità.  

Prof. John T. Spike nel suo libro Masaccio ribadisce l’impegno di 
Brunelleschi nel campo architettonico con queste parole: „Dopo il ritorno a 
Firenze e la decisione di dedicarsi all’architettura, Brunelleschi aveva 
condotto una celebre serie di esperimenti che lo aveva portato a formulare 
una teoria della prospettiva atta a rendere la profondità spaziale” (fig. 3)11. 

 

  Fig. 3 

                                                           
11 John T. Spike, Masaccio, Rizzoli libri illustrati, Milano 2002, p. 37. 
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Certo è che la sua affermazione artistica avviene con la Cupola del Duomo 
di Firenze12. Dopo la morte del primo progettista del Duomo, Arnolfo di 
Cambio, che aveva previsto una cupola a chiusura della chiesa, da varie 
testimonianze sembra che nessuno sia stato in grado di realizzare questo 
elemento architettonico. Il 25 marzo del 1436, Papa Eugenio IV inaugura 
l’opera, di cui Brunelleschi doveva ancora portare a termine alcuni elementi 
fondamentali: le tribune morte, scavate da nicchie intervallate, che 
imprimono una plasticità tipica dell’architetto a tutta la costruzione, e la 
Lanterna. 

Nel tempo del suo lavoro alla cupola del Duomo, egli realizza anche altri 
importanti progetti. Da ricordare che nel 1419 realizza l’Ospedale degli 
Innocenti, nel 1423 la Chiesa di San Lorenzo (La chiesa sorge su una basilica 
precedente del IV secolo), tra il 1430 e il 1440 attende a Santa Maria del Fiore, 
alla Cappella de’ Pazzi, a Palazzo Pitti e altro13. 

La Cappella de Pazzi è lo spazio in funzione della presenza umana e tutta 
la struttura è costruita secondo una proporzione armonica, che si ripete 
singolarmente o per multipli14. L’interno della Cappella de’ Pazzi mostra 
somiglianze con la Sagrestia di San Lorenzo (fig. 4). Brunelleschi fa ritrovare, il 
medesimo rapporto tra membrature ed intonaco chiaro. La pianta quadrata 
della Cappella si dilata grazie alla presenza di due ali, sormontate da volte a 
botte. La struttura rispecchia la fase matura dell’opera dell’architetto, pur 
essendo stata terminata dopo la sua morte. L’opera brunelleschiana 
della Cappella de’ Pazzi è, forse, l’espressione più evidente del concetto 
rinascimentale di dominio dell’uomo sulla natura, sviluppato in modo 
armonico e senza contrasto15. L’edifico ha caratteristiche medievali, ma 
l’architetto concepisce l’intera struttura secondo una doppia partizione 
geometrica, tridimensionale nella parte inferiore, bidimensionale in quella 
superiore. L’architetto realizza l’opera seguendo una concezione prospettica 
molto precisa: tutte le linee vanno verso un punto di fuga deliberato ed 
evidente.  

Le ultime opere di Brunelleschi rivelano la grande maturità. Riguardo alla 
sua maturità e alla sua vocazione, Renzo Chiarelli scrive in un suo testo 
queste parole: „la vocazione fondamentale di Brunelleschi: «spirito divino 
… donato dal cielo» affinché «lasciasse al mondo di sé la maggiore, la più 
alta fabbrica e la più bella di tutte le altre fatte nel tempo de’ moderni e 
ancora in quello degli antichi»”16. 

                                                           
12 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., pp. 53-58. 
13 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., p. 53. 
14 Cf. Ferdinando Rosso, Arte italiana in Santa Croce, G. Barbera Editore, Firenze 1962, 
pp. 13-14. 
15 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., p. 53. 
16 Renzo Chiarelli, Architettura del Brunelleschi e di Michelozzo in Primo Rinascimento in Santa 
Croce, Edizione Città di Vita, Firenze 1968, p. 83. 
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 Fig. 4 
 
Nel 1446 il magnifico maestro Brunelleschi muore e viene sepolto con 
grandi onori nella navata destra del Duomo17.  

Come considerazione si potrebbe dire ancora che Brunelleschi intuì 
davvero la sua vocazione, se si può dire così d’architetto e dimostrò che si 
può far credere a un uomo di essere diventato un altro uomo. In questa 
prospettiva il termine tempo per Brunelleschi giocava un ruolo di una 
notevole importanza, non perché un bel gioco dura poco ma perché il suo 
inventare ha fatto scaturire i valori nella temporalità e puntare il suo operare 
verso l’infinito ed eterno.  

Le opere parlano tuttora, perché Brunelleschi aveva un’intuizione di una 
verità scientifica, e aveva capito che quella tipologia di verità si sarebbe 
potuta sperimentare. La sua vita era un continuo cercare e sperimentare, ma 
soprattutto una provocazione necessaria dell’esperienza. Riguardo alla 
cupola del Duomo di Firenze avrebbe detto: „voi non credete che la cupola 
si possa voltare senza armature, e io ve lo dimostro, in piccolo”18. Questo 
vuol dire che esperimentava e cercava nuove e diverse tipologie di 

                                                           
17 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., p. 53. 
18 Alessandro Parrochi, Filippo Brunelleschi: esperienza di fede in Filippo Brunelleschi nella Firenze 
dell‘3-‘400, Ed. Città di vita, Firenze 1977, p. 73. 
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combinare le forme fino a dimostrare il contrario che si rivelava fino allora. 
Pensiamo che avrebbe dovuto indugiare il pensiero moderno per liberarsi 
dai legami di un scolasticismo attenuato e ritardato imboccando la via della 
verità di scienza,19 sempre fortificata, però, di una profonda espressione 
mistica cristiana. Certamente, Brunelleschi non dimenticò che la sua arte era 
dono di Dio. In questo senso riportiamo le parole di John T. Spike: 
„Brunelleschi e Masaccio erano partiti dalla premessa che la loro geometria 
fosse la miglior metafora disponibile per la perfezione di Dio: non avevano 
dimenticato che la geometria stessa era un dono di Dio, e come tale soggetta 
alle leggi divine”20. 

In quell’epoca di grande sviluppo artistico e architettonico, Brunelleschi 
aveva una straordinaria collaborazione sia con Masaccio e sia con Donatello. 
Questa cooperazione tra gli artisti nominati sopra, ha maturato quello che 
oggi chiamiamo il Primo Rinascimento fiorentino. Prof. John T. Spike nel 
suo libro citato sopra, presenta l’amicizia, la collaborazione tra di loro, 
esprimendo in modo profondo il concetto di questa maturazione del primo 
rinascimento in queste parole: „Masaccio e i suoi ispiratori, Brunelleschi e 
Donatello, furono particolarmente ricettivi alla ormai consolidata tradizione 
umanistica che associava Giotto all’antichità classica21” e ancora „tutti gli 
osservatori hanno concordato sul fatto riconoscibili dei dipinti di Masaccio, 
particolarmente nel grandioso affresco della Trinità in Santa Maria 
Novella”22.  

Per una visione ancora più larga sul contenuto da noi illustrato, Prof. 
John T. Spike dice: „Dato che Brunelleschi notoriamente riservato sulle sue 
scoperte, appare chiaro come lui e Donatello fossero disposti a condividere 
le loro teorie con Masaccio: non per semplice amicizia …, ma perché 
desideravano vederle realizzate in pittura, su questo era il legame tra i tre 
artisti, le origini della pittura rinascimentale fiorentina sarebbero nella  
decisione consapevole di Brunelleschi e Donatello di promuovere il 
rinnovamento di quell’arte sorella”23.  

L’intervento di Brunelleschi in questi anni Quattrocento, ha modificato 

in maniera fondamentale la concezione dell’importanza dello spazio sacro. 

Mons. Timothy Verdon afferma a riguardo di questo argomento che „la 

Chiesa di Quattrocento vide una prima serie di interventi modernizzanti per 

introdurvi il nuovo linguaggio dell’umanesimo”24. Qui troviamo la legittimità 

di un nuovo ordine d’idee e di concezione storica dell’arte, una legittimazione 

                                                           
19 L’umanesimo nell’arte e l’architettura rinascimentale inizia con Brunelleschi. 
20 John T. Spike, op. cit., p. 10. 
21 Ibidem, p. 35. 
22 Idem., p. 10. 
23 John T. Spike, op. cit., p. 38. 
24 Timothy Verdon, Nella città in crescita sorge una grande chiesa in Santa Croce nel solco della storia, 
Ed. Città di Vita, Firenze 1996, p. 39. 



La representazione del sacro nell’architettura della Cappella de’ Pazzi di Filippo Brunelleschi 

 22 

cristiana di questo impulso sviluppato nella chiesa di Santa Croce come in 

nessun altra, e lo stesso Timothy Verdon afferma: „impulso mistico,  

realistico che rende ogni oggetto potenzialmente sacro, … ogni oggetto del 

mondo reale riveste un potenziale significato infinito, uno spessore che 

merita questo ritorno alla natura”25. 

Con la sua opera in Santa Croce e non solo, Brunelleschi rende 

umanamente e più comprensibile la limpidezza architettonica della sua 

genialità creativa nel primo rinascimento fiorentino, la cui altezza supera i 

nostri concetti, portando più in alto la civiltà, l’antico e il moderno,  

raggiunto dall’ingegno di un uomo.  

 

III. Cenni storici e filosofici sulla Cappella de’ Pazzi  

 

Per avere una visione storica abbastanza completa e una profonda 

riflessione filosofica, sull’argomento della Cappella de’ Pazzi, occorre  

un’attenta considerazione su tutte due realtà in parte senza ignorare la verità 

storica e le ragioni per quale viene costruito l’edificio.  

Il Prof. John Spike riporta nel suo libro Masaccio un’affermazione 

importante di Antonio Manetti che aiuta la comprensione di quanto stiamo 

per trattare: „Poi che nessun altro lo faceva né capiva perché essi lo 

facessero. Nessuno, da centinaia d’anni, aveva mai dedicato un pensiero agli 

antichi metodi di costruzione”26.  

Partiamo progressivamente. Il complesso di Santa Croce (fig. 5) costruito 

gradualmente tra la fine del Duecento e il corso di tutto il Trecento, a 

partire dal terzo decennio del XV secolo è già interessato da un articolato 

programma edilizio di rinnovamento ed ampliamento, che interessa gran 

parte della zona adiacente il braccio meridionale del transetto e i lati Est e 

Sud del primo chiostro. I lavori prendono parte spunto dall’incendio che 

colpisce il convento nel 1423 distruggendo l’antico dormitorio che si 

trovava probabilmente nell’ala meridionale del chiostro.  

Come nasce l’idea della Cappella de’ Pazzi? Renzo Chiarelli nel suo 

studio Architettura del Brunelleschi e di Michelozzo afferma: „È ormai fuori 

dubbio che l’attuale edificio – destinato ad essere Cappella di famiglia e, 

insieme, aula capitolare del convento – sia sorto entro uno spazio, per cosi 

dire, obbligato, o, quanto meno, precostituito, come attestano le preesistenti 

strutture che lo costringono da tre lati; è anzi pienamente accettabile l’idea 

che la fabbrica brunelleschiana fosse fatta sorgere sull’area d’una più antica 

sala capitolare”27.  

                                                           
25 Timothy Verdon, op. cit., pp. 38-39. 
26 John T. Spike, op. cit., p. 29. 
27 Renzo Chiarelli, op. cit., p. 86. 
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 Fig. 5 
 
Detto ciò, la Cappella de’ Pazzi fu commissionata da Andrea della famiglia 
de’ Pazzi28. Il progetto fu affidato al grande architetto Filippo Brunelleschi 
nel 1430, subito dopo il termine dei lavori alla Sagrestia Vecchia di San Lorenzo 
per i Medici, e iniziata nel 1433, con una certa lentezza29. La cappella aveva 
funzione anche di sala capitolare30, perché l’anteriore sala capitolare fu 
distrutta alcuni anni prima per causa di un incendio. E non per caso, la 
Cappella fu dedicata a sant’Andrea, perché era patrono del committente. „È 
giusto… considerare la Cappella de’ Pazzi in strettissima connessione con 
tutta l’opera del Brunelleschi, la quale… richiede effettivamente una 
rigorosa unità di visione anche da parte dello spettatore …”31. 

„È riferibile … l’impegno di Andrea de’ Pazzi per la costruzione del 
Capitolo di Santa Croce, quale risulta dalla portata al catasto del ’33: resta 
tuttavia da chiederci se tale impegno fosse stato assunto, già in tale epoca, 
dal Brunelleschi; e ciò – a parte le precedenti considerazioni d’ordine critico 
e filosofico – è cosa assai ardua, se non impossibile, da stabilire”32.  

                                                           
28 Cf. Francesco Gurrieri, Brunelleschi e Michelozzo: sviluppi architettonici in Santa Croce nel solco 
della storia, Ed. Città di Vita, Firenze 1996, p. 241. 
29 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., p. 53. 
30 Cf. Renzo Chiarelli, op. cit., p. 85. 
31 Ibidem, p. 84. 
32 Idem., p. 85. 

http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sala_capitolare/oSala%20capitolare
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Varie testimonianze riportano il fatto delle difficoltà economiche che 
rallentarono la costruzione, con una ripresa tra il 1442 e il 1446: nel 1443, 
quando la visitò papa Eugenio IV era completa solo fino alla trabeazione33. 
Andrea nel suo testamento (1445) destinò allora una considerevole somma 
per la finalizzazione dei lavori, ma un anno dopo morì Brunelleschi, ciò 
bloccò di nuovo i lavori alla Cappella. Da aggiungere il fatto che a quegli 
anni risalgono le opere di Luca della Robbia, buon amico di Filippo 
Brunelleschi34.  

Vogliamo ora riportare un testo di Renzo Chiarelli, crediamo, importante 
per la conoscenza storica dell’operato di Brunelleschi in Santa Croce: 
„Qualunque ipotesi si fa lecita, infatti, circa la genesi dell’edificio: tacciono 
per lunghi anni i documenti, fino al 1442: si sa, grazie alle ricerche del 
Fabriczy, che nel ’43 il Papa Eugenio IV rimase a cena, si direbbe oggi, 
sopra il Capitolo di Santa Croce; stando alle indicazioni, su documento, del 
valente cartista Ugo Procacci (la definizione è longhiana) e dell’architetto 
Guido Morozzi, l’inizio dei lavori risalirebbe allo stesso anno, 1443; si sa 
ancora che nel 1445 – un anno prima, cioè della morte del Brunelleschi – 
Andrea de’ Pazzi, nel suo testamento, destinava nuovi fondi alla Cappella; si 
ha motivo di credere che l’edificio non fosse ancora finito nel ’69, e neppure 
nel ’73, se in quest’anno si riscontra una nuova elargizione ancora: questa 
volta da parte del Cardinale Riario”35. Il Cardinale Pietro Riario fu nominato 
Arcivescovo di Firenze nel luglio 1473, poi morì poco dopo il 3 gennaio 
147436. 

Facciamo un passo avanti e diciamo che per un inquadramento più 
completo della cappella nel contesto del Convento di Santa Croce a Firenze, 
è importante da ricordare che la facciata della cappella si affaccia sul primo 
chiostro37. Vari storici d’arte la attribuiscono al continuamento di Giuliano 
da Maiano, altri invece la riferiscono al disegno originale del maestro, messo 
in opera dopo la sua morte. L’architetto ha voluto la sua funzione sia di 
mediazione spaziale e filtro per la luce, che giunge all’interno in maniera 

                                                           
33 “Si aggiungono importanti ritrovamenti cui hanno dato luogo recenti indagini condotte 
da un’équipe di studenti della Facoltà di Architettura dell’Università fiorentina: precisamente 
un’iscrizione in rosso sinopia sull’intonaco esterno del tamburo della cupola («a dì 11 
ottobre 1459 si fornì»), e una seconda sull’estradosso della cupoletta del portico («1661 A 
DI 10 di Giugno»)”. Renzo Chiarelli, op. cit., p. 86. 
34 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., p. 53. 
35 Renzo Chiarelli, op. cit., p. 85. 
36 Pochi mesi dopo il suo rientro a Roma venne colpito da morte improvvisa presso la sua 
casa romana. I contemporanei si stupirono della sua morte in giovane età così improvvisa e 
cominciarono subito a circolare voci circa un possibile avvelenamento o, forse, di una 
indigestione causata dalla sua prodigalità. Venne sepolto nella Basilica dei Santi Apostoli in 
una magnifica sepoltura in pieno stile rinascimentale scolpita da Mino da Fiesole e Andrea 
Bregno. Dopo la sua morte il papa elevò a cardinale suo cugino Raffaele Riario e 
probabilmente riservò ad egli alcuni piani futuri pensati per Pietro. 
37 Cf. Luciano Berti, Santa Croce in Tesori d’arte cristiana a cura di Stefano Bottari, Vol. III, 
Officine grafiche Poligrafici il Resto del Carlino, Bologna 1967, p. 335. 

http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giuliano_da_Maiano/oGiuliano%20da%20Maiano
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giuliano_da_Maiano/oGiuliano%20da%20Maiano
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diffusa e omogenea38. Da dire ancora che il portico anteriore ricorda la 
solenne struttura degli archi di trionfo romani. Si possono ammirare sei 
colonne corinzie di pietra serena che sostengono un attico alleggerito, 
spartito in riquadri delimitati da lesene a coppie e interrotto al centro 
dall’arcata. Il coronamento, incompiuto, è stato protetto da una tettoia a 
faccia vista.  

Secondo le indagini del Vasari, il progetto prevedeva un coronamento a 
timpano. L’ornamento sull’architrave, con piccoli tondi che racchiudono 
volti di cherubini39 è opera di Desiderio da Settignano40. Il portico è coperto 
da volta a botte con una cupoletta in corrispondenza dell’arcata, entrambe 
ricoperte da rosoni in terracotta invetriata dove s’incontra lo stemma 
Pazzi41. 

È importante tenere presente che sullo sfondo della facciata si può 
intravedere la cupola a forma di ombrello che ricorda molto l’imponente e 
bellissima Sagrestia Vecchia (fig. 6) della Basilica di San Lorenzo in Firenze, 
impostata all’esterno entro un basso cilindro con rivestimento a forma di 
cono e sormontata da una lanterna42. È divisa in dodici spicchi su ciascuno 
dei quali si apre un oculo e può evocare simbolicamente il numero degli 
apostoli e la grazia (la luce) che filtra da essi dall’entità divina (il sole, 
all’esterno). 

La cupola emerge bellamente per una complessa decorazione e i tondi, 
che emergono per la splendente policromia della terracotta invetriata, opera 
di Luca della Robbia, autore anche del tondo con Sant’Andrea che si trova 
sopra la porta. Rende armonioso l’insieme della cupola interna le conchiglie 
a rilievo negli angoli e, al centro della cupoletta, lo stemma de’ Pazzi coi 
delfini entro una ghirlanda di foglie e frutti. 

L’operato ligneo lo troviamo in modo raffinato in intagli con figure 
floreali e geometriche. Furono realizzati da Giuliano da Maiano (1472)43. 

Le volte e la cupola sono state finite appena nel 1459 e il portico fu fati-
cosamente portato al termine nel 1461, come viene indicato nelle iscrizioni 
rispettivamente nel tamburo e sulla volta esterna, ma per di più nel 1478 era 
ancora in corso la costruzione del portico, realizzato negli anni imme-
diatamente successivi44. 

                                                           
38 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., p. 53. 
39 Cf. Luciano Berti, op. cit., p. 335. 
40 Desiderio da Settignano (Settignano), circa 1430 - Firenze, 16 gennaio 1464, è stato uno 
scultore italiano. 
41 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., p. 53. 
42 La lanterna in architettura è la struttura posta alla sommità di una cupola. A partire dal 
Rinascimento, quando si è riscoperta la tecnica per costruire le cupole, gli artisti si sono 
sbizzarriti nel pensare forme e soluzioni originali per le lanterne, dando ad esse massima 
importanza quali elementi distintivi che si stagliano nel cielo. 
43 Cf. Luciano Berti, op. cit., p. 335. 
44 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., p. 53. 

http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cherubino/oCherubino
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Desiderio_da_Settignano/oDesiderio%20da%20Settignano
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cupola_(architettura)/oCupola%20(architettura)
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Luca_della_Robbia/oLuca%20della%20Robbia
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pazzi/oPazzi
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Delfino_(araldica)/oDelfino%20(araldica)
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giuliano_da_Maiano/oGiuliano%20da%20Maiano
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/1472/o1472
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 Fig. 6 

 
In fine, possiamo aggiungere che la Cappella de’ Pazzi rappresenta 
un’importante struttura nel quadro delle riflessioni sugli edifici a pianta 
centrale, iniziata dal grande architetto del Rinascimento italiano e proseguita 
con opere come le chiese di Santa Maria delle Carceri a Prato, San Biagio a 
Montepulciano o Santa Maria Nuova a Cortona. Da ricordare che la Basilica 
di San Pietro in Vaticano era stata progettata all’inizio dal grande architetto 
Bramante con una pianta a forma di croce greca. Nell’architettura sacra 
questo modello fu poi messo da parte con la Controriforma e in fine con 
l’affermazione generale della pianta a forma di croce latina o comunque 
degli schemi ad asse longitudinale45. 

Detto ciò, dal punto di vita filosofico l’architettura di Brunelleschi nella 
Cappella de’ Pazzi è analizzata e scavata in varie direzioni particolari,  
attraverso alcuni studi e approfondimenti che si sono fatti in merito. Tutte 
le indagini accertate hanno trovato nella sua straordinaria opera un campo 
inesauribile di ricchezza filosofica e teologica. Attraverso la sua opera si può 
proporre un ripensamento globale, che dovrebbe coinvolgere non solo 

                                                           
45 Cf. Luciano Berti, op. cit., p. 336. 

http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chiesa_di_Santa_Maria_delle_Carceri/oChiesa%20di%20Santa%20Maria%20delle%20Carceri
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prato/oPrato
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chiesa_di_San_Biagio_(Montepulciano)/oChiesa%20di%20San%20Biagio%20(Montepulciano)
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montepulciano/oMontepulciano
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chiesa_di_Santa_Maria_Nuova_(Cortona)/oChiesa%20di%20Santa%20Maria%20Nuova%20(Cortona)
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cortona/oCortona
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basilica_di_San_Pietro_in_Vaticano/oBasilica%20di%20San%20Pietro%20in%20Vaticano
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basilica_di_San_Pietro_in_Vaticano/oBasilica%20di%20San%20Pietro%20in%20Vaticano
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bramante/oBramante
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Croce_latina/oCroce%20latina
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l’apprezzamento di gusto per il suo operato, di conoscenza per la capacità 
dello scienziato, di sentimento per la qualità della persona, ma soprattutto 
per il nostro impegno umano e per la nostra convinzione ultima46. Ora 
possiamo chiederci: „Quale fosse la natura dell’energia, e che nome 
dovessimo dare alla forza che spingeva quel suo cervello che mai cessava di 
ghiribizzare, e al nostro tempo che si appaga della ricerca cosa riescano a dire 
in profondo queste sue realizzazioni che ancora ci sovrastano … e che ha 
avuto da lui i punti focali e i cardini della sua struttura”47.  

Qui ci troviamo troppo sul generico: è la geometria, i modelli  
dell’antichità classica, e la simmetria, dove Brunelleschi trova la bellezza e una 
sua verità. 

Partendo da questi due attributi possiamo aggiungere che il linguaggio 
architettonico del tempo, avvolte artificioso e convenzionale, il termine 
spazio non era sufficientemente ben definito, nel senso che intendiamo noi 
oggi, come luogo sacro. Brunelleschi fa un passo avanti e crea proprio la 
mentalità dello spazio sacro, indebolito da vari movimenti e situazioni. 
Riprende come gli antichi nel passato, la concezione dello spazio 
architettonico, anzi, vuole la monumentalità e la chiarezza del classicismo 
antico.  

Dal punto di vista concettuale il termine spazio non gli dava una risposta 
che lo sodisfacesse totalmente, però cercava molto di allargare la concezione 
di spazio. Se la parola antica, atta a tradurre con esattezza con la parola 
moderna, ci si aspetta una spiegazione dell’origine, natura e limiti dell’idea, 
che sarebbe insieme architettonica e filosofica: „dalla sillaba radicale si 
passerebbe all’aria semantica del gruppo di parole che ne deriverebbero, e 
chissà quali impensabili rapporti si potrebbero supporre a legare il concetto 
spaziale al concetto pitagorico, platonico e neoplatonico”48.  

Renzo Chiarelli nei suoi studi sulle architetture di Brunelleschi, ci fa 
capire che il concetto di luogo sacro per Brunelleschi è il più degno e il più 
proprio di tutte le altre realtà49. Il luogo sacro introduce subito l’uomo in medias 
res, cogliendo l’essenza di tutto quello che significa l’edificio chiesa, essenza 
che risiede nella sacralità del luogo data da quello che si celebra. Per lui il 
luogo sacro non è sacro in se stesso ma per quello che viene celebrato. Non 
per ultimo, Brunelleschi coglie in radice il problema dell’architettura 
religiosa, coglie la finalità di un’arte che serve la liturgia, che con essa  
coopera, “ut devotionem paria tac pietatem ossia per fare scaturire la pietà e 
la devozione”50.  

                                                           
46 Cf. Alessandro Parrochi, Filippo Brunelleschi: esperienza di fede in Filippo Brunelleschi nella 
Firenze dell‘3-‘400, Ed. Città di vita, Firenze 1977, p. 59. 
47 Alessandro Parrochi, op. cit., p. 59. 
48 Giuseppe Zander, Il luogo sacro brunelleschiano in Filippo Brunelleschi nella Firenze dell‘3-‘400, 
Ed. Città di vita, Firenze 1977, p. 94. 
49 Cf. Renzo Chiarelli, op. cit., pp. 84-85. 
50 Giuseppe Zander, op. cit., p. 94. 



La representazione del sacro nell’architettura della Cappella de’ Pazzi di Filippo Brunelleschi 

 28 

Prenderemo in considerazione nella nostra ricerca anche l’aspetto 
indissociabile, massimamente in Brunelleschi: la tradizione e la originalità 
innovatrice, nova et vetera, i due pilastri di ogni divenire nel campo 
intellettuale, cominciando dalla tradizione51.  

Nulla impediva che i luoghi sacri venissero edificati dal maggior artefice 
del Rinascimento. I Francescani, pur severi nella vita ascetica e sinceri 
imitatori di Cristo sull’esempio del fondatore San Francesco, assolutamente 
non erano avversari del movimento umanistico. Secondo alcuni studi 
recenti, i Francescani in quell’epoca, coltivavano le lettere classiche e  
intrattenevano rapporti amichevoli con le personalità illustri della cultura e 
della scienza52.  

È bene ricordare che la vita di Brunelleschi si svolgeva negli stessi anni in 
cui si presentano le grandi figure francescane, che ebbero anche una 
spiccata cultura di humanae litterae. Basta fare alcuni nomi per capire 
l’inquadramento socio-culturale del tempo: San Bernardino da Siena (1380-
1444), San Giovanni Capistrano (1386-1456) Alberto da Sarteano, frate 
Francescano Conventuale (1385-1450), San Giacomo della Marca (1393-
1476)53. Brunelleschi si può collocare proprio in questa clima di dotta 
spiritualità e a cui la cultura francescana e non fu estranea. 

Collaborò inoltre con Masaccio sulla pala della ‘Trinità’ dei domenicani 
di Santa Maria Novella e sulla Cappella Brancacci di Santa Maria del  
Carmine. Si muoveva da protagonista in quell’aria culturale molto complessa 
e cosmopolita di Firenze al tempo del Concilio del 1439.  

 
IV. Descrizione tecnica e architettonica della Cappella de’ Pazzi 

 
Fino qui abbiamo trattato da un punto di vista storico e filosofico ciò che 
riguarda la Cappella de’ Pazzi. In questa parte della ricerca ci concentreremo 
sulla descrizione tecnica e architettonica (fig. 7). La Cappella de’ Pazzi 
appartiene a un convento francescano e per questo motivo si deve notare 
nell’insieme del grande complesso conventuale, la posizione straordinaria e 
privilegiata dell’opera.  

Per comprendere meglio i concetti tecnici e architettonici della Cappella 
de Pazzi, è necessario proporre un riferimento del Prof. Spike nel suo libro 
Masaccio dove fa uno straordinario commento sul pensiero della prospettiva 
da Brunelleschi adoperata nell’affresco della Trinità di Masaccio in Basilica 
Santa Maria Novella a Firenze: „Anche se Brunelleschi era interessato a 
creare una convincente illusione di profondità spaziale, permanevano in lui 
aspetti di simbolismo geometrico estranei al sistema perfettamente razionale 

                                                           
51 Cf. Giuseppe Zander, op. cit., p. 94. 
52 Cf. Ibidem, pp. 93-94. 
53 Cf. Idem, p. 98. 
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di piani di base e linee d’orizzonte dell’Alberti”54. In altre parole, secondo lo 
stesso studioso, la geometria di Brunelleschi risulta costruita sulla base di un 
significato teologico, per esempio, nella Trinità i raggi della prospettiva 
emergono direttamente dai Padre, Figlio e Spirito Santo. Alberti, il suo 
successore, concepisce la prospettiva geometrica come una pura, anche se 
bella, astrazione che rende chiarezza allo spazio. Seguendo questa chiave di 
lettura, vogliamo essere attenti ai messaggi trasmessi dall’intera struttura 
della Cappella de’ Pazzi, tra cui il simbolismo della cupola e del numero 
dodici delle finestre. Sarebbe riduttivo considerarla esclusivamente come un 
esercizio di bellezza geometrica, cosa che tra l’altro si legge frequentemente. 
Nel complesso di Santa Croce, la Cappella non fu soltanto di una famiglia di 
un alto stato sociale e di grande potenza. Sempre dagli studi recenti si 
capisce che la Cappella funzionava anche come Sala Capitolare per i Frati 
Francescani di Santa Croce (fig. 8).  
 

  

           Fig. 7                                                                       Fig. 8 

                                                           
54 John T. Spike, op. cit., p. 204. 
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Prima di passare alla descrizione tecnica e architettonica della Cappella de’ 
Pazzi dobbiamo ricordare ancora che i lavori si sono compiuti con tanta 
lentezza; poi è sempre stato un problema definire con precisione cosa sia da 
attribuirsi all’operato di Brunelleschi e cosa sia frutto dei suoi continuatori; 
una parte della critica tende oggi ad attribuire all’eccellente architetto 
almeno il progetto nelle linee essenziali; sia della struttura interna che 
esterna, compreso il portico, che potrebbe rappresentare l’unica facciata 
realmente concepita da Brunelleschi. 

Nell’ambito francescano, la Cappella de’ Pazzi è veramente un ottimo 
esempio di eleganza e sobrietà in architettura, con una prestigiosa dominio 
dei rapporti fra i volumi dell’edificio a vantaggio dell’armonia generale del 
complesso intero. È molto importante ricordare che le decorazioni  
all’interno della Cappella si manifestano all’osservatore solo in un secondo 
momento, nel approfondire i dettagli, completando l’ambiente senza 
appesantirlo e disturbare la veduta dell’intero complesso e lo spazio 
architettonico, ma soprattutto la sacralità dell’edificio. 

Come si ricordava prima, la Cappella aveva anche funzione di Sala 
Capitolare e questa circostanza potrebbe spiegare vari fatti singolari: „Prima 
di tutto la disposizione trasversale, poi la situazione prospettica incontro alla 
porta sul muro di recinsione del terreno, e soprattutto l’esigenza di dare a 
quel luogo sacro particolare una speciale dignità, quale si addice all’aula che è 
sede di colloqui pieni di saggezza e di ponderati decisioni sul governo della 
comunità dei frati”55. 

Come nelle altre opere brunelleschiane, lo schema generale dell’edificio 
s’ispira a un modello precedente medievale, in questo caso la sala capitolare 
di Santa Maria Novella56. Per reinventarla Brunelleschi applica scelte di 
estremo rigore, inserite su alcuni elementi, tratti dall’architettura romana e 
romanica fiorentina. Il risultato dimostra notevoli coincidenze con il  
disegno di Brunelleschi per la Sagrestia Vecchia di San Lorenzo a Firenze. 

Come nella Cappella dei Medici all’interno di San Lorenzo, l’interno di 
questa è molto essenziale e in realtà si basa nel modulo a 20 braccia 
fiorentine57 (circa 11,66 metri), che praticamente sarebbe le misura della 

                                                           
55 Giuseppe Zander, op. cit., p. 100. 
56 Il Cappellone degli Spagnoli, costituito da un vano principale a pianta rettangolare con 
scarsella. 
57 Nella provincia di Firenze, le unità locali di misura della lunghezza sono il braccio 
fiorentino, la canna agrimensoria e il miglio toscano; quelle della superficie usate in agraria 
sono lo stioro (Antica misura toscana di superficie, equivalente, a seconda dei luoghi, a 
cinque o sei are) e lo staio; quelle di capacità usate per il vino e per l’olio sono il fiasco, la 
mezzetta, il quartuccio, lo staione (usato solo per il vino), il barile e la soma (però hanno 
valori diversi se usate per il vino o per l’olio); le unità di misura per la capacità di semi e 
granaglie sono lo staio (da non confondersi con lo staio usato per misurare la superficie), il 
quarto, la mezzetta, il quartuccio, il sacco e il moggio; quelle usate per il peso sono invece la 
libbra e il carato. 
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larghezza dell’area centrale, dell’altezza dei muri interni e del diametro della 
cupola, in modo da avere un cubo immaginario sormontato da una 
semisfera. A tale struttura sono state aggiunte le due braccia laterali, un 
quinto ciascuno rispetto al lato del cubo centrale, e la scarsella58 dell’altare 
(con una cupoletta), larga un altro quinto, pari all’arco di ingresso59. La 
principale differenza con la pianta della Sagrestia Vecchia dall’interno del 
complesso di san Lorenzo, è la base rettangolare, sebbene egregiamente 
mascherata, che fu forse dovuta e influenzata dall’assetto degli edifici  
preesistenti intorno: la cappella è incastonata infatti tra le pareti esterne della 
Cappella Baroncelli e della Cappella Castellani60. 

Lungo la parete, venne costruita una panca in pietra serena per permettere 
l’uso della cappella anche come sala capitolare per i Frati Francescani Minori 
Conventuali di Santa Croce. Dalla panca si dispongono le paraste61 corinzie, 
per consuetudine in pietra serena, che armonizzano l’ambiente e si  
congiungono alle membrature superiori. Si nota facilmente e chiaramente 
l’apertura ad arco sopra il vano dell’altare che è riprodotta anche sulle altri 
pareti, così come il profilo della finestra tonda sulla parete di accesso, 
creando geometricamente un gioco ritmico. Elemento significativo e importante 
nella architettura della Cappella de’ Pazzi è senz’altro la cupola che viene 
alleggerita dai sottili costoloni a rilievo, poi la luce invade la cappella dalla 
lanterna62 e dalle finestrelle disposte sul tamburo. Il grigio omogeneo e 
profondo della pietra si staglia sul fondo a intonaco bianco, nello stile più 
tipico di Filippo Brunelleschi. 

Un ambiente di piccole dimensioni, con accessibilità da una piccola porta 
nella parete destra della scarsella, era lo spazio riservato alla sepoltura e al 
culto privato dei membri della famiglia Pazzi. Alcune ricerche sostengono 

                                                           
58 La scarsella è un’abside di piccole dimensioni, a pianta rettangolare o quadrata, che 
sporge all’esterno della struttura principale. 
59 Cf. Renzo Chiarelli, op. cit., pp. 84-86. 
60 Cf. Emma Micheletti, op. cit., p. 53. 
61 La parasta è un elemento architettonico strutturale verticale (pilastro) inglobato in una 
parete, dalla quale sporge solo leggermente. Si differenzia dalla lesena, che pur avendo 
apparentemente lo stesso aspetto esterno, ha invece funzioni solo decorative. 
62 La lanterna in architettura è la struttura posta alla sommità di una cupola. A pianta 
circolare o poligonale si apre all'interno direttamente sulla cupola, senza piano di calpestio. 
La funzione è quella di dare luce alla cupola stessa, essendo provvista di pareti verticali nelle 
quali è possibile aprire finestre. Per questa ragione, oltre per similitudine di forma, ha il 
nome di "lanterna". Sulla punta della lanterna in genere vengono installate palle in bronzo 
sormontate da croci, simbolo dell'universalità del Cristianesimo. A partire dal Rinascimento, 
quando si è riscoperta la tecnica per costruire le cupole, gli artisti si sono sbizzarriti nel 
pensare forme e soluzioni originali per le lanterne, dando ad esse massima importanza quali 
elementi distintivi che si stagliano nel cielo. La massima varietà e fantasia si è forse 
raggiunta a Roma, dove nel panorama cittadino ciascuna cupola presenta una lanterna 
diversa. 
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che non sul lato opposto si trovava una porta che permetteva l’accesso alla 
Basilica di Santa Croce che poi è stata chiusa e in seguito demolita. 

È molto importante ricordare che la decorazione artistica all’interno della 
Cappella è assolutamente legata all’architettura, come nella Sagrestia Vecchia 
di San Lorenzo a Firenze: le pareti sono decorate con dodici grandi  
medaglioni in terracotta invetriata raffiguranti gli Apostoli che sono tra le 
migliori creazioni di Luca della Robbia; più in alto si trova il fregio63, con il 
tema dei Cherubini come all’esterno e con l’aggiunta dell’Agnello, simbolo 
di Redenzione, ed anche della potente Arte della Lana. Nelle vele della 
cupola, altri 4 tondi policromi sempre in terracotta, rappresentano gli 
Evangelisti e vengono attribuiti a Andrea della Robbia o al Brunelleschi 
stesso che ne avrebbe curato il disegno prima di affidarne la realizzazione 
alla bottega dei Della Robbia: in queste opere si può cogliere la polemica di 
Brunelleschi contro le decorazioni troppo espressive di Donatello nella 
Sacrestia Vecchia, che avevano sovraccaricato il saccello disturbando, a suo 
parere, l’essenzialità dell’architettura. Nei pennacchi64 si trovano gli stemmi 
della famiglia Pazzi. 

L’altare da sempre è privo di ancona65. Brunelleschi aveva una 
concezione diversa rispetto al pensiero del tempo per quanto riguardava 
l’ancóna; preferiva l’uso essenziale delle sole vetrate e nient’altro66, tutto il 
resto era superfluo, un arricchimento inutile, un addobbamento che offuscava 
l’armonia architettonica. In questa maniera le due vetrate della scarsella 
completano il ciclo iconografico. I disegni delle vetrate sono state realizzate 
da Alesso Baldovinetti, che raffigura Sant’Andrea (quella rettangolare) e il 
Padre Eterno (nell’oculo), esattamente in diretta corrispondenza con il  
medaglione di Sant’Andrea sulla porta d’ingresso nel portico67. 

A questo punto per fare un passo avanti possiamo evidenziare il fatto 
che per quasi tutto il Medioevo e poi il Rinascimento in molti edifici 
pubblici si ritrovano rappresentazioni celesti, come ad esempio lo Zodiaco 
del Palazzo della Regione di Padova (1425-1440) e il Salone dei Musei di 
Palazzo Schifanoia a Ferrara (1469). 

                                                           
63 Il fregio è la parte intermedia tra architrave e cornice nella trabeazione degli ordini 
architettonici classici. 
64 In architettura, un pennacchio è un elemento di raccordo fra l’imposta di una cupola 
(circolare, poligonale o ellittica) e la struttura ad essa sottostante, generalmente costituita da 
appoggi puntiformi. 
65 Ancóna è un’opera pittorica, o anche scultorea, di genere religioso che, come dice il 
termine, si trova sull’altare delle chiese o, qualora l’altare sia staccato dal muro, appesa alla 
parete di fondo del presbiterio. Le pale d’altare per la devozione privata erano dette altaroli 
ed erano di solito a due o tre valve e di piccole dimensioni. 
66 Cf. Renzo Chiarelli, op. cit., p. 90. 
67 Cf. Giuseppe Marchini, Nello Splendore delle sue vetrate in Santa Croce nel solco della storia, 
Ed. Città di vita, Firenze 1996, pp. 230-231. 
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Il discorso del zodiaco continua, non si ferma qui infatti anche in due tra 
le opere più celebri di Brunelleschi si trova una magnifica volta stellata 
dipinta: la Sacrestia Vecchia della chiesa di San Lorenzo e la Cappella dei 
Pazzi della Basilica di Santa Croce di cui ci occupiamo in questa nostra 
ricerca. In entrambe le cappelle, la volta, abbellisce la cupoletta della 
scarsella, sopra l’altare rappresentando il cielo con le costellazioni che 
transitavano sopra Firenze il 4 luglio 1442 (fig. 9). Per la volta stellata della 
Sacrestia di San Lorenzo sappiamo anche il nome del pittore che la eseguì, 
Giuliano d’Arrigo detto il Pesello seguendo le indicazione dell’astronomo e 
matematico Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli. Molti studiosi sostengono inoltre 
che Pesello fu anche autore dello stesso motivo celeste che si trova nella 
Cappella de’ Pazzi. La scelta della data è stata messa in relazione con la 
venuta a Firenze di Renato d’Angiò, che all’epoca veniva visto come il 
condottiero adatto a comandare la nuova crociata per la riconquista della 
Terrasanta e la sconfitta definitiva degli Ottomani che stavano mettendo in 
grave difficoltà l’impero bizantino. 
 

 Fig. 9 

 
 
Conclusione 

 
Credo che siamo una certa sicureza con la presente ricerca che il primo 
compito nel nostro tempo è sicuramente il più urgente, ed è di tentare un 
recupero dello spazio sacro; proveremo di riassumere gli attributi essenziali 
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di un simile spazio alla luce della Sacra Scrittura, della tradizione cristiana 
mettendo in centro dell’attenzione anche il simbolismo e soprattutto il 
magistero della Chiesa. 

Klemens Richter, L’autore del libro Spazio sacro e immagini di chiesa, fa 
un’affermazione che non dovrebbe essere indifferente per tutti quelli che 
lavorano nel campo dell’edificazione di chiese e dell’arte sacra: „Anche 
nell’epoca moderna ci furono e ci sono modelli di architettura sacra poco o 
niente hanno a che fare con la liturgia. Immagini che corrispondono a 
un’idea teologica, ma in realtà esprimono per lo più un’ideologia e  
provengono da un universo simbolico cristiano o religioso molto generale, 
sono in questo senso quanto mai problematiche”68.  

La crisi dell’architettura e dell’arte sacra è dunque irreversibile? Non è qui 
nostro compito parlare delle cause che hanno portato al degrado dello  
spazio sacro; possiamo soltanto augurare che negli ambiti universitari di  
architettura e di arte sia introdotto lo studio dei simboli, ora del tutto 
assente e che nei seminari teologici sia previsto un corso specifico sul  
simbolismo iconografico, oltre quello liturgico elementare. Forse eliminando 
questa duplice ignoranza, prima o poi, i garage per le anime potrebbero 
diventare quello che comunemente si chiama una chiesa69. 

Siamo arrivati alla convinzione che Brunelleschi non dimenticò che la sua 
arte era dono di Dio e il John T. Spike ricordò: “Brunelleschi e Masaccio 
erano partiti dalla premessa che la loro geometria fosse la miglior metafora 
disponibile per la perfezione di Dio: non avevano dimenticato che la geo-
metria stessa era un dono di Dio, e come tale soggetta alle leggi divine”70. 

                                                           
68 Klemens Richter, Spazio sacro e immagini di chiesa. L’importanza dello spazio liturgico per una 
comunità viva, a cura di Iginio Rogger, Edizioni Dehoniane Bologna, Bologna 2002, p. 12. 
69 Cf. Camilian Demetrescu, Il simbolo: pietra miliare della civiltà cristiana, relazione pubblicata 
in http://www.circolomaritain.it/documenti/2_f/il_simbolo.pdf. 
70 John T. Spike, op. cit., p. 10. 
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Meaning in life issues.  
Sense or inspiring at the limits of thought 

 
 

Abstract: This article introduces a novel aspect of meaning in life issues that bears 
on the experience of sense that is inspiring at the limits of thought. The author 
draws on French continental philosophers considering their language an 
appropriate vehicle to indicate how this experience differs from mainstream 
theories and what is distinctive about it. Also, because their knowledge and 
background understanding is shared only by a limited number of specialists, Ayn 
Rand’s notion of “sense in life” is employed as a stepping stone. This approach 
allows outlining an initial understanding of what is meant by a sense that is 
inspiring at the limits of thought. Finally, it is suggested to incorporate this new 
perspective into current theories so as to make for a broader and more in-depth 
overall comprehension of what constitutes meaning in life. 
 
Keywords: meaning/sense in life, sense, inspiring at the limits of thought, Ayn 
Rand 

 

 

I. Introduction  
 

Queries about meaning in life are hard to come to terms with and that is 
perhaps the reason why in contemporary philosophy the subject has been 
nearly abandoned, receiving minor, non-systematic attention. And yet, 
likewise, the past two or three decades have witnessed a renewed and 
transformed interest in the issue. More particularly, in analytic philosophy a 
distinct field has arisen that systematically investigates how people’s lives 
can become meaningful.1 There is a shift from the questions of meaning of 
life to what makes up meaning in life. Roughly expressed, meaning in life is 
defined as being distinctive from related sorts of intellectual investigation 
such as morality as duty and happiness as rational egoism. Frequently heard 
conditions for a meaningful life are that it should be fulfilling for the subject 
and that there should be purposeful engagement in an activity, project or 

                                                           
 Postdoctoral Researcher Research Foundation Flanders (FWO) Free University of 
Brussels CLEA, Centre Leo Apostel for Interdisciplinary Studies Pleinlaan 2 1050 Brussels, 
Belgium, email: nnote@vub.ac.be 
1 See T. Metz, Meaning in Life: An Analytic Study. New York: Oxford University Press, 2013; 
S. Wolf, Meaning in Life and Why It Matters. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University 
Press, 2010; J. Kekes, “The Meaning of Life”. in E.D. Klemke and S. M.Cahn, eds., The 
Meaning of Life. A Reader. New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008. 
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relationship that is independently valuable,2 while independently valuable 
sources of meaningfulness in turn are considered to be exemplified by the 
good, the true and the beautiful in its widest sense.3 Most contemporary 
philosophers and psychologists agree that a meaningful life may refer both 
to a whole life and fragments of it, though nearly all tend to assume life as a 
whole when reflecting on how to come to terms with it. Also, several, if not 
all, acknowledge that meaningfulness comes in degrees.  

This article investigates an aspect so far considered to be neither a part 
of the domain of meaning of life nor of that of meaning in life. It is about 
the experience of sense that is inspiring at the limits of thought. This is not 
an ordinary experience, so that, to deal with it, we will touch on several 
interrelated phenomena. No doubt, “inspiring” and “at the limits of 
thought” are pivotal to the experience, almost to the point of constituting a 
tautology. Sense is “inspiring at the limits of thought’, and “inspiring at the 
limits of thought,” is sense. However, there are other phenomena that are 
presupposed or pre-conditional in that they reinforce the experience.  

Sense, or inspiring at the limits of thought, is integral to meaning in life 
issues. This may sound like a bold statement, since structurally there is 
little to no resemblance between the two. When addressing matters on 
meaningfulness, we tend to think in terms of sustained duration, taking into 
consideration or value a whole life, or at least lengthier parts of it. The 
phrase “inspiring at the limits of thought” includes no obvious semantic 
reference to any time measurement; if it does at all, it would be that “at the 
limits of thought” most of all relates to “at the edge of time”. Furthermore, 
the inspiring experience at the limits of thought does not seem to lead to 
fulfilment. (Even if philosophers agree that fulfilment – not to be confused 
with the satisfaction of desire – is not the paramount element of the 
experience, implicitly, it still has an important constitutive role to play in 
theories about meaning in life.) Another element of analytic theories is 
“connecting up to what is outside‘4 as well as the perception that meaning in 
life issues relate to transcending the limits of our value system. Both 
parameters are also prerequisite to achieving an insight into the element of 
“inspiring at the limits of thought”. Yet “connecting” and “external” are 
interpreted in such distinctive ways that any kinship seems to fade. Finally, 
theories on meaning in life maintain a classic or closed outlook on man, 
whereas an understanding of sense relies on an open perspective on the 
subject.  

                                                           
2 See S. Wolf, op. cit.; J. Kekes, op. cit. 
3 See T. Metz, Meaning in Life: An Analytic Study. New York: Oxford University Press, 2013; 
J. Seachris, “The Meaning of Life: The Analytic Perspective “. Internet Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, 2011. http://www.iep.utm.edu/mean-ana/. 
4 R. Nozick, Philosophical Explanations. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981, 
p. 601. 
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We claim that the “inspiring at the limits of thought” element is 
nonetheless a part of the meaning of /in life discussions in philosophy since 
these are united by a deeper concern to find out if, and how human life can 
be meaningful5. Even though the search for such conditions is implicitly 
directed towards a significant existence in terms of a whole life, it is by 
definition a search for underlying structures. In our attempts to understand 
what provides sense to life, we likewise search for an underlying structure.  

Besides, our intuition that the “inspiring at the limits of thought” 
element is integral to meaning in life issues was confirmed after a pilot study 
involving in-depth interviews with volunteers. The study was an initiative of 
the School of Social Work, Centre for Practice-based Research and Services 
(PRAGODI), Hogeschool-Universiteit-Brussel (HUB) in collaboration with 
the Free University of Brussels (VUB-CLEA) and aimed to investigate the 
relation between Volunteering, Meaningfulness and Citizenship. The study 
assumed that moments of being moved in face-to-face contexts are 
particularly conducive to experiencing “sense”. Being moved is an 
encounter with sense, a sense that is always already there but that we 
especially become “aware” of when being moved. (The reason why we have 
put “aware” between quotes as well is that the awareness at moments of 
being moved is never the result of any thematisation). Unlike analytic 
theories, this study showed that it was not fulfilment that played a principal 
role but another feature, that we have defined as “wit(h)nessing”. 

Being moved was taken in its generic sense, referring both to appealing 
and appalling situations, but also to moments that at times may seem trivial 
in themselves. The latter is of importance for that is why, when explained 
the notion of being moved and asked to reflect on such moments, the 
interviewees came to grasp only at that particular moment that there was a 
relation with meaningfulness. Of more significance even: they realised 
during the interviews that at these instances they experienced meaning-
fulness the most. The meaningfulness was felt as deeper. Subsequent 
analysis revealed that the core reason why meaningfulness was experienced 
deeply was the inspiring trace that the volunteers “wit(h)nessed”.  

Clearly, within the domain of meaning in life the inspiring function of 
meaningful accounts is often alluded to; e.g. Wolf maintains that these may 
help in directing one’s life, in guiding our children’s lives, and even in 
shaping political goals.6 The subject also comes close to “living right and 
living well”.7 However, making sense in an inspiring way as noticed in being 
moved appears to be of another nature, one that can best be described as 
happening at the limits of thought.  

                                                           
5 T. Metz, Meaning in Life: An Analytic Study. New York: Oxford University Press, 2013, p. 3. 
6 S. Wolf, Meaning in Life and Why It Matters. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University 
Press, 2010, p. 49. 
7 T. Nagel, The View from Nowhere. USA: Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 189. 
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It is in no simple task to explain what it means that something inspires at 
the limits of thought, or that it is inspiring beyond any thematisation. How 
to conceive of that? To better grasp what is at stake at that very moment, 
the position of French continental philosophers is very useful, more in 
particular because of the way they handle the age-old topic of how to come 
to terms with the fact that language or thought cannot grasp all there is, or 
that there is something ineffably defiant. Emmanuel Levinas for example, is 
predominantly known for his ethical approach,8 but for our purpose his far 
less studied distinction between a multitude of signification or meaning and 
one inspiring sense defying articulation is thought-provoking, as is his idea 
of an interruption of signification or meaning in the middle of signification.9 
It is from this background and phenomenological analysis that formulations 
in terms of “inspiringly making sense at the limits of thought” seems most 
appropriate.  

Yet, since the discussions on meaning in life issues mainly take place in 
the realm of analytical philosophy, employing French continental language 
to clarify the above might be less promising. Continental philosophers share 
a background understanding that is not obviously accessible to a larger 
public.  

To facilitate understanding, we will employ as a stepping stone parts of 
Ayn Rand’s work. Few authors” works comply with this mission but 
surprisingly, some of the phrasings of this (controversial)10 novelist and 
philosopher are particular suitable to do so because of her notion of sense 
in life, making inspiringly sense. While in the entirety of Rand’s work, 
passages referring to the sense of life are sparse and non-systematic, the line 
of thought in The Romantic Manifesto11 makes for interesting building 
blocks as a step towards an understanding of being moved making sense at 
the limits of thought. 

 
II. Sense of life by Ayn Rand 

 
What is, according to Rand, a sense of life? It is an implicit metaphysics, 
based on an abstraction and integration of emotions. Starting in our youth 
we tacitly link the happenings that we lived through in daily life depending 

                                                           
8 E. Levinas, Totality and Infinity. Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: Duquesne University Press, 2002 
(1971); E. Levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence. Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: Duquesne 
University Press, 2008 (1974). 
9 E. Levinas, Humanism of the Other. tr. Nidra Poller. Urbana and Chichago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2006 (1972). 
10 Rand’s construct of sense of life is lifted out of its proper context in order to come to an 
understanding of another perspective of meaning in life. There are few similarities between 
my viewpoints and Rand’s projection of the ideal man.  
11 A. Rand, The Romantic Manifesto. New York: Pinguin Group, 1975. 
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on the emotion they evoke, e.g. classifying such happenings together that 
relate to fear, anger, contentment or any other emotion. However, she 
argues, rather than taking into account all that happens to them, people 
tend to form emotional abstractions from a personal perspective of what is 
important to their lives, and what is to be evaded, and this will form an 
implicit metaphysics. Now, the notion “importance” is to be understood, 
not in a superficial manner but in its essential way, as deeper than moral 
values, as a very facet of metaphysics allowing a “bridge between 
metaphysics and ethics”.12 What is decisive about these fundamental aspects 
or qualities in life is that they deserve consideration. My life is important. 
Love is important. Art is important. It is important to behave well. This 
notion of importance has a function on an existential level, allowing us to 
sense what is the right world we want to live in. The integrated sum of 
answers to fundamental questions about life and living provide us with 
metaphysical value-judgments and forms the backbone of ethics. Indeed, a 
sense of life reflects the deepest values that we feel we identify with, and 
these seem unquestionable. The thought of questioning simply never arises 
because the sense of life – the implicit values we find important – is what 
we are and what we implicitly recognize in one another in all aspects of life; 
in the way people walk, talk, and act. Since our sense of life feels like 
certainty it might be considered a lead. 

Rand brings in a sense of life that is as an implicit value-judgement. We 
could say that it inspires at the limits of thought in that these values are not 
yet part of an explicit integrating frame. For Rand this implicit value-
judgement forms the base of ethics, yet since she also claims that its 
meaning is different from that of moral values, and examining her concept 
in this article from a perspective of meaning in life, one may wonder 
whether it would not be more revealing to consider sense of life as the 
backbone of a general comprehension of what meaning-in- life entails, 
expressed in its widest possible way in terms of ethics, beauty, truth. 

Rand pairs her sense of life, defined as an emotional integration, to a 
process of cognitive integration since she considers sense of life incoherent 
as long as there is no full conceptual control. Even though it is a lead, to 
Rand, if not buttressed by full judgment it might be “a very deceptive 
lead”.13 

That is why sense of life should always be accompanied by an intellectual 
exercise, as a way to convert inarticulate feelings into lucid principles, 
well-framed codes of conduct, ideals and values or in sum, a conscious 
philosophy of life. Rand reckons that this will lead to “a fully integrated 

                                                           
12 Ibidem, p. 17. 
13 Ibidem, p. 21. 
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personality”,14 with emotion and mind in harmony and “his sense of life 
match(ing) his conscious convictions”. 15 

Also, even if a person’s sense of life is not replaced by his convictions, 
there is nevertheless a shift in lead from emotion to cognition, for once we 
have a reached a certain age we long for a clear metaphysics, epistemology 
and ethics. We need this as a kind of horizon – providing answers to what 
and where we are on the map of life – to be able to know the nature of 
reality and of ourselves and orient us consciously through life from youth to 
our final death bed. As Charles Taylor also reminds us of, frameworks are 
inescapable to underpin our notions of a full life. Only through expression 
will we find the meaning of life, which is always the object of a quest.16 To 
Rand, from adolescence on, it is our mind that consciously sets the 
standards. We no longer derive an implicit metaphysics from deep-seated 
subconscious value judgments rather, emotions proceed from a consistent 
philosophical and rational view of reality.17  

Now, Rand clearly distinguishes between ideas existing in a broad sense – 
a collective worldview – and a personal integrated view of life. She also 
demonstrates that the ideal of integration is not so easily reached, pleading 
to assist adolescents in their intellectual maturing process, while also 
pointing to dangers of the often incomplete transition, e.g. a man’s sense of 
life making more sense than the diversity of ideas he agrees with. Rand’s 
deep concern is that since we cannot escape from the need of a philosophy, 
of integration, our comprehensive view of reality needs to be directed by 
reflecting on fundamental issues, otherwise this view will be guided by what 
comes our way non-systematically, and whereas this can turn out well, it 
usually does not, for often the comprehensive view is based on ill-founded 
pseudo-philosophical claptrap we have never questioned. 

From the perspective of meaning in life, Rand provides interesting 
material, emphasising how an implicit sense of life can only fully inspire if 
reinforced by a clear intellectual horizon orienting people to what kind of 
life is worth living. As such she is a forerunner of existing theories on 
meaning in life that see life and actions as meaningful when rationally 
directed to contributing to what is considered important. We could consider 
Metz’s definition of his Fundamental Theory on meaning in life as at least 
partly sharing the same implicit reasoning. To him, “a human person’s life is 
more meaningful, the more that she employs her reason and in ways that 

                                                           
14 Ibidem, p. 19. 
15 Ibidem. 
16 Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self. The Making of Modern Identity. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989, p. 18. 
17 Although Rand may seem to be valuing rationality over emotions, she is also able to 
relativize it as is clear from her comments on philosophy, where she says “if and to the 
extent that a philosophy is rational” (Ibidem, p. 19). 
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positively orient rationality towards fundamental conditions of human 
existence”18. Reason, or rationality, is understood in a broad way “to signify 
not merely cognition and intentional action, but also any “judgement-
sensitive attitude”.19 Hence, to Metz, both implicit and explicit horizons 
seem to matter. Meaning in life then comes about through emotional and 
rational integration, providing full control or appropriation of reality. As a 
process of transition it is inspiring. 

 
III. Inspiring at the limits of thought 

 
To Rand a sense of life is an early value-integration, needing conceptual 
control to drive this internal mechanism. The concept of sense (of life) 
taken from French continental philosophy is less easily confinable precisely 
because it is conceived to fall outside the possibility of representation, or 
outside signification. It defies articulation, making sense to us beyond 
signification. While from such a perspective sense cannot have any semantic 
content, strictly speaking, French philosophers nonetheless articulate it, 
having sense speak for itself. In more general terms sense is presumed to be 
both the interruption of signification (of all meaning-making) and the 
possibility to come to grasp, in a way we cannot articulate, our a priori 
condition of being-with. Both assumptions on making sense are inherently 
interrelated, for an a priori condition is revealed the moment all signification 
is disrupted.  

Next to an overall convergence on (making) sense, French philosophers 
each provide a particular context and way of elaborating this presumed non-
concept anyway. Levinas conceives of sense (in terms of disruption and as 
the il y a20) as a “unique sense”, an “absolute orientation”, a “pure 
movement”.21 Yet sense plays a central role in his notion of irreducible 
otherness as well, one that is probably not fully recognised by Levinas 
scholars. When all signification is interrupted – and only then – we find 
ourselves in the a-priory condition of being-with, without however being 
able to signify this being-with to the irreducible otherness of the other 
(2002)22. The other person’s making sense to us surpasses all meaning 
                                                           
18 T. Metz, Meaning in Life: An Analytic Study. New York: Oxford University Press, 2013, 
p. 222. 
19 Ibidem, p. 223. 
20 Levinas confers different meanings to the il y a in his writings, I refer her to his use in 
Otherwise than Being. 
21 E. Levinas, Humanism of the Other, ed. cit., p. 32. 
22 Levinas calls this religion, “We propose to call “religion” the bond that is established 
between the same and the other without constituting a totality” (Ibidem, p. 40). Religion and 
the Latin term religare (to bind) are closely related, and in this sentence Levinas refers to a 
bond prior to or beyond any signification. Nancy employs the term “being-with” (rather 
than “bond”) and I use his term to cover both. 



Meaning in life issues. Sense or inspiring at the limits of thought 

 42 

(signification) endowed upon him. A sense past any representation 
(signification) can thus be revealed to us and recognized, as Levinas claims. 
Manifesting itself as surplus of content, it is received from the other outside 
our own capacity to comprehend, prior to and independent of our own 
initiative. It is this sense that sense (here by means of being moved by the 
irreducibility of the other) inspires at the limits of thought.  

Jean-Luc Nancy addresses sense in a similar and yet very distinct way, 
connecting it mainly but not exclusively to the realm of community.23 
Community is often considered to come into existence – into being – 
because of shared values, shared history, shared language and culture. 
Community is defined in terms of essences and meaning in all their possible 
interpretations, from social bonds to family to nation. Without such 
commonality between autonomous citizens, no community will continue to 
exist, so it is believed. Against this perception of community in terms of 
signification or adhered meaning shared by individuals, Nancy puts sense, as 
“commonality”; a sense of commonality we receive from one another. It 
would take us too far to go into detail here but the general idea can be 
illustrated by the crucial human condition of finitude, mostly clearly 
expressed in birth and death. Each person’s birth and mortality are 
unavoidably embedded in community and cannot be expressed but by 
others. Herein lies the very–irreducible–sense of community: community– 
us–is what the “I”, the subject cannot show of itself.24 Community thus 
exists not (only) because of autonomous subjects appearing in a society 
sharing a common substance or essence (community as signification), but 
(also) because of a way of being with each other beyond the level of 
subjects as pure closed individuals. It is this sense that makes sense to us in 
an unarticulated way, inspiring at the limits of thought. 

 
IV. Subject 

 
We can see how another subject-idea is at stake in the above, one that is 
open rather than self-enclosed. The conception of personality as formulated 
by Rand and by analytic philosophers such as Metz, converge in that they 
both have a fully integrated personality in mind. To Rand, a total integration 
of personality is intrinsically related to a synthesis of somebody’s sense of 
life and rational mind; the conscious directed synthesis is the very trans-
formation towards a fully harmonized personality from which henceforth 
they will act on the basis of conscious deliberation, choices and judgments. 
                                                           
23 J.L. Nancy, The inoperative community. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991 
(1990). 
24 I am indebted to Pieter Meurs for his interesting and challenging conversations on 
Nancy. See also his doctoral thesis (unpublished), 2013. The Myths of Globalization. Thinking 
the limits of world-forming. Free University of Brussels, 2013. 
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In this sense, we could call this subject a closed subject, finding truth 
through conceptual control.25  

To Levinas, the picture of a fully integrated and autonomous subject as 
conceived of by Rand is not a false one; yet is only part of the picture. It is 
the one we are most aware of, because the notion of a stable and detached 
conscious subject “fits” with the idea of clear signification and meaning, 
able to design its world. The two go hand in hand. However, in moments of 
being appealed, this stable subject is disrupted, making it sense a being-with 
beyond any signification. In his later work26, Levinas becomes more radical, 
the integrated stable subject is not simply disrupted when being appealed, 
rather, from the very start of life subjects are oriented towards the other, 
despite themselves. A person’s inclination or impulse to continue to exists 
and enhance himself is already hampered from within. There is an 
uneasiness with the own perseverance of being, breaking the conatus 
essendi open from within, towards the other. In this sense, the subject is 
inextricably linked to the other, in spite of the assumption that one is an 
autonomous self-agency. 

As indicated, Nancy distinguishes between community in terms of 
signification and community as unarticulated sense.27 This sense of 
community invites a different reading of “subject’, one that draws on this a 
priori condition of being-with as singularized “us”. There is “us” because, as 
indicated, only the others can refer to our finitude, and in that sense the 
finitude is always deeply shared, yet “singularized” because our utmost 
singularity is exposed precisely through others and their reference to our 
own particularity of being born or being dead . 

It is interesting to note with regard to our discourse on sense that Nancy 
in particular can point to the distinction between community as signification 

                                                           
25 One could argue that such a picture of Rand’s view is too narrow, because it fails to take 
into account that its conception genuinely starts from an openness towards, or rather, a 
reception of that world through sense of life that is an intuition of what is important 
existentially. While this is indeed Rand’s starting point, she seems to overlook this 
condition, focusing on the subject’s emotional abstraction and clustering capabilities rather 
than to this openness. 
As for Metz, his thinking appears to be more apt to integrate the subject’s openness as 
oriented toward society. Having feminist and communitarian discourses in mind, he is keen 
to add that meaningfulness is not just about internal deliberations and decisions but also 
about sharing common language and culture in which one is embedded (T. Metz, op. cit., 
p. 227), describing a subject as oriented toward a meaningful horizon or signification. Metz 
mentioned this sharing briefly, yet it is the radical nature of this opening-toward as an 
ontological human condition that continental philosophers fully embrace, and that opens 
likewise the possibility to understand the sense of being moved. 
26 E. Levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence. ed. cit. 
27 J.L. Nancy, The inoperative community. ed. cit.; Idem, “La comparution/the compearance: 
From the existence of «communism» to the community of «existence»”. In Political Theory 
20(3), 1992, pp. 371-398. 
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and community as making sense beyond any signification. This distinction 
coincides with that between a subject that is autonomous and a self in its 
condition of a priori being-with. 

Levinas conceives of the distinction between sense and signification in a 
same vein, one could claim, for the innate impulse to enhance ourselves on 
the one hand and the internalized scruple hampering this impulse on the 
other can be conceived as an infinitesimal distinction between the two. 
Interestingly, Levinas claims that this difference is not neutral: it remains 
precisely as a non-indifference.28 

Following these authors to a large extent, we can observe that being 
moved, making sense at the limits of signification or thought, is inspiring 
because at that moment meaning-making is interrupted and with it, the 
disruption of the integrated subject is manifested. This reveals our a priori 
human condition of being-with, as being with the irreducibility of the other. 
It is irreducible, because it is not expressible in terms of essence or 
substance or thematization, in sum: in terms of signification.29  

It will be clear by now that being-with is not simply being together as 
independent–closed–subjects. Being-with takes place at the limits of 
thought because meaning is interrupted. Nancy’s way of putting this is even 
more transparent: there is “un pas de la pensée” involved. “Pas” has a 
double meaning in French, it is likewise a “not” and a “step”. For Nancy, 
they occur simultaneously. Thought is precisely doing this: it is not thinking 
(or not thematising), which, to thought, is always to take a step (we could 
say, a step aside). At that moment, our being-with is revealed. Being-with 
thus “presupposes” the “pas” of thinking; both are indissoluble in the 
instant. 

 
V. Sense as a non-deceptive lead 

 
One last point needs to be addressed. In line with continental philosophy, 
and more in particular following Levinas, this one sense appealing as non-
indifference cannot be deceptive. We cannot be indifferent to it, because we 
are being moved – and being moved can be understood in an almost 
mechanistic way here: we experience the gap between the “pas” and the 
being-with, between a coming closer to what we cannot grasp, as a tension 
that literally vibrates and moves us, and does not leave us indifferent. It is 

                                                           
28 E. Levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence. ed. cit., p. 139. To Levinas non-indif-
ference is related to proximity and that is responsibility. Proximity is being-with. 
29 It should not be forgotten that continental philosophy, at least its French representatives, 
does not provide arguments in a way analytic philosophy does. Rather do these philo-
sophers describe reality as it appears to them: the very phenomena they study take them 
paradoxically to the edge of phenomenology.  
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inspiring because, as an experience, it cannot be deceptive. Our non-
indifference to it makes it non-deceptive.  

And yet there is a deceptive element involved, but it is related to the way 
sense as direction (toward) is articulated (or ignored). The experience of 
sense can become deceptive when words (significations) are put onto it. 
That the experience matters cannot be questioned, but how it matters – 
how to articulate it – will very probably be interrogated and reformulated 
endlessly. 

In ending, we will now turn once more to Rand’s vision, for the above 
contradicts her vision. As mentioned, according to her, we need a conscious 
mind to steer unconsciously integrating processes, because otherwise sense 
of life as a lead may become deceptive. Nonetheless, Rand’s stance has an 
ambiguous flavour, perceptible when we consider her thoughts about art, 
developed in the Romantic Manifesto, and visible throughout her literary 
work Atlas Shrugged.30 Here, Rand seems to come very close to a 
conception of sense as inspiring beyond signification.  

Rand estimates that achieving and pursuing emotional and rational 
integration of values is a lifelong struggle, demanding constant creative 
processes. Even if he never fully accomplishes this, through art at least man 
can experience a sense of what completion could mean. However, this is 
not on the level of a teaching. Rand carefully differentiates between a 
person experiencing a concrete and immediate reality of how the world 
could possibly (not ideally) be, and a didactic “message” taught by art. The 
fuel the very experience provides, she says, cannot be transmitted as 
theoretical knowledge. Rather, it is expressed as “the life-giving fact of 
experiencing a moment of metaphysical joy – a moment of love for 
existence”.31 This experience “is not a way station one passes, but a stop, a 
value in itself”. Apparently, the very concrete experience of art to Rand can 
in no way be deceptive. It is a value, but one that is precisely not 
transformed into a conceptual code (in our terms, signification).  

Rand provides an exemplum of being moved by art; Levinas refers to 
being appealed by the irreducible other. In each case, the non-difference is 
not a fact in the air but makes sense in a context. In an aesthetical context, it 
makes sense as beauty; in an ethical context, as non-coded moral values; in 
the context of community, as a deep inarticulate sharing of “us”. These 
make sense in a non-deceptive way. 

The objective of this article has been to introduce a novel aspect of 
meaning in life issues. As we have seen, the experience of sense that is 
inspiring at the limits of thought is distinctive from current theories because 

                                                           
30 A. Rand, The Romantic Manifesto. New York: Pinguin Group, 1975; Idem, Atlas Shrugged. 
New York: Pinguin Group, 1999 (1957). 
31 Idem, The Romantic Manifesto. ed. cit., p. 163. 
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it does not comply with the set and implicit delineations. It can nevertheless 
be considered a part of this field since it shares its main concern – to find 
out what makes life meaningful – and because in-depth interviews reveal 
that moments of being moved (in which sense is encountered most clearly) 
provide instants of meaningfulness, experienced as depth. 

To reveal what it means that it inspires, and that it inspires at the edge of 
thought, we employed Ayn Rand’s insights as a stepping stone. Rand uses 
the phrase “sense in life’, coming close to “meaning in life” but differing 
from it in that sense of life is a pre-conceptual or implicit value-integration. 
This was the building block we made use of. Sense differs from meaning in 
that it is not a part of a meaningful system, if meaningful system refers to 
thematisation. True, in Rand’s reasoning, in order for it not to be a  
deceptive lead, sense of life needs to be paired with conceptual control (or 
thematisation), with the exception of art.  

Rand provided a stepping stone but we had to bring in French 
continental philosophers to indicate how in the context of meaningfulness 
sense (in life) should be thought of in a more radical way: as an encounter 
that transcends thematisation, revealing our inherent condition of being 
connected to, directed toward or being-with. 

Making inspiringly sense at the limits of thought is thus not just a 
secondary phenomenon for meaning in life issues. It is worth investigating 
the cluster of phenomena in order to develop a well-established perspective. 
The phenomenon invites us to combine both analytical and continental 
perspectives (regardless of the difficulty that this entails). Precisely because 
sense or inspiring at the limits of thought does not fit into existing theories 
can it question settled delineations and contribute to a reconsideration of 
these, adding to a fuller comprehension of what constitutes meaning in life. 
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Ethics – Mediation between Science and Technology 

Abstract: The tone of our time seems to be one of removal of values, of 
imbalance, of chaos. In this context, the people’s need for ethics becomes more 
prominent – the fulminating economic progress and the expansion on a global 
scale of the new technologies led to the reaffirmation of the ethical considerations. 
As the relationships among people become increasingly close, exceeding the 
barriers of space, ethics becomes a problem that cannot and should not be 
ignored. Ethics is the main foundation of education, and of the development and 
organization of the way to be, to think, and to act. In these conditions, we need a 
trajectory based on serious knowledge, reflection, understanding, and responsible 
commitment. 

 
Keywords: ethics, knowledge, technology, information and mediation. 

 

 

Questo lavoro parte dal presupposto che l'impatto delle nuove tecnologie 
sulla vita e l'attività umana ha generato una seria di problemi (sociali, 
economici, politici, giuridici ed etici) al livello globale, e quindi hanno 
portato alla riconferma delle considerazioni etiche. La necessità di alcune 
regole, di alcune leggi e dei limiti, sono fondamentali per la prevenzione di 
alcune situazoni imprevidenti per il futuro. 

Quindi, attraverso questo studio mi propongo di analizzare l'impatto 
delle nuove tecnologie sulla vita e sull'attività umana, in particolare sull’etica, 
che è diventato un problema che non può e non deve più essere ignorato. 

Lo sviluppo rapido delle tecnologie - computer, internet, telefonia - negli 
ultimi anni ha avuto un impatto forte sulla società, l'economia globale, 
portando nel primo piano dei cambiamenti radicali della vita e dell'attività 
umana. Oggi, dobbiamo riconoscere che l'informazione è onnipresente nelle 
attività umane, la tecnologia dell'informazione e della comunicazione, dal 
computer personale alla rete del internet, dal cellulare alle reti di comu-
nicazione globali (Facebook, Twitter) è in crescita e trasforma la nostra vita, 
le relazioni e anche l'organizzazione della società. 
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In altre parole, quello che vogliamo sottolineare è che la società 
dell'informazione esiste ed è uno degli elementi di sostegno che affirmano 
l'emergenza della società della conoscenza. Possiamo parlare in questo caso 
di una „nuova Agorà”1, nella qualle le informazioni viaggiano rapidamente 
su lunghe distanze attraverso reti di media – con riferimento diretto ad 
internet –, avendo come un risultato specifico la coagulazione di alcune 
comunità la cui identità è strutturato informazionale e la quale, alla sua 
volta, è in una relazione speciale con il tempo e lo spazio. E più 
precisamente, il fatto che le informazioni circolano su internet ad una 
velocità incredibile, rende il rapporto che hanno le comunità di utenti 
d’internet con il tempo e lo spazio di essere uno privato, mai visto prima 
nella storia pre-digitale dell'umanità. Il fatto che le barriere spazio-temporali 
possono essere superate così facile e continuamente dai flussi informazionali, 
danno luogo ad un nuovo modo di riferimento alle barriere culturali e 
linguistiche. Lo spazio virtuale (cyberspazio) come mezzo di comunicazione 
consente la possibilità di guardare queste barriere culturali e linguistiche, 
offrendo un contributo alla formazione storica delle identità, da entrambi i 
lati. Ciò accade a causa del feed-back continuo o come affirmava il pioniere 

della cibernetica, Ștefan Odobleja, attraverso la „legge di reversibilità”2, che 
organizza da una strutture al dialogo transnazionali che dominano l’internet. 
Così è nato un nuovo eclettismo più radicale di epoca ellenistica, per 
esempio, un eclettismo dovuto al relativismo valorico sottolineato dalla 
reazione di quelli dagli altri spazi culturali ai valori e i principi della vita di 
ognuno di noi. Il fatto che siamo costantemente esposti a una reazione del 
genere non rimane senza conseguenze. Le aspirazioni umane per il bene, le 
dichiarazioni universali e i grandi principi affirmati nella storia, non sono 
provvisorie, né incerte, né relative, ma hanno una sostanza intangibile al di 
là del tempo, dei luoghi e dei costumi. 

La maggior parte degli utenti di TIC non capiscono come funzionano i 
sistemi informativi e quindi non sono in grado di apprezzare giustamente la 
qualità e la sicurezza del loro funzionamento, e questa situazione crea degli 
obblighi e delle responsabilità da parte degli specialisti in informatica. Lo 
sviluppo del TIC, negli ultimi temi, ha trasformato la società in molti modi, 
tra i quali ricordiamo: il modo in cui rappresentiamo la società, le relazioni 
interumane ed intercomunitarie, i mezzi attraverso i quali beneficiamo dei 
diversi servizi, cominciando con la formazione e fino al divertimento. Così, 
la società dell'informazione è diventata parte integrante della nostra vita 
quotidiana, delle attività economiche e della nostra vita sociale. Di  

                                                           
1 Ștefan Iancu, „Impactul social al utilizării tehnologiei informației și comunicațiilor”. In 
Revista Română de Sociologie, serie nouă, anul XVI, nr. 5-6, Bucureşti, 2005, p. 461. 
2 Ștefan Odobleja, Psychologie Consonantiste, traducere în limba română de P. Iacob, Editura 

Științifică și Enciclopedică, București, 1982, pp. 144-145, 178. 
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conseguenza, si tratta di un'attività strutturata per l'identità degli internauti, 
poiché solo la partecipazione al dialogo l’aiuta a mantenere l’identità e il 
senso del cyber esistenza, perché, a differenza dello spazio fisico in cui gli 
elementi identitari sono in grado di rendersi osservabili anche topografico, 
nello spazio web non c'è posto per rappresentarti, ma solo una relativa 
presenza sul web di qualcuno o in un social network3. Così, per continuare 
ad essere te stesso, è necessario mantenere il dialogo con l'altro. „Sito 
Topos” nello spazio virtuale (cyberspazio) è in realtà un luogo dove avviene 
la relazione con un altro, relazione che ti aiuta a ridefenire continuamente e 
riaffermare te stesso insieme con la propria visione della realtà, che ti mette 
nella posizione di vederti e vedere tutti i tuoi principi attraverso gli occhi 
dell’altro. 

In realtà, le barriere culturali sono fluidi a causa del loro superamento 
come limite, secondo l'osservazione di Wittgenstein, perchè sono guardate 
da una duplice prospettiva, da entrambi i lati della barricata. La conseguenza 
diretta di questo processo rigurda la vita della comunità web, che è  
continuamente creatrice della realtà, attraverso l'elaborazione di gruppo 
delle informazioni, e per questo che si ha bisogno di una specifica etica del 
lavoro, un etica del lavoro post-weberiano in connessione diretta con 
un'etica della conoscenza caratterizzata da un accesso libero e illimitato alle 
informazioni, all'altro. 

In ciò che rigurda la Filosofia dell’Informazioni promossa da Luciano 
Floridi, questa pretende di avere l’origine da una variante di costruttivismo 
sociale, cioè dal costruzionismo sociale. Va detto che entrambi casi  
tradiscono la loro discendenza postmoderna, avendo a che fare in ultima 
analisi con uno dei concetti messi in discussione dal postmodernismo 
insieme al concetto di verità: si tratta del concetto di realtà. La definizione 
della condizione postmoderna comporta la necessità di riconsiderare da una 
nuova prospettiva la distinzione tra ciò che è reale e ciò che è apparente, tra 
reale e surreale, che influenza in definitivo il fatto di assumersi la realtà in 
una maniera particolare, distinto sotto molti aspetti da quella dei moderni4. 
L'idea generale dalla quale ha cominciato Floridi nella configurazione di 
questa direzione filosofica era che nell’epoca digitali per l’informazione sta 
accadere un fenomeno speciale, che conferisce al concetto di informazione 
uno statuto al livello ontologico completamente diverso, mettendolo in 
relazione diretta con il concetto di realtà sociale. Più specificamente,  
l’informazione ha un carattere strutturale al riguardo della realtà sociale in 
modo che non si è mai visto nelle epoche precedenti. Ciò è dovuto 

                                                           
3 Constantino Ciampi, „A proposito di «Cibernetica diritto e società» di Vittorio Frosini”. 
In Informatica e diritto, Vol. X, 2001, n. 2, pp. 11-21. 
4 Luciano Floridi, Infosfera. Etica e filosofia nell’èta dell’informazione, Introduzione di Terrell 
Ward Bynum, Torino, 2009, pp. 21-22. 
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principalmente al modo in qui l’informazione viene diffusa, il fatto che le 
barriere spazio-temporali sono così facilmente superate da indurre gli 
individui a riconfigurare più spesso di quanto è stato precedentemente la 
propria realtà in relazione al flusso informatico al quale sono esposti – e 
questo fatto riporta la nostra mente al costruttivismo sociale. Questa cosa è 
dovuto al fatto che i punti di riferimento utilizzati in questa perpetua 
ricostruzione della realtà non sono dovuti alla vicinanza geografica e alla 
mentalità regionale, ma dipendono dal flusso di informazioni che rap-
presenta in ultima analisi un mixage multiculturale che favorisce il rela-
tivismo assiologico5. 

In secondo luogo, tuttavia, oltre la circolazione delle informazioni, una 
grande importanza ha il modo nel quale l’informazione viene trattata. 
Tuttavia, la sua elaborazione è un'attività che mette in gioco la semiotica che 
sta succedendo – in particolare oggi rispetto ad altre volte nel passato – 
attraverso una sinergia collettiva con effetti specifici. Così, rimodellamento 
della realtà sociale intrapresa da individui non si produce tipo „cellulare”6, 
ma comunitario. La nuova realtà, emergente continuamente, è in realtà il 
risultato dell’elaborazione delle informazioni in modo comunitario interat-
tivo, la componente comunitaria essendo una del tipo rete. Da qui risulta il 
costruzionismo sociale già ricodato, che Luciano Floridi e altri promotori 
della Filosofia dell’Informazioni assume come premessa fondamentale 
nell’ambito dell’intervento di profilare una nuova prospettiva sulla questione 
dell’informazione. 

Il potenziale di informare dell’internet, di intrattenere, di educare e di 
costituire come supporto per l'organizzazione e lo sviluppo degli affari al 
livello globale è notevole. Ma come qualsiasi altra tecnologia, l’internet 
ammette anche dei materiali con contenuti nocivi, e così potrebbe essere 
utilizzato per organizzare e sviluppare delle attività meno piacevoli, come: la 
riduzione dei posti di lavoro, il cambiamento delle condizioni di prestare i 
servizi per il cliente, la possibilità di creare un ambiente che faciliti la  
trasgressione, la perdita del carattere privato delle operazioni, errori nel 
software, l’infrangimento del carattere privato dei dati personali, la  
violazione dei diritti di proprietà intellettuale, reati economici, azioni di 
sabotaggio, la disinformazione, la distribuzione di materiali con contenuti 
dannosi e persino guerre informatice. Man mano che la tecnologia 
dell’informazione adottata il paradigma „della nuvola d’Internet”7 al livello 
globale, un volume crescente di attività si muovera nei centri di dati  

                                                           
5 Ibidem, pp. 25-35. 
6 Ibidem, p. 36. 
7 Philip Kotler e John A. Caslione, Chaotics. The Bussines of Managing and Marketing in the Age 

of Turbulence / Chaotics: management și marketing în era turbulenței, traducere în limba română de 

Nistor Smaranda, Editura Publica, București, 2009, pp. 37-45. 
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accessibile da qualsiasi luogo. La tecnologia informatica sta diventando 
ancora più centralizzato. La nuvola permetterà alla tecnologia digitale di 
addentrarsi assolutamente in tutti gli angoli dell'economia e della società, 
dando luogo a qualche questioni politici spinose ed a una maggiore 
turbolenza economica, come dicono gli autori Philip Kotler e John A. 
Caslione nel libro Chaotics. The Bussines of Managing and Marketing in the Age of 
Turbulence. 

Nello studiare i problemi dell’utilizzo della Technologia dell'Informazione e 
Communicazioni (TIC) dovrebbero essere considerati, secondo il Prof. 

Dr. Ing. Ștefan Iancu, segretario scientifico del dipartimento di Scienza e 
Tecnologia dell’Informazioni dell'Accademia Romena, i seguenti aspetti: 
tecnico (hardware e software – la vulnerabilità del sistema), legali (nuove 
norme e leggi), l'istruzione (l'utente può prendere coscienza delle funzioni ed 
effetti prodotti dai mezzi tecnici e di imparare ad usarli con cautela), etici 
(l’etica degli informatici) e di mercato (la concorrenza, domanda e offerta agli 
utenti del supporto tecnico possono generare miglioramenti tecnici)8. 
Nell'uso delle nuove tecnologie, abbiamo bisogno di un adattamento al 
cambiamento e alle trasformazione delle strutture sociali e di rendersi conto 
che si devono imparare delle nuove abilità, d’imparare nuovi mestieri e di 
migliorare continuamente le nostre relazioni sociali. I metodi e le tecniche 
sottostanti al’uso del TIC continuerà a svilupparsi e diversificarsi, e si 
prevede che il ritmo della crescita esponenziale continuerà ad evolversi e 
potrebbe causare, nei prossimi anni, le nuove caratteristiche specifiche 
all’ambiente sociale in cui vivremo9. 

In questo contesto, secondo Stephen R. Covey, Principle-Centered 
Leadership, „abbiamo bisogno dei principi giusti che sono come delle 
bussole: queste indicano sempre la strada; e se sappiamo come interpretarle 
non ci smarriamo, non saremo confusi o ingannati dalle voci o dagli valori 
contraddittori”10. I principi sono qulle leggi naturali che per scontato sono 
capite e confermate. Essi non cambiano; essi indicano alla nostra vita la vera 
direzione del nord durante la nostra navigazione tra le correnti degli 
ambienti in cui viviamo. Questi principi si manifestano sotto forma di 
valori, idee, norme e insegnamenti i quali elevano, nobilitano, soddisfano, 
rafforzano e ispirano le persone. La lezione della storia è che gli uomini e le 
civiltà hanno prosperato nella misura in cui hanno agito in sintonia con i 
principi giusti11. 

                                                           
8 Ștefan Iancu, loc. cit., pp. 449-468. 
9 Ibidem. 
10 Stephen R. Covey, Etica liderului eficient sau Conducerea bazată pe principii /Principle-Centered 

Leadership, traducere în limba română de Aureliana Ionesc Editura Allfa, București, 2000, 
p. 8. 
11 Ibidem. 
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Un sistema socio-economico razionale, per essere sufficiente oppure 

operativo, non può prendere in considerazione soltanto i costi esterni, 

materiali. Se tutti i valori diventano misurabili solo in unità monetarie, allora 

la nostra società in cui viviamo diventerebbe marginale, banale, colpita dalla 

povertà e uno dei pochi stimoli rimasti per continuare a vivere sarebbe il 

piacere di ingannarsi e di resistere al comportamento etico. Scomparebbe la 

motivazione del lavoro creativo, non sarebbe più ricompensato alla giusta 

valore, il contributo della ricerca scientifica, tecnica, innovativo e questo 

modo di vita rappresentarebbe una involuzione. Una parte degli uomini 

diventerebbero truffatori di successo o agenti fiscali ricchi e il resto, la  

maggioranza, vivrebbero in una condizioni di povertà, comunque non 

avrebbe importanza12. 

C’è bisogno dei principi etici rinnovati che abbiano rilevanza generale, 

sistemica. Non si deve capire che sarebbe stato imposto d’inventare,  

necessariamente, nuovi contenuti, nuovi concetti etici. In linea di principio, 

tutti i concetti rilevanti e perenni sono stati espressi e documentati più e più 

volte da più di 2000 anni. Tutto ciò che è necessario è di rimodellare questi 

concetti in una forma più moderna, pienamente compatibile con la scienza e 

la tecnologia dell'informazione. In questo modo la TIC potrebbe diventare 

un centro spirituale che congiungerà la scienza, la capacità di anticipazione e 

la responsabilità sociale che formerà i programmatori i quali porteranno la 

responsabilità sociale e saranno pronti per le funzioni esigente della  

società13. 

L’etica dei programmatori dovrebbero essere definitiva, in analogia con 

quella dei medici, gli avvocati, gli insegnanti e dovrebbe stabilire i principi 

d’azione e di risolvere i problemi affrontati da uno specialista di computer 

nell'esercizio del suo ufficio. Essa dovrebbe inoltre di fare riferimento alle 

responsabilità di un programmatore nei rapporti con i suoi datori di lavoro, 

con i suoi colleghi, con i potenziali clienti, con tutti coloro che potrebbero 

essere influenzati dalla sua prestazione. Molti di questi problemi potrebbero 

essere risolti attraverso i principi etici generali, comuni a tutte le profes-

sioni14. La valutazione del fatto che una società fornisce un sistema di 

calcolo e un programmatore concepe un virus informatico il quale è 

implementato, rendendo impossibile il funzionamento del sistema, o 

stabilisce la reazione di un programmatore quando il suo capo gli chiede di 

                                                           
12 Hans Jonas, Philosophical Essays. From Ancient Creed to Technological Man/Dalla fede antica 
all’uomo tecnologico, Edizione italiana a cura di Alessandro Dal Lago e traduzione di Giovanna 
Bettini, Editrice Il Mulino, Bologna, 1991, pp. 50-51.  
13 Paolo Pellegrino, Etica & Media. Le regole dell’etica nella comunicazione, Congedo Editore, 
Galatina (LE), 2009, pp. 151-154. 
14 Ștefan Iancu, loc. cit., pp. 449-468. 
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fare una copia non autorizzata di un programma protetto può essere 

realizzato in conformità con i principi di condotta professionale15. 

Tenendo in considerazione di quanto è stato detto sopra, riteniamo 
che possiamo portare un argomento valido per sostenere l'idea che, 
lungi dall'essere superata o priva di un oggetto di studio ben definito, la 
filosofia dell’informazioni risponde ad un'esigenza reale della società 
dell'informazione e persino l'emergere della società della conoscenza. Così, 
l'argomento si riferisce al fatto che il processo sinergico nel quadro delle reti 
informazionali svolge un ruolo sempre più pronunciato nella configurazione 
della società contemporanea, dai movimenti di strada con il carattere  
politico, fino al trasferimento di valori culturali, comportamenti e anche le 
rappresentazioni sociali. 

La società umana ha cercato vie, modalità, che garantirebbero un 
migliore adattamento ai grandi cambiamenti tecnologici. Nella misura in cui 
sono apparsi nuovi bisogni, nuovi problemi e si sono identificati anche i 
nuovi mezzi tecnici di soluzionamento, per soddisfare le esigenze della vita, 
si sono create nuove istituzioni che hanno cercato di assorbire l'impatto 
delle nuove tecnologie e scoraggiare gli abusi che potrebbero portare agli 
effetti incontrollabili. Tuttavia, l'applicazione di nuove tecnologie, anche nel 
caso di risolvere alcuni problemi attuali di produzione, di crescita del 
benessere, di miglioramento della salute, ha dato alla luce, qualche volta, gli 
effetti secondari indesiderati la cui soluzione ha richiesto e richiede nuovi 
sforzi. 

                                                           
15 Gilles Lipovetsky, Amurgul datoriei, traducere în limba română de Victor-Dinu Vlădulescu, 

Editura Babel, București, 1996, p. 297. 
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Abstract: First, I intend to analyze N. Cusanus’ standpoint regarding the issue of 
analogy, this being a common procedure in the texts of scholastics. How does 
Cardinalus Teutonicus relate to this inherent method of human thinking? Second, I 
am interested especially in a fragment from De docta ignorantia (II, 4) where N. 
Cusanus speaks about a certain type of participation: quantum potest.  
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There are not few the thinkers who wrote their work after a revelation 
(revelatio). At least this is what they tell us. I remind here, without a certain 
order, but also not randomly, R. Descartes, B. Pascal and last, but not least, 
N. Cusanus1. Some have dreamt, even several times, others have heard, and 
apparently they’ve heard well, after all, “faith comes from hearing” (Romans 
10, 17), and to others it had happened in their travel, on the sea, we do not 
know how, but we know from where (from the Father of Light: “credo superno 
dono a patre luminum”)2. Whether our author came or left (to) from 
Constantinople it does not matter anymore now3. And if some wrote their 

                                                           
 Al.I. Cuza University, Iasi, Romania; email: fcrismareanu@gmail.com. 
 This study represents a revised version of the article in Romanian "Nicolaus Cusanus şi 
doctrina analogiei” (“Nicolaus Cusanus and the Doctrine of Analogy”) published in the 
magazine Transilvania, no. 6-7, 2011, pp. 88-93 and no. 8, 2011, pp. 14-19. 
1 I send to a few places in Cusanus’ texts where he invokes revelation – Donum Dei revelatum: 
Apologia doctae ignorantiae discipuli ad discipulum, in Nicolaus of Cusa, 1932. Opera Omnia, 
volume II, editor R. Klibansky, Lipsiae, 5, 19-22: “I confess, my friend, that when I have 
received from above this concept, I had not yet seen «any writing» of the Dionysian ones 
or any other one of the ones belonging to real theologians; but I have went with great 
desire towards the writings of scholars and I have found nothing else but <that> revelation 
presented differently”; see Ibid., 12, 14-17; see also De docta ignorantia, III, Epistola auctoris..., 
(cf. Andrei Bereschi, 2008. Postface to De docta ignorantia (Iaşi: Polirom), p. 557 sqq.). 
2 Cf. N. Cusanus, De docta ignorantia, III, Epistola auctoris ad dominum Iulianum cardinalem.  
3 In the year 1934, in the seminary dedicated to N. Cusanus, M. Eliade stated that: “Nicolaus 
Cusanus had the intuition of the idea De docta ignorantia while he was crossing the 
Mediterranean (in November 1437) going towards Constantinople”. Cusanus’ text tells us, 
however, something else: “in mari me ex Graecia redeunte” (cf. A. Bereschi, Postface to De docta 
ignorantia, ed. cit., p. 626). Anyhow, Cusanus’ experience is on the sea, which means that is even 
more difficult to find. Regarding this road (gone-back) to Constantinople see also the study of 
Pascal Mueller-Jourdan, 2007. “Les linéaments d’une métaphysique de la communion: Notes 
sur l'acclimatation d'un topique néoplatonicien en Bavière et sur ses conséquences possibles. 
Le cas du De Icona (1453) de Nicolas de Cues”, in Istina, vol. 52, no. 4, pp. 503-514.  
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texts under the influence of such revelation, others did not want to write 
anything else after such an event (for example, Thomas of Aquinas).  
 
I. Without any doubt, we all resort to analogies. Broadly, analogy 

(ἀναλογία), designates the idea of a correspondence between the elements 
of two different ensembles, through which it can be established a  
comparison between them. This method is inherent to all human thinking, 
being found in all cultures, with no exceptions; also, this method allows the 
highlighting of a certain type of unit of the divers, at the same time it is also 
the basis of this unit. Beyond the presence of this method encountered in 
the history of human thinking4, “analogy gets a special importance in the 
Middle Ages, because we are in a Christian universe where all that exists is 
the effect of a creating act. We find ourselves, therefore, in front of two 
types of being: the Creative Being and the created being […]. The word 
being applied to different beings – Creator and creation – cannot, 
obviously, have an identical meaning. In other words, it cannot be 
unequivocal. Taken in an unequivocal way, the Being is identified with 
Nothingness […]. Neither unequivocal, nor equivocal, the relation between 
the created being and the creative Being can only be analogically. Of what is 
this analogical report formed? […] analogy alone helps us understand that 
the created being, an effect of God, is not God”5.  

In conclusion to those above, we can notice that we are dealing with a 
theological analogy that designates the relation between creature and God, i.e. 
starting (contemplating) (from) the created ones we can form an idea about 
the One who created them (Romans 1, 20).  

In the specialized literature dedicated to the work of Cusanus, there is an 
entire debate regarding the issue whether N. Cusanus uses or not, in his 
texts, the analogy. One of the first authors that may be invoked in this case is 
Rudolf Haubst who, in his article “Nikolaus von Kues und die analogia 
entis”6, argues the fact that N. Cusanus deliberately avoids the term 
“analogy” so that he does not enter the “scholastic” wars. On the other 
hand, in what the major themes of his metaphysics are concerned, in 
R. Haubst’s vision, the Cardinal does not abandon the idea of analogy, but 
                                                           
4 It seems that the first mentioning of the analogy, as method, between what is created and 
the supernatural plan, can be found in Iliad, book XVIII. Paul Grenet calls this form of 
analogy “literary”, being closer especially to comparison and metaphor (cf. P. Grenet, 1948. 
Les origines de l’analogie philosophique dans les dialogues de Platon (Paris: Bovin & Cie), p. 52, n. 133).  
5 Cf. Hervé Pasqua, 1993. Introduction à la lecture de “Être et temps” de Martin Heidegger (Paris: 
L'Âge d'homme), p. 50. I also thank this way Mr. Hervé Pasqua, who, after reading one of 
my articles (“Nicolas de Cues: un théologien opposé à l’analogie”, in Scientific Annals of the 
University “Alexandru Ioan Cuza”, Iaşi, (New series), Philosophy, Tom LVI [2009], pp. 21-28), 
encouraged me to continue the research of the issue of analogy in the texts of Cusanus.  
6 Cf. R. Haubst, 1963. “Nikolaus von Kues und die Analogia entis”, in Die Metaphysik des 
Mittelalters, ihr Ursprung und ihre Bedeutung (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter), pp. 686-695.  
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he struggles to refound7 it. However, according to other exegetes, such as 
Josef Koch and Paul Wilpert, the arguments of R. Haubst are not very 
satisfactory. Another interpreter of Cusanus’ work, Stephan Wisse,  
distinguishes in the texts of the Cardinal between the symbolic knowledge and 
analogical knowledge. This author highlights the fact that the concept of 
analogy has an important place in the metaphysical foundation of the 
knowledge of God, while the symbolic knowledge places human existence 
in a concrete relation with the divine. In this context, it is not a coincidence 
the fact that N. Cusanus speaks about conjectures (conicere) and not about 
analogy8. The discussions of the interpreters definitely do not stop at this 
point.  

According to other exegetes, “when R. Haubst and P. Hirt refer to the 

issue of analogy, a similar problem is at stake. The man recognizes in 

himself the Trinitarian structure of the divine reality, which is not, frankly 

speaking, possible otherwise but in an analogical manner. R. Haubst 

distinguishes in a justified manner between the concept of conjecture and 

the issue of analogy […]. R. Haubst forgets, however, that Nicolaus 

Cusanus, who knew the philosophical tradition, does not consider analogy, 

but the conjectures. In his reading, P. Hirt goes beyond the simple 

theological interpretation of the concept of conjecture. The connection of 

continuity and discontinuity, of proportion and disproportion, which is 

characteristic to thinking through analogy, has a significant value for the 

human universe of signification in its totality, an universe to which it 

belongs both the thinking as well as the language about God”9.  

                                                           
7 In my opinion, here intervenes, at least in N. Cusanus’ case, the participation of quantum 
potest (upon which I shall delay in the second part of this study), “the new analogy” for the 
majority of scholastic thinkers. On the other hand, Renaissance is also the Age of triumph 
of analogy. In this respect, E. Cassier speaks of “ces épais réseau d’analogies tissées sur la 
totalité du cosmos, la totalité du monde physique et spirituel, comme pour le prendre dans 
ses rets” (cf. E. Cassirer, 1983. Individu et cosmos dans la philosophie de la Renaissance, translator 
Pierre Quillet (Paris: Minuit), p. 116). For the people of this Age, the world is a big animal, 
and the microcosm (man) is the image of macrocosm. For Paracelsus, for example, the 
mercury, intermediate between sun and moon (between gold and silver) is Christ in the 
world of matter, while Christ, mediator between God and world, is the spiritual and 
universal mercury” (cf. A. Koyré, 1971. Mystiques, spirituels, alchimistes du XVIe siècle allemand 
(Paris: Gallimard), p. 116; see also Laurence Bouquiaux, 1994. L'Harmonie et le Chaos : Le 
rationalisme leibnizien et la “nouvelle science” (Paris: J. Vrin), p. 178). As we shall easily notice, 
this is not the “new analogy” adopted by N. Cusanus, and the Christ of which Paracelsus is 
speaking about cannot be the Christ of Christians.  
8 Cf. S. Wisse, 1963. Das religiöse Symbol, Essen, Versuch einer Wesensdeutung, pp. 128-130 
and pp. 240-247.  
9 Cf. Iñigo Kristien Marcel, 2007. L'art de la collection : introduction historico-éthique à 
l'herméneutique conjecturale de Nicolas de Cues, traduit du néerlandais par Jean-Michel Counet 
(Louvain: Éditions de L'Institut Supérieur de Philosophie), pp. 76-77.  
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The points of view presented in the lines above (especially the 
interpretation suggested by R. Haubst) I tend to believe that offer only a 
half of satisfactory answer. About the correct part of this interpretation (the 
rejection of the idea of analogy) I shall discuss in the first part of this article, 
and about a possible solution to the problem debated by the interpreters of 
Cusanus’ work I shall speak in the second part of the study.  

For starters, I will have particularly in view the capital work of the 
Cardinal, De docta ingnorantia. Not only in the reading of this text can it be 
easily noticed the fact that N. Cusanus gives up the monotony of scholastic 
“questions” (quaestiones) and uses the style of maieutic questions, Socratic, 
whose sequence is impossible to predict.  

Against Aristotle and his followers10, N. Cusanus does not assign 
anymore to the creature the co-existence of the two ways, i.e. being in 
potency and being in act11. This standpoint of the Cardinal by means of 
which it is intended the surpass of the Aristotelian perspective, of the act 
and of the potency, represents a real progress towards an understanding of 
the world as visible sign of the invisible (Romans 1, 20), of manifestation of 

                                                           
10 N. Cusanus attacks exactly the “sect of Aristotelians” with these terms: “Unde cum nunc 
Aristotelica secta praevaleat, quae haeresim putat esse oppositorum coincidentiam, in cuius 
admissione est initium ascensus in mysticam theologiam, in ea secta nutritis haec via 
penitus insipida […] ab eis procul pellitur […]” (cf. Nicolaus von Kues, 1932. Apologia 
Doctae Ignorantiae, editor R. Klibansky (Opera Omnia, volume II), Lipsiae, 6, 7-9); see also 
De Non-Aliud: „Philosophus ille certissimum credidit negatiuae affirmatiuam contradicere, 
quodque simul de eodem utpote repugnantia dici non possent. Hoc autem dixit rationis uia 
id ipsum sic uerum concludentis […] aiebat enim substantiae non esse substantiam nec 
principii principium; nam sic etiam contradictionis negasset esse contradictionem… Deinde 
interrogatus, si id quod in contradicentibus uidit, anterioriter sicut causam ante effectum 
uideret, nonne tunc contradictionem uideret absque contradictione, hoc certe sic se habere 
negare nequiuisset. Sicut enim in contradicentibus contradictionem esse contradicentium 
contradictionem uidit, ita ante contradicentia contradictionem ante dictam uidisset 
contradictionem […]” (cf. Nikolaus von Kues, 1989. De Non-Aliud (Die philosophisch-theologi-
schen Schriften, Sonderausgabe zum Jubiläum, lateinisch-deutsch, 3 vol. (Wien: Herder), here vol. 2, 
pp. 530-532). 
11 Cf. N. Cusanus, Trialogus de Possest, § 25 : „In hoc aenigmate vides quomodo si possest 
applicatur ad aliquod nominatum, [quomodo] fit aenigma ad ascendendum ad innominabile, 
sicut de linea per possest pervenisti ad indivisibilem lineam supra opposita exsistentem, 
quae est omnia et nihil omnium lineabilium. Et non est tunc linea, quae per nos linea 
nominatur, sed est supra omne nomen lineabilium. Quia possest absolute consideratum 
sine applicatione ad aliquod nominatum te aliqualiter ducit aenigmatice ad omnipotentem, 
ut ibi videas omne quod esse ac fieri posse intelligis supra omne nomen, quo id quod potest 
esse est nominabile, immo supra ipsum esse et non-esse omni modo, quo illa intelligi 
possunt. Nam non-esse cum possit esse per omnipotentem, utique est actu, quia absolutum 
posse est actu in omnipotente. Si enim ex non-esse potest aliquid fieri quacumque potentia, 
utique in infinita potentia complicatur. Non esse ergo ibi est omnia esse. Ideo omnis 
creatura, quae potest de non-esse in esse perduci, ibi est ubi posse est esse et est ipsum 
possest”.  
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the hidden character (Isaiah 45, 15)12, which offers a foundation for the 
understanding of the world as theophany (θεοφάνεια), as manifestation of divinity.  

Even if in several of his texts he clearly states against scholastic 
Aristotelianism13, N. Cusanus structures his paper De docta ignorantia14 in a 
triadic manner, similar with the structure suggested – for example – by 
Thomas of Aquinas in Summa Theologica. The Bishop of Brixen starts book I, 
which deals with the absolute Maximum, under the auspices of modesty: “I 
try to make public my barbarian stupidities” (“meas barbaras ineptias incautius pandere 
attempto”). I do not think that this aspect is random, because you cannot say 
anything about the One who is beyond all, but some “ineptitudes” (ineptias). 
For N. Cusanus, God goes beyond any concept and, a fortiori, any name (DI book I, 
chapter 24)15. On the line of Dionysian apophaticism, the ignorance of the 
divine being (going, among others, also through Cusanus’ texts) it will turn 

                                                           
12 Cf. Idem., De pace fidei, I, 4, 7: “qui es Deus absconditus” (Romanian translation by W. 
Tauwinkl, Bucharest, Humanitas, 2008, p. 42; Romanian translation by M. Moroianu (Iaşi: 
Polirom), 2008, p. 15); see also Idem., De Deo abscondito, Romanian translation by M. 
Moroianu (Iaşi: Polirom), 2008, pp. 61-77 (Romanian translation by B. Tătaru-Cazaban 
(Bucharest: Humanitas), 2008, pp. 119-133).  
13 For example, from the very beginning of The Apology of Learned Ignorance (cf. Nicolai de 
Cusa, 1932. Opera Omnia, volume II: Apologia doctae ignorantiae discipuli ad discipulum, editor R. 
Klibansky, Lipsiae. Novam editionem curavit Burkhard Mojsisch, 2008), N. Cusanus clearly 
states against the Aristotelian paradigm, adopted by the majority of scholastics, which 
obturates the access to mystic theology: “Nam garrula logica sacratissimae theologiae potius 
obest quam conferat” (Apologia …, II, 21, 11). On the other hand, the author to whom N. 
Cusanus replies, Iohannis Wenck, was the representative of the theology of school, i.e. of 
Aristotelian paradigm.  
14 The sentence docta ignorantia does not appear for the first time at N. Cusanus and it 
cannot either be found ad litteram in the texts of Dionysius Areopagite as it is suggested 

most of the times (the closes formula is in De mystica theologia 1, § 1: ἀγνώστως ἀνατάθητι, 
which means that for Dionysius ignorance becomes identical with knowledge). The phrase 
appears as such in Augustine in Epistolae 130, ad Probam, c. 15, § 28, letter quoted by N. 
Cusanus. In that epistle, Augustine says: “Est ergo in nobis quaedam, ut ita dicam, docta 
ignorantia, sed docta spiritu Dei qui adiuvat infirmitatem nostram”; see also Idem., De 
Ordine, I, 11, 31. The idea of learned ignorance can be encountered also in the texts of the 
authors that follow after N. Cusanus. For example, in the letter of R. Descartes to Regius 
from January 10, 1642, the philosopher states: “Comme, en effet, notre science est 
parfaitement limitée, et que tout ce qui est su n’est presque rien à côté de ce qu’on ignore, 
c’est une marque de savoir que de confesser librement qu’on ignore les choses qu’on 
ignore: et la docte ignorance consiste proprement en ceci, car elle appartient proprement à 
ceux qui sont vraiment doctes”; see also the end of Rule VIII: „il démontrera que la chose 
cherchée dépasse tout à fait la portée de l’esprit humain et par suite il ne se croira pas plus 
ignorant pour ce motif, parce qu’il n’y a pas moins de science dans cette connaissance que 
dans n’importe quelle autre”.  
15 Cf. Nicolas de Cues, 1998. Sermons eckhartiens et dionysiens, introduction, traduction, notes 
et commentaires par Francis Bertin (Paris: Cerf); especially Sermon XX, Dies Sanctificatus, in 
Opera Omnia XVI, fasc. 4, p. 337: “Supra omnem igitur oppositionem et contradictionem 
Deus est”.  
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into what Imm. Kant will call the thing in itself (das Ding-an-sich or numen), 
which cannot be known. In book II, Cardinalus Teutonicus deals with the 
issue of universe, of creation, and in the III one, the Christological issues 
hold his attention, i.e. the mediation between the absolute maximum and 
restricted maximum16. The mediation is made by Jesus Christ (1 John 2, 1; 1 
Timothy 2, 5 et passim) who takes part at both, because He takes over Himself 
by Incarnation all the weaknesses of human nature “except the sin” (Hebrews 
4, 15).  

De docta ingnorantia17 may be considered in a certain sense a “theory” of 
knowledge, and the possibility of knowledge resides in the proportion 
between finite and infinite, between known and unknown 18. But, 
N. Cusanus says on several occasions that “between infinite and finite no 
proportion is possible” (infiniti ad finitum proportionem non esse – DI I, 3)19. 
Clearly, however, this axiom encountered in Cusanus’ texts – between infinite 
and finite no proportion is possible – can already be found in Aristotle (De caelo, 
275 a: “the infinite is not under any possible report with the finite”),  
Bonaventura (Super Sent. III, d. 14, a. 2, q. 3), Duns Scotus (Reportatio 
parisiensis IV, dist. 49, q. 10, n. 5: “nulla est proportio finiti ad infinitum”) 
and Thomas of Aquinas (Super Sent., lib. 4, d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 ad 6: “finiti ad 
infinitum non possit esse proportion”; De veritate, q. 3, a. 1, arg. 7: “Sed nulla 
est proportio creaturae ad Deum, sicut nec finiti ad infinitum”).  

I invoke here other examples from Cusanus’ texts that are significant for 

the issue in question: “all those who question judge an uncertain thing according 

                                                           
16 “The books from De docta ignorantia manage by turn (but not each separately) a theory of 
knowledge, an ontology and a cosmology, all of them being, so to say, “contracted” in the 
last book, in a Christology” (cf. N. Cusanus, De docta ignorantia, Romanian translation by A. 
Bereschi, ed. cit., p. 538, n. 97). For his Christology see Sermon “Verbum caro factum est” 
(December 27, 1253 in Brixen); see also the second Sermon “Verbum caro factum est” 
(January 1, 1454 in Brixen); regarding N. Cusanus’ Christology see the classic paper of 
R. Haubst, Die Christologie des Nikolaus von Kues, Freibourg, Herder, 1956; see also M. de 
Gandillac, 1943. La philosophie de Nicolas de Cuse (Paris: Aubier); see also Forbes Liddel, “The 
significance of the doctrine of the Incarnation in the philosophy of Nicholas of Cusa”, in 
Actes du XIe Congrès international de philosophie, Amsterdam, vol. 11 [1953], pp. 126-131. 
17 By the doctrine of learned ignorance, N. Cusanus surpasses the Aristotelian principles, especially the 
one of non-contradiction and of the excluded third. Now one can also understand the critique from 
scholastic points of view, Aristotelian, the one that came from the professor from the 
University of Heidelberg, Iohannis Wenck, from 1443, against the doctrine of Cusanus in 
the polemic writing De ignota Litteratura.  
18 According to N. Cusanus, “the task of learned ignorance consists of the contemplation 
of the Invisible” (cf. Nicolas de Cues, Sermons eckhartiens …, p. 159).  
19 Cf. N. Cusanus, De docta ignorantia, I, 1: “because it escapes from any proportion, the 
infinite as infinite is not known” (trad. cit., p. 31); see also Ibid., I, 3: “a finite intellect 
cannot exactly include the truth of things by the report of similarity” (trad. cit., p. 43). For 
the same idea, differently expressed, one can also see Ibid., I, 12; II, 2; see also De pace fidei, 
I, Romanian translation by M. Moroianu, ed. cit., p. 17 (W. Tauwinkl, ed. cit., p. 43).  
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to a proportion, making comparison with what is assumed to be certain. Therefore, any 

research that is done by means of proportion is comparative” (DI I, 1). A 

question seems to me legitimate at this moment. Why does N. Cusanus use 

in most of his texts the term of proportion and not that of analogy? First of 

all, I tend to believe that he uses this term because it still belonged to the 

language of mathematics unlike the term analogy which, ever since Platonic 

texts, has departed from its original meaning, the mathematic one. 

Moreover, I think that he wanted to distinguish also terminologically from 

the majority of scholastics that frequently used the term analogy, thus 

avoiding the endless disputes. On the other hand, I think he resorts to the 

term proportion for it cannot be understood without number, “because the 

number is the support of proportion – proportion not being able to exist in 

the absence of number”20. As it results from the texts of N. Cusanus, the 

proportion between two entities cannot be made without number. The 

number makes the proportion, the analogy, possible. God does not need a 

number because He can know things without resorting to them. In 

conclusion, the number is connected only to the human condition and we 

can know things only by means of them. Only with the help of numbers we 

can distinguish among the many characteristic of things.  

In conclusion to the ones above, based on the comparison or the relation 

(proportio), which can never be exact, between a thing supposedly known and one 

unknown, any knowledge is in fact ignorance, because it always stays behind knowing the 

truth. A conclusion perfectly Dionysian from the point of view of ending.  
In the pages of this article I am interested especially in the theological 

analogy, i.e. in the relation between God and creature, which is, from  
Cusanus’ point of view, marked by a profound asymmetry: God gives being to 
the entire creature and this one adds nothing to the being of God21. The disproportion 
that exists between finite and infinite forms one of the fundaments of 
learned ignorance: “Since it stands to reason that it does not exist a relation between 
infinite and finite, then it is also very clear the fact that where one may find 
something more or something less, one cannot reach the pure maximum, 
because those that belong to plus and minus are finite”22. From Cusanus’ 

                                                           
20 Cf. Idem., Ydiota de mente, VI, Romanian translation by M. Moroianu, ed. cit., p. 313. 
21 N. Cusanus in De Vision Dei, XIII, retakes a formula of Eriugena according to which 

God is the similarity of the similar ones and the dissimilarity of the dissimilar ones, the opposition of the 

opposed ones and the contrariety of the contrary ones (De Divisione Nature I, in PL 122, 517 C; see 

also Jean-Michel Counet, Mathématique et dialectique..., p. 44). Obviously, these formulas are 

of Dionysian inspiration (see especially Celestial Hierarchy, chapter II).  
22 Cf. N. Cusanus, De Dogta Ignorantiae I, 3; II, 2; II, 4; see also De Principio 38; Sermon 16; see 

also Jean-Michel Counet, Mathématique et dialectique…, le chapitre III “Excursus la notion de 

splendeur et de disproportion chez Nicolas de Cues”, pp. 110-114.  
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point of view, the relation between God and creature is the same relation (of 
disproportion) with the one between light and colors23.  

If the analogy (proportion) between finite and infinite does not work in 
Cusanus’ texts24, what is the solution of the Cardinal? The mere recognition 
of the unknowability of the divine being is not an option. Agnosticism is 
not an answer25.  

Without any doubt, the fundamental postulate of the treatise De docta 
ingnorantia seems to be the coincidence of the maximum with the absolute 
minimum: “The absolute maximum and contracted at the same time, i.e. 
Jesus the ever blessed” (DI III, Proemium). That unique absolute maximum, 
incommunicable, unfathomable from book I (DI III, 1), is made known 
through Jesus Christ: “This is the face of the unseen God” (Colossians 1, 15; 
see also John 1, 18; 14, 6). “God will not be seen by anyone unless Christ 
shows Him. For only He is allowed to show Him, because only the Son can 
show the Father”26.  

Unlike the majority of the scholastics, N. Cusanus speaks about Christ not as 
about a concept, but as Savior, by means of Him we will obtain salvation and eternal life 
(DI III, Proemium; see also III, 8: “Christum non amplectitur mediatorem 
et salvatorem, Deum et hominem, viam, vitam et veritatem”). N. Cusanus 
claims that the divine filiation, or the adoptive filiation, by means of which 
people may participate at the essential filiation of Christ, equalize with 
deification (θέωσις)27, with their salvation: “To speak briefly, I state that the 
divine filiation does not mean anything else but deification, which in Greek means 

                                                           
23 Cf. Idem., De Dato Patris Luminum II, 100. A similar example, this time the comparison is 
between sight and colors, we encounter in De Deo abscondito: “As it is the sight in the region 
of colors (for regione coloris see also De coniecturis II, 17), so it is God for us” (Romanian 
translation by B. Tătaru-Cazaban, ed. cit., p. 131; M. Moroianu, ed. cit., p. 75).  
24 According to Hans Urs von Balthasar, Nicolaus Cusanus is an author who favors the 
cathological dimension (Kata-logische, according to the original formula of Hans Urs von 
Balthasar), and not the analogical one (cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, Théologique II. Vérité de 
Dieu, section “Aspects catalogiques”, pp. 159-198).  
25 However, an author such as Rudolf Stadelmann, in Vom Geist des Ausgehenden Mittelalters. 
Studien zur Geschichte d. Weltanschauung von Nicolaus Cusanus (Halle: Niemeyer), 1927, pp. 41-
57, considers that N. Cusanus is a thinker very influenced by mysticism and who eventually 
falls into agnosticism. A conclusion completely displaced for a Cardinal of the Roman-
Catholic Church. An unfair standpoint, from my point of view, towards N. Cusanus also 
has P. Duhem: “une absurdité renforcée d’une jonglerie de mots, voilà ce qui va porter tout 
le système métaphysique de Nicolas Chrypfs. La jonglerie de mots ! Ce sera vraiment la 
méthode de notre philosophe. Il se donnera l’air de dérouler des chaînes de syllogisms” 
(cf. P. Duhem, 1959. Le système du monde. Histoire des doctrines cosmologiques de Platon à Copernic, 
tome X (Paris: Librairie Scientifique Hermann), p. 261).  
26 N. Cusanus refers here to the pericope in John 14, 7-9; see in this respect De ludo globi, 71 
(Romanian translation by M. Moroianu, ed. cit., p. 323). 
27 From the point of view of some interpreters, “Cusanus’s notion of deification includes 
themes of ontology, epistemology, revelation and soteriology” (cf. Nancy J. Hudson, 2007. 
Becoming God: The Doctrine of Theosis in Nicholas of Cusa. Washington: The Catholic University 
of America Press, p. 6). 
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théosis”28. “For Cusanus, theosis pervades the entirety of the dynamic 
relationship between Creator and creation. It infuses at once creation's 
origin, its existence as itself, and its ultimate return to God”29.  

In another one of his text – De pace fidei – N. Cusanus states that: “Man 
does not want to be anything else but man, not an angel or other nature; he 
wants to be a happy man, who acquires the ultimate happiness […]; by means of a 
mediator all humans could reach their ultimate desire, and this is the Way, for it is Man 
by means of which any man can reach until God […]. Christ is therefore the One 
assumed by all those who hope to acquire the ultimate happiness”30. For the Cardinal, 
there is no doubt that Jesus Christ is the only Mediator between God and 
people31. The union of the two natures in Christ is effectively used as an 
argument to show that the created being does not add anything to God who 
is the Being itself, but this created being is neither annihilated; on the 
contrary, it is kept as it is, although it completely depends on God 
himself: “in homine assumpto a verbo concedimus unicum esse personale 
hypostaticum ipsius verbi, et nihilominus Christus vere fuit homo univoce 
cum aliis hominibus”32. Therefore, in Christ, the human nature does not have 
existence by means of itself; it subsists uniquely in the person of Word33. 

For the Bishop of Brixen, the union between the absolute maximum and 
the contracted maximum is made by Jesus Christ, man and God34. If between 
finite and infinite there is no proportion, there is the union35 between Creator and creature 

                                                           
28 Cf. N. Cusanus, De filiatione Dei, chapter 1: “Ego autem, ut in summa dicam, non aliud 
filiationem dei quam deificationem, quae et theosis graece dicitur, aestimandum iudico”; see 
also the French translation suggested by Jean Devriendt, 2009. La filiation de Dieu, preface 
by Marie-Anne Vannier (Paris-Orbey: Arfuyen), p. 29. In De filiatione Dei, the term deificatio, 
which translates the Greek théosis (θέωσις), has 8 occurrences. The end of the text De 
filiatione Dei is assigned, even if not in an explicit manner, to the relation between God and 
the One. Interesting (and decisive) is the option of N. Cusanus for théosis and not for hénosis 
which seems to be, at a first look, in the center of his concerns.  
29 Cf. Nancy J. Hudson, op. cit., p. 12.  
30 Cf. N. Cusanus, De pace fidei, XIII, Romanian translation by M. Moroianu, ed. cit., p. 75 
(W. Tauwinkl, ed. cit., p. 90).  
31 Cf. 1 Timothy 2, 5: “For there is one God, and one Mediator between God and people: 
the man Jesus Christ”; a quote taken over by N. Cusanus in De ludo globi, 51 and 75, 
Romanian translation by M. Moroianu, ed. cit., p. 289 and p. 329.  
32 Cf. Maître Eckhart, Prologus in Opus Propossitionum, no. 19, in Master Eckhart: Parisian 
Questions and Prologues, (éd.) Armand Maurer (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval 
Studies), 1974.  
33 Cf. Jean-Michel Counet, Mathématique et dialectique…, le chapitre IX: “La dialectique des 
deux natures dans le Christ” (pp. 365-428).  
34 Cf. Ibidem, p. 370.  
35 “Before any plurality, there is the unity” (cf. N. Cusanus, De pace fidei, VI, Romanian 
translation by M. Moroianu, ed. cit., p. 31 (W. Tauwinkl, ed. cit., p. 59); see also the French 
translation of Roland Galibois and Maurice de Gandillac, 1977. La paix de la foi, § 6, Centre 
d’études de la Renaissance, Université de Sherbrooke, p. 45). The accepted thesis here by 
N. Cusanus is obviously one of Neo-Platonic origin; in a note, M. de Gandillac noticed the 
fact that the Parmenides of Proclus is the most annotated text from the library of Cusanus.  
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made by Christ (DI III, 12), a union that is beyond any concept (DI III, 2)36. 
“No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14, 6) tells the Savior to us, 
who is Deus et homo (DI III, 3; III, 5; III, 4; III, 8; III, 12; see also De ludo 
globi, 75), Creator and creature, without interference, division, confusion or separation 
of the two natures37 is in Cusanus’ terms “admirable union”38 (DI III, 3). The true 
center of the universe is Jesus Christ, as a mediator between God and 
cosmos. Without any doubt, “ce rôle cosmique du Christ39 est le fondement 
de son activité proprement salvifique et rédemptrice. Le Christ assume en 
son humanité qui est le maximum contracté la nature humaine dans son 
universalité et toutes les natures humaines singulières, de sorte qu’en lui qui 
meurt et ressuscite dans son mystère pascal tous les hommes sont morts à 
leur vie ancienne et sont ressuscités pour une vie en Dieu. La résurrection 
du Christ est ainsi le signe et la promesse de la résurrection de tous les 
hommes. L’Église est le rassemblement de ceux qui sont réunis par une même 
foi au Christ, et qui vivent comme un avant-goût de ces réalités définitives 
que Dieu révélera à la fin temps quand il jugera les vivants et les morts”40.  

                                                           
36 “God escapes all conception” (“deus potius aufugiat omnem conceptum”) De Deo abscondito XV; 
see also De visione Dei, XIII, English translation by Jasper Hopkins: “God escapes all 
conception”; see the Romanian translation by B. Tătaru-Cazaban, ed. cit., p. 132; 
M. Moroianu, ed. cit., p. 75. 
37 The Cardinal N. Cusanus speaks of a union “without separation and without confusion” 
of the contracted nature and of the absolute nature in one hypostasis. Without any doubt, 
we find in Cusanus’ texts the issues and even the Christological terminology from 
Chalcedon (451). The Chalcedonian Christology adopted by N. Cusanus is not limited to 
concepts, for what concept without remains may include the person of Jesus Christ, who is 
real man and real God, in two natures (ἐν δύο φύσεσιν), without interference (ἀσυγχύτως), without 
change (ἀτρέπτως), without division (ἀδιαιφέτως) and without separation (ἀχωρίστως).  
38 F. Bertin, when he interprets the Christological standpoint of N. Cusanus, speaks of a 
“Personne théandrique” (cf. Nicolas de Cues, Sermons eckhartiens…, p. 99, n. 1). However, 
contrary to this standpoint, the Chalcedonian formula speaks of a “union between two 
natures in one person, hypostasis”. In my opinion, Dionysius the Areopagite speaks 
explicitly for the first time of an actio theandrica (θεανδρική ένέργεια – Ep. IV, in PG 3, 1072 
C), and not of a “theandric person”. There is no single work as the Monophysites changed the 
Dionisian text, but a new work. Saint Maximus the Confessor in the scholium to Epistle IV 
states that: “no one must declare, adopting a crazy speech, Lord Jesus theandric (θεανδρίτην); 
for he did not say theandric (θεανδρίτην) from θεανδρίτης, but from a theandric work 
(θεανδριkην), i.e. an interwoven work of God and man. This is why he said that God has 
incarnated (άνδρωθέντα) and not that God has become human. Dionysius has called 
theandric only the interwoven work”.  
39 This cosmic role of Jesus Christ from Cusanus’ texts brings the Cardinal very close to the 
standpoint of a Father of Church, Saint Maximus the Confessor (580-662). One of the 
places where N. Cusanus invokes Maximus the Confessor is this: “Sed si se gratiam assequi 
sperat, ut de caecitate ad lumen transferatur, legat cum intellectu Mysticam theologiam iam 
dictam, Maximum monachum, Hugonem de Sancto Victore, Robertum Lincolniensem, 
Iohannem Scotigenam, abbatem Vercellensem et ceteros moderniores commentatores illius 
libelli; et indubie se hactenus caecum fuisse reperiet” (cf. Apologia doctae ignorantiae, in Nicolai 
de Cusa, Opera Omnia, volume II, editor R. Klibansky, Lipsiae, 1932 (Novam editionem 
curavit Burkhard Mojsisch, 2008), pp. 20-21). 
40 Cf. Jean-Michel Counet, Mathématique et dialectique …, pp. 370-371. 
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Out of other coordinates, Joachim Ritter believed that in N. Cusanus’ 
view it is “definitely not about separation or cut: there are not two worlds, 
one of the divine and a terrestrial one. The world is the visibility of the 
unseen God, just as God is the invisibility of the seen world. The same 
principle that keeps Cusanus apart from the scholastic analogia entis also 
keeps him apart from the Platonic or Neo-Platonic participation”41.  

In what is regarded the standpoint of N. Cusanus to analogia entis, the 
author above mentioned is perfectly right, but regarding the “Platonic or 
Neo-Platonic participation”, I do not think that his statement has any 
support. I shall try below to highlight this. 
 
II. In the second part of this study, I delay only on one issue that caught my 
attention in De docta ignorantia and which is somehow connected to the ones 
presented so far. It is about the quantum potest participation. Before all, a 
short trip in history is, in my opinion, absolutely necessary.  

The phrase quantum potest has a frequent use at the authors of Latin 
language, from Cicero to R. Descartes (Meditation II) and even B. Spinoza 
(Ethics, proposition 57, demonstration and scholium to proposition 73). In 
comparison with analogy (mathematical proportion), the expression quantum 
potest (as some Latin authors equalized the Greek expression κάτ’ άναλογίαν) 
introduces less rigidity in the demonstration. In fact, man cannot enter 
God’s essence, but he takes part, each according to his own capability 
(quantum potest), to deification (théosis).  

It seems that the quantum potest participation (reception) represents one of 
the privileged themes in early scholasticism in order to explain the 
participation of the creature to the Creator. By means of this idea is saved 
the attribute of the divine perfection. The roots of this issue are, probably, 
in Timaeus, 38 c, where Plato refers to the participation of temporal things to 
eternity and divinity according to their own ability. On the other hand, 
Aristotle, in De anima, 415 b, refers to the participation of different under-
moon beings to the divine world. Proclus in his Elements of Theology, 
proposition 122, invokes the same expression quantum potest to define the 
reception of divinity: “any subject that is capable of receiving the 
participation from gods enjoys their gifts that the norms of his constitution 
(mesuras proprie ypostaseos) allow”42.  

                                                           
41 Cf. Joachim Ritter, “Die Stellung des Nicolaus von Cues in der Philosophiegeschichte. 
Grundsätzliche Probleme der neueren Cusanus-Forschung”, in Blätter für Deutsche Philo-
sophie, 13 [1939-1940], pp. 111-155, here p. 128.  
42 Cf. Proclus, Eléments de théologie, translator J. Trouillard (Paris : Aubier-Montaigne), 1965. On 
this issue (quantum potest) see also the comments suggested by A. Baumgarten to De fato (On 
destiny), Romanian translation by C. Todericiu, notes and comments by A. Baumgarten 
(Bucharest: Univers Enciclopedic), 2001, especially pp. 28-29 and pp. 85-86, n. 33, p. 103 
sqq; see also Liber de causis, traducere, notes and comments by A. Baumgarten (Bucharest: 
Univers Enciclopedic), 2002, p. 123, p. 145 sqq.  
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Another very important occurrence in the history of the phrase quantum 
potest (and even for analogia entis) is to be found to Ioan Philopon, who 
stated that “in God the will of good is one and simple, to which it 
participates without any doubt each of the beings, quantum potest (as much as 
it is possible); but God wants everything to resemble to Him, and this 
resemblance is not the same for all things, but it differs depending on the 
analogy of beings, in the same way in which all things participate to being and 
good, but with the condition that each of them to be able and for its nature 
to allow it to participate to being and good”43. This text proves that most of 
the Commentators of Greek language took into consideration the doctrine 
of analogy not just as cosmological principle, but ontological, i.e. according to 
its own capacity of receiving44.  

For Western thinkers, another extremely important source in the 
metamorphosis of the phrase quantum potest is, without any doubt, the 
Corpus Areopagiticum. Ysabel de Andia says that, “in his texts, Dionysius, 
uses the phrase κάτ’ άναλογίαν to indicate the proportion or the measure, but 
also the faculty, the ability or the capacity of each being to participate to its own 
cause. In this sense, the phrase κάτ’ άναλογίαν: “according to proportion, 
analogy”, or according to Vladimir Lossky’s translation, “according to 
capacity, possibility”45, it is synonym with the expression κάτά δυνατόν: 

                                                           
43 Cf. Ioan Philopon, 1899. De Aeternitate Mundi contra Proclum, editor H. Rabe (Leipzig: 
Teubner); (reprint G. Olms, Hildeshein, 1984), p. 568 sqq.  
44 Cf. J.-F. Courtine, 2005. Inventio analogiae. Métaphysisque et ontothéologie, Paris, J. Vrin, p. 212. 
45 Cf. Vladimir Lossky, “La notion des ’analogies’ chez Denys le pseudo-Aréopagite”, in 
Archives d'histoire doctrinale et littéraire du Moyen Age, 5 [1930], pp. 279-309. According to Vladimir 
Lossky’s counting, the term άναλογία has 23 occurrences in CH, 31 in EH, 17 in DN and one 
occurrence in MT. A total of 72 occurrences. However, in Corpus Areopagiticum, one may 
encounter several terms that are part of the family of the notion analogy. For example, 
according to Ysabel de Andia, άναλογία has 26 occurrences CH 140 A; 165 B2; 168 A; 177 C; 
257 C; 257 D; 273 A; 293 A; 305 C; 332 B; EH 372 D; 400 B; 432 C; 476 C; 477 C; 480 A; 500 
D; 504 A; 513 D; 537 C; DN 588 A; 696 C; 701 A; 705 C; 872 C; 897 A; άναλογος, – ως has 48 
occurrences: CH 121 BC; 124 A; 164 D; 180 C; 209 C; 260 C; 273 A2C; 285 A; 292 C; 301 
ABC; 336 A; EH 373 A; 377 A2; 429 A; 445 B; 477 AD; 480 B; 501BC2D; 504 D; 505 D; 516 
B; 532 BCD; 536 C; 537 C; 560 B; MT 1033 C (in reality, άναλογος, – ως has in Corpus 
Areopagiticum 38 occurrences and not 48); άναλογικός : DN 825 A (cf. Ysabel de Andia, L’union à 
Dieu chez Denys l’Aréopagite…, Deuxième partie, chapitre IV : “L’analogie” (pp. 101-108). A total 
of 75 (to be more precise 65) occurrences. According to the critical edition of Dionysian texts 
(Corpus Dionysiacum / Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita. 1, De divinis nominibus, editor Beate Regina 
Suchla, Berlin / New York, W. de Gruyter, 1990 and Corpus Dionysiacum / Pseudo-Dionysius 
Areopagita. 2, De coelesti hierarchia ; De ecclesiastica hierarchia ; De mystica theologia ; Epistulae, editor 
Günter Heil, Berlin / New York, W. de Gruyter, 1991), άναλογία has the following 
occurrences: DN 109, 3; 145, 15; 149, 20; 154, 13; 198, 11; 206, 6; CH 11, 13; 18, 10.15; 19, 22; 
20, 13; 36, 23; 40, 9; 43, 4; 48, 18; 54, 4; EH 65, 2; 75, 9; 85, 6; 97, 18; 98, 25; 99, 10; 104, 10; 
106, 2; 114, 3; 120, 5; άναλογος : DN 110, 13; 114, 1; 115, 8; 128, 6; 140, 15; 144, 5; 165, 16; 
166, 1; 178, 17; CH 8, 9.17; 9, 8; 17, 5; 22, 5; 30, 20; 38, 1; 40, 7.13; 41, 3; 42, 12.19; 44, 21; 45, 
14; 46, 1; 56, 10; EH 65, 11; 68, 2.8; 82, 20; 94, 13; 98, 4; 99, 3.20; 104, 21; 105, 8.15.24; 107, 5; 
108, 8; 114, 23; 115, 18; 116, 4.14; 119, 5; 120, 11; 125, 16; MTh 147, 11; άναλογικός : DN 188, 
16. A total of 65 occurrences.  
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“according to power”46. The phrase quantum potest from the philosophy of 
Latin language can be translated with the terms of Dionysius the Areopagite 
and with μέτρον47 or άξίαν, value, dignity or even merit (the creatures participate 
to God pro merito48, expression used in the Latin version of Church Hierarchy 
(EH I, 2; PG 3, 372 D – 373 B, to express the Greek κατ’ άξίαν). Anyhow, 
“each according to his capacity” is clearly the secret of Dionysian 
hierarchy49. For Dionysius the Areopagite, άναλόγως signifies the extent of 
powers or the merits of each of us. The Dionysian analogy must be 
understood as “capacity” (virtus) of receiving the divine gifts.)  

In conclusion to those above, it must be said that in the texts of  
Dionysius the Areopagite, the logical or mathematical connotation of  
analogy almost disappeared; or, rather, it has been integrated in an 

                                                           
46 Johanes Scotus Eriugena translates the term άναλογία by corrationabilitas: “[…] juxta 

analogiam, id est corrationabilitatem” (cf. Jean Scot Erigène, 1975. Expositiones in ierarchiam 

coelestem, J. Barbet (éd.), Corpus Christianorum, Continuatio Mediaevalis 31 (Turnhout: Brepols), 

p. 60 and pp. 156-157). Corrationabilitatem literary means “proportionality”, an aspect that 

sends to the classic, original, mathematic sense; but he knows the other sense as well, of 

“personal analogy”, i.e. the “quantum” of participation to the divine light which is given 

(dono) to each man or to each angelic intelligence (cf. Jean Scot Erigène, Expositiones super 

ierarchiam caelestem S. Dionysi, III, 7; édite par H.-D. Dondaine, 1950. Archives d’histoire 

doctrinale et littéraire du Moyen Age, 25-26, p. 260; see also Claude Buridant, 1998. L'étymologie, 

de l'antiquité à la Renaissance (Lille: Presses Universitaires Septentrion), p. 93). Later on, 

Hugues de Saint-Victor prefers to translate the term analogy in the following way:  

“according to analogy, i.e. according to the way and measure of possibilities” (secundum modum et 

mensuram possibilitatis […] secundum ordinem, et gradum et proprietatem) (cf. René Roques, 1962. 

Structures théologiques de la gnose à Richard de Saint-Victor. Essais et analyses critiques (Paris: PUF), 

p. 323). In his turn, N. Cusanus also resorts to an interesting etymology. For him, “mind 

comes from measure” (Ydiota de mente, I, 57, Romanian translation by M. Moroianu, ed. cit., 

p. 267). An etymology probably taken from Thomas of Aquinas, De Veritate, 10, 1. For  

Cusanus, in opposition with the majority of the scholastic tradition, measurement is the 

fundamental operation of mind, but not the finite is the standard or the unity of measure of the infinite, but 

the opposite: any relative thing is in a radical opposition with the Absolute and it is however wrapped 

(“complicated”) in it.  
47 Regarding the term μέτρον in Corpus Areopagiticum see René Roques, 1983. L’univers 

dionysien. Structure hiérarchique du monde selon le Pseudo-Denys (Paris: Cerf), pp. 59-64. 
48 I believe that a text of N. Cusanus from De pace fidei, XVI, can be invoked in this respect: 

“Paulus : Quid igitur iustificat eum qui iusticiam assequitur. Tatarus: Non merita, alias non 

foret gratia, sed debitum. Paulus : Optime ais, sed quia non iustificatur ex operibus in 

conspectu dei omnis vivens, sed ex gratia”. English translation by Jasper Hopkins: “Paul: 

What, then, justifies him who obtains justice? Tartar: Not his merits. Otherwise it would 

not be [a question of] grace but rather [of] debt. Paul: Exactly. Now, because no living 

[soul] is justified in the sight of God by works, but rather by grace” (http://jasper-

hopkins.info/DePace12-2000.pdf); see Romanian translation by W. Tauwinkl, ed. cit., 

p. 104; M. Moroianu, ed. cit., p. 93.  
49 Cf. Florin Crîşmăreanu, “L’analogie et christologie dans le Corpus Dionysiacum”, in the 
Scientific Annals of the University “Alexandru Ioan Cuza”, Iaşi, (New series), Philosophy, Tom 
LIV [2007], pp. 28-47.  
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ontological paradigm, where the proportion initially mathematic becomes 
the measure of measure in God and the measure measured in the creature.  

In comparison with the interpretation given by the majority of  
scholastics, the Dionysian analogy does not have to be understood either as 
mathematical proportion, or in its gnoseological (scholastic) acceptance, but 
in an ontological sense, anagogic, that modifies the very person of the one 
involved in such a spiritual hike.  

The authors that came after Dionysius – especially his scholastic 
interpreters – have given a strictly gnoseological importance to analogy. 
Obviously, there are exceptions, on both sides50. For the Western paradigm, 
three standpoints have caught my attention: Hugues de Saint-Victor, Albert 
the Great and, obviously, N. Cusanus.  

A very faithful interpreter in what the Dionysian analogy in West is 
regarded is Hugues de Saint-Victor (1096-1141). In my opinion, Victor is 
one of the few Western authors who recovers the Dionysian acceptance of 
analogy. In his comment to Church Hierarchy51, analogy is clearly defined as 
appointing “the human condition”, i.e. what is “personal” of the human nature: 
“the analogy of nature, i.e. personal condition, property or what is suitable. 
It is what man does by means of his power and knowledge, what man receives and what 
he can”52. As in the case of Dionysius the Areopagite, it can be said that we 
have here two ways of analogy, the one according to which man can do 
something, according to each one’s capacity of doing (the analogy related to 
our human condition) and what he receives from God (it is his ability of 
receiving the divine gifts, which, in the end, is still related to our condition 
of homo viator (to speak of “divine analogies”, as Vl. Lossky suggests, seems 
to me too much).  

Secondly, among scholastics, the most appropriate example seems to be 
Albert the Great (1195-1280), who recovers the sense of analogy from the 
Dionysian texts. For the exegetes of Albert’s work, the analogy from his 
texts is not an Aristotelian analogy, but it is the Dionysian one, it is an 
analogy of the receivers (analogia recipientium)53.  

In his turn, N. Cusanus, in De docta ignorantiae, uses only three times the 
phrase quantum potest, all occurrences are in book II (which is dedicated to 
the universe, the creature, therefore to the microcosms, to man): 1. book II, 

                                                           
50 For example, Cajetan, radicalizes and simplifies Thomas’ standpoint from De Veritate, 
considering in De Ente et essentia (q. 3) that the analogy of proportionality is the only 
authentic one (cf. B. Pinchard, 1987. Métaphysique et sémantique. Autour de Cajetan. Etude et 
traduction du De Nominum Analogia [Paris: J. Vrin]). 
51 Cf. Hugues de Saint-Victor, In Hierarchiam Coelestem Sancti Dionysii Areopagitae secundum 
interpretationem Joannis Scoti, in PL 175, 923 A -1154 C.  
52 Cf. Ibid., 970 AB; see also R. Roques, 1962. Structures théologiques de la gnose à Richard de 
Saint-Victor. Essais et analyses critiques (Paris: PUF), p. 323, n. 6.  
53 Cf. Alain de Libera, 1990. Albert le Grand et la philosophie (Paris: J. Vrin), p. 102. 
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chapter 1 (Romanian translation p. 205, where it is about “the art that 
imitates nature as much as it can”, an aspect on which we are not particularly 
interested in here); 2. II, 4 (Romanian translation p. 237: “as long as the 
contracted one or concrete has everything that is from absolute, «it means 
that» it imitates as much as it can the one which is the absolute maximum. 
Therefore, we state that the ones revealed to us in the first book regarding 
the absolute maximum, as they are good as maximum to the absolute, as absolutes, 
they are good in a contracted manner to the contracted as well”); and 3. II, 12: “the 
movement of the whole, according to its power, aims at circularity” (Romanian 
translation p. 327; an aspect in which we are not interested here).  

Among these three occurrences, we are especially interested only in one 

of them in this study, namely the fragment from Book II, chapter 4. In my 

opinion, here we encounter the two types of analogy encountered in the 

texts of Dionysius the Areopagite (distinction taken then over by Johanes 

Scotus Eriugena, Hugues de Saint-Victor et alii). First of all, the capacity, the 

ability of imitating God and, secondly, the gifts received from God for each 

according to each one’s capacity of receiving (the analogy of receivers). As it can 

easily be noticed, what some exegetes call the two types of analogy: the 

human one (analogy is a propriety of human, one of its conditions by which it 

participates to the divine ones) and the “divine one” (in my opinion, 

improperly thus called by Vl. Lossky54), i.e. the measure of measure that escapes 

any measurement, in the words of N. Cusanus, “as they are good as maximum 

to the absolute, as absolutes, they are good in a contracted manner to the 

contracted”, are intimately connected, are intertwined. 

As in the case of Dionysius the Areopagite, in the texts of N. Cusanus, 

analogy (κάτ’ άναλογίαν understood as quantum potest) must not be understood 

either as mathematical proportion, or as its gnoseological (scholastic) acceptance, but in an 

ontological sense, anagogic, that modifies the very person of the one involved in such a 

spiritual hike. I tend to believe that in N. Cusanus’ case as well, God is shared 

by each one according to his capacity (quantum potest). Quantum potest is 

intimately connected to the faculty of resemblance. As I get closer to God, I 

obtain the resemblance with Him.  

                                                           
54 Vl. Lossky says that “one can speak of a personal “analogy” of God, which is an infinite 
analogy, according to which the Three Persons of the Holy Trinity participate to one 
another completely” (cf. Vl. Lossky, “La notion des "analogies"…, p. 299). On the other 
hand, René Roques considers that there is a real άναλογία and a perfect άναλογία 
(cf. R. Roques, L’univers dionysien…, pp. 62-63). I cannot agree with these statements, no 
matter how great the names that support such standpoints, because άναλογία is an issue 
that is related exclusively to the human intellect (did not Hugo de Saint-Victor said that 
analogy belongs only to human nature?), therefore it is imperfect. God does not need 
άναλογία, unless we apply to Him our categories, i.e. we anthropomorphize Him. Analogy 
is by excellence a procedure that belongs only to man.  
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In the spiritual hiking, analogy is, without any doubt, necessary, but not 

also sufficient. After all, analogy of scholastic type (gnoseologic) is only a 

simple intellectual instrument. The role of analogy is that of helping us 

speak with a meaning about what is on the other side, about what is 

transcendental. In the structure of universe man occupies a privileged place 

(which sometimes uses analogy) – man is microcosm55 -, because, in spite of his 

finitude, he is opened to transcendentalism. This path, traditionally, splits 

into two categories: ascending analogy (Aristotelian) and descending analogy 

(Platonic). The ascending one starts from the sensitive ones to the 

intelligible ones (with justification not only in Aristotelian doctrine, but also 

in the Scriptural one: Romans 1, 20 and Wisdom of Solomon 13, 5). Descending 

analogy (“cathological” would Hans Urs von Balthasar say) starts from God, 

from the initial cause to creatures, applying the principle of participation to 

the latter ones. In the first case, of ascending analogy, the first known is the 

finite being, including the human subject, the one who makes our  

experience possible. In the second case, the first known is the First Being, 

in the light of which all others are known.  

The examples that illustrate the two types of analogy are multiple. It is 

about, first of all, the ancient dispute between Plato and Aristotle,  

metamorphosed during the Middle Ages in the dispute between the Persian 

Avicenna and the Moroccan Averroes. On both sides can easily fit in 

thinkers such as Maître Eckhart and Thomas of Aquinas, N. Cusanus and 

Iohannis Wenck, Duns Scotus and F. Suarez et alii.  

In my opinion, together with the moment F. Suarez the systematic analysis 

of analogy disappears56, this “horrible analogy” as Saint Bernard57 says. 

Simultaneously with this moment one can notice another disappearance 

extremely significant for the world from patristic and scholastic period: 

hierarchy. According to F. Suarez, “the creature takes part equally to the being of 

                                                           
55 For the phrase "Man is microcosm" see On the Game of Globe, Romanian translation by M. 
Moroianu, volume II, p. 271.  
56 According to J.-F. Courtine, it is about a “quasi-disappearance – anyhow, with its topic 
and architectonic function – of (recent) doctrine of the analogy of the being” (cf. J.-F. 
Courtine, 1990. Suarez et le système de la métaphysique (Paris: PUF), p. 521). 
57 Cf. Saint Bernard, 1866. Hérésies de pierre Abélard, lettre cent quatre-vingt-dixième ou traité de 
saint Bernard contre quelques erreurs d'Abélard au pape Innocent II, tome XI, in Oeuvres complètes de 
saint Bernard, traduction par M. l’abbé Charpentier (Paris: Vivés). According to J.-F. 
Courtine, Inventio analogiae..., p. 10, analogia entis marks “the rhythm of internal moves” of 
metaphysical systems until the disappearance and definite victory of Scotist destruction, an 
aspect highlighted, among others, by Oliver Boulnois (cf. O. Boulnois, 1988. “La 
destruction de l’analogie et l’instauration de la métaphysique”, in Duns Scot, Sur la 
connaissance de Dieu et l’univocité de l’étant, Introduction, traduction et commentaire (Paris : 
PUF), pp. 11-81; see also, of the same author, “Analogie et univocité selon Duns Scot : la 
double destruction”, in Les Etudes Philosophiques, 3-4 [1989], pp. 347-369).  
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God”58. It is obvious here the absence of hierarchy. On the other hand, in 

the thinking of the Fathers of Church and even of some Western authors, 

such as N. Cusanus, the issue of hierarchy is major especially in the 

participation of creature to God, each according to its capacity (ability), 

quantum potest.  

After all, “by Thomistic commentators and others, especially with 

Cajetan and F. Suarez, theological analogy (whose roots are in Divine Names) 

was little by little reduce to a particular case of a general theory of analogy, 

radically non-theological”59. According to the statements of J.-L. Marion, by 

the standpoints of Cajetan and F. Suarez it is obvious a significant 

metamorphoses with certain incalculable consequences for theology.  

 

III. In the end of these lines, I tend to believe that such a situation could 

have been reached (the disappearance of Dionysian analogy and of the 

principle of hierarchy), because along the way it is about a certain set of 

presuppositions that make possible certain discourses, theological and 

metaphysical presuppositions. Unlike the majority of scholastics, where the 

metaphysical component dominated, I believe that for N. Cusanus primary 

are the theological, Christological presuppositions.  

As it also captures very well in a note the Romanian translator of the 

paper De docta ignorantia, Andrei Bereschi, “the mediator universe of 

Cusanus represents the expression of a radicalism which not only that it 

does not accept anymore functional intermediations in the creation” (see 

Romans 1, 20), but it also suggests a relation of interpenetration (God is in all and 

all are in God)”60, to which I would add that the model of this interpenetration 

(περιχωρησις)61 of the divine and human meets in the Person of Jesus Christ. 

In my opinion, neglecting the Christological component, fundamental in 

Cusanus’ work, one can accuse N. Cusanus of pantheism as well. Such 
                                                           
58 Cf. F. Suarez, Disputationes Metaphysicae, II, sec. II, § 14.  
59 Cf. J.-M. Marion, 1977. L'idole et la distance (Paris: Bernard Grasset), pp. 305-306, 
considers that “in the posterity of F. Suarez the place occupied till then by analogy remains 
vacant!”. On the other hand, in the year 1921, B. Landry stated that “currently closed, the 
old notion of analogy reappears” (cf. Bernard Landry, 1922. La notion d’analogie chez saint 
Bonaventure et saint Thomas d’Aquin (Louvain: Institut Supérieur de Philosophie), p. 68).  
60 Cf. N. Cusanus, De docta ignorantia, Romanian translation cit., p. 531, n. 39.  
61 Περιχωρησις (Latin circumincessio) appears for the first time in Saint John of Damascus’ 
texts, Exposition fidei [The Exact Exposition of Orthodox Faith] (CPG 8043), Kotter, II, 51, 
57-63: “It should be known, however, that, although we say that the natures of God 
interpenetrate and cover each other, we do however know that the interpenetration/ 
perichoresis was made starting from divine nature; for it penetrates all, as it pleases, and 
covers all, but through it nothing penetrates”; see in this respect Priest Andrew Louth, 
2010. John of Damascus. Tradition and Originality in Byzantine Theology, translation by priest 
professor Ioan Ică senior and deacon Ioan I. Ică jr. (Sibiu: Deisis), p. 257; see also Ion Bria, 
1994. Dictionary of Orthodox Theology (Bucharest: EIBMBOR), pp. 304-305. 
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allegations did not delay to appear even during his life-time62. Unless you 

take into account the place that Jesus Christ occupies in Cusanus’ texts, 

then you can formulate such allegations.  

On the other hand, there are interpreters that admit the fact that 

Christology is fundamental for N. Cusanus, except that they do not see 

anything else but a “conjectural Christology”. It is true that N. Cusanus 

suggests a theory of representation as assumption (conjectura). In the 

Cardinal’s words, “an assumption (conjectura) is a positive assertion which, 

in its alteration to truth, as it is in itself, it does however participate to it” 

(De coniecturis, III, I). In the opinion of some exegetes of Cusanus’ work, 

“une conjecture est donc une représentation doublée de la conscience de 

son inadéquation”63. Starting from the texts of the Cardinal, we cannot 

agree with Xavier Tilliette, who, in one of his texts, stated: “c’est de 

christologie conjecturale qu’il s’agit, en vue de mieux comprendre l’union 

hypostatique et l’être du Christ – lancée comme une exploration à la 

rencontre du mystère. De la christologie dogmatique et l’attestation qui la 

précède, la christologie conjecturale, toute proleptique, tout idéale, dessine 

en creux la forme ébauchée”64. It is clear for everyone that X. Tilliette 

considers N. Cusanus a simple philosopher and, therefore, his Christology 

can be “conjectural”. In my opinion, the Christology adopted by Cardinal 

N. Cusanus cannot be considered a “conjectural Christology”, because the 

Christological Chalcedonian dogma was not founded on assumptions, 

conjectures.  

Placing all his hope in Christ, N. Cusanus does not really resemble much 

either with that character described by G. Bruno, who “swims during storm 

and who is either on the top, or under the wave; for he did not see clearly, 

uninterrupted and totally the light and did not swim quiet and straight, but 

with jerks and interruptions”65. G. Bruno rejects precisely the Christological 

component where N. Cusanus put all his faith into. And if he does this, 

then he definitely cannot get out of pantheism, because for him the double 

nature of Christ does not work any more. Bruno takes over from Cusanus 

                                                           
62 For example, Iohannis Wenck accuses Cardinal Cusanus of pantheism, because I think 
he did not manage to see Cusanus’ work but in the light of scholastic Aristotelianism, 
neglecting thus totally Chalcedonian Christology upon which leans, in my opinion, the 
entire construction of Cusanus. 
63 Cf. Frédéric Vengeon, 2005. “Le symbolisme linguistique dans l'art des conjectures”, in 
Nicolas de Cues, penseur et artisan de l’unité , sous la direction de David Larre (Lyon : ENS 
éditions), pp. 133-134. 
64 Cf. Xavier Tilliette, 1993. Le Christ des philosophes. Du Maître de Sagesse au Divin Témoin 
(Namur: Éd. Du Sycomore), Chapitre II "Nicolas de Cues", pp. 17-22.  
65 Cf. Giordano Bruno, 2003. On Infinite, Universe and Worlds, translation by Smaranda Bratu 
Elian (Bucharest: Humanitas), p. 96. 
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only the idea of God’s immanence in the world and not the idea of His 

transcendence.  

Unlike some scholastic thinkers who tried to reach, to know God 

starting from the seen ones, from creation (by means of analogy), for Cusanus, 

this distance between God and world was crossed through the act of Incarnation. In my 

opinion, N. Cusanus is one of the few Western thinkers who firmly states 

against the analogy of Aristotelian origin resorting to the arguments of 

Chalcedonian Christology. After all, Cardinalus Teutonicus tells us that any 

other mediation than the one of God is false and deceiving66. 

                                                           
66 Cf. N. Cusanus, De docta ignorantia III, 11: “Benedictus Deus, qui per Filium suum de 
tenebris tantae ignorantiae nos redemit, ut sciamus omnia falsa et deceptoria, quae alio 
mediatore quam Christo, qui veritas est, et alia fide quam Iesu, qualitercumque perficiuntur 
! Quoniam non est nisi unus Dominus Iesus potens super omnia, nos omni benedictione 
adimplens, omnes nostros defectus solus faciens abundare”. 
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Abstract: Platonism founds its whole philosophical tradition on the following 
main idea: there are two spheres of reality, one is truly real, eternal and  
unchangeable and the other is just a copy, it is an imperfect imagine of the first 
one. In Timaeus, Plato says that the demiurge shapes an amorphous matter 
following an eternal model. Plato's interpreters, in particular the Middle Platonists, 
saw in demiurge a mediating principle between the complete transcendent First 
God and matter. Looking up to First Principle and in harmony with the eternal 
Ideas demiurge creates the world. In gnostic systems, there is an inferior being, a 
demiurge often named Yaldabaoth, Samael or Sakla who is ignorant and boastful. 
He gives form to matter, without knowing the eternal realm above him. So, he is 
no longer a mediator in a platonic sense. In these gnostic systems the mediator role 
is rather played by Sophia, demiurge’s mother. However, in this case the world is 
no longer the result of the divine goodness, but it is a result of a fall. 
 
Keywords: Demiurge, mediator, reality, fall, hierarchy, intermediary. 

 

 

I. Two levels of reality in Plato’s philosophy  
 
From Plato to Plotinian Neoplatonism have passed nearly six centuries, 
period in which the dialogues Timaeus and Parmenides are among the most 
cited and commented Plato’s texts. The first dialogue puts in scene the 
demiurge theme, while the second treats issues related to One beyond being. 

Regarding this last matter, it should be noted that Plato did not address 
this issue directly, but he just outlines details of this subject, especially in the 
fragment 137c-142a from dialogue mentioned. André-Jean Festugière 
shows that the theme is also dealt in other places, such as Symposium 210 e 2 – 
211 b 3, Sophist 218 c 1-5, 221 a 8, Laws X 895 d 1-896 a 5, Letter VII-a 
342 a 7-e 3, Republic 509 b 81. Romanian scholar Marilena Vlad believes that 
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there are two classical references which are frequently used by which 
frequently, namely the fragments taken from Republic and Parmenides 2. 

The platonic tradition founds its philosophical system on the following 
paradigm: there are two spheres of reality, a changing reality, subject of 
becoming and corruption, that of the sublunary world and another perfect 
reality, immutable, that is origin and cause of the former. 

Besides the fact that Timaeus evokes a cosmological theory, it is also an 
account about the distinction and relation between Being and becoming, 
between what is eternal and what is changeable. Being is changeless, always 
eternal and the model of things from physical world. Ideas are the core of 
the Platonic philosophical doctrine, and its basic features are, as Giovanni 
Reale summarizes: intelligibility, incorporeal, being in the full sense, 
unchangeable, self-identical and unities3. Being in the full sense refers to the 
fact that ideas are the beings that are truly real, that is what is really real. 
Plato attributes ideas the character of true and absolute being, namely being 
in the full sense, in multiple places of his dialogues, among which should be 
noted Republic 477 a, Sophist 248 e or Phaedrus 247 c-e. Immutability refers to 
the fact that Ideas devoid any change, they are beyond birth and destruction, 
beyond beginning and end, generation and corruption. Intelligibility is 
another Ideas’ essential feature, and this trait puts them in opposition to 
sensible world, “which makes manifest that realm of realities existing beyond 
the sensibles themselves. They are precisely graspable only by the intelligence 
that is able to disengage itself from the senses.”4 

Considering that there is a two-level reality, a sensitive and visible level, 
and the other supersensible or metaphysical, Plato must explain the way in 
which can be set up a connection between them. Several authors talk about 
Plato's dualistic perspective of reality. One of them notes that “The 
distinction of the two realms (…) of reality, that of the intelligible and that 
of the sensible, is truly the principal path of all Platonic thought”5. Plato 
writes in his dialogue about the necessity of two different levels of being:  

“This being so, we have to admit that there exists, first, the class of things which 
are unchanging, uncreated, and undying, which neither admit anything else 
into themselves from elsewhere nor enter anything else themselves, and which 
are imperceptible by sight or any of the other senses. This class is the proper 
object of intellect. Then, second, there is the class of things that have the same 
names as the members of the first class and resemble them, but are perceptible, 
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created, and in perpetual motion, since they come into existence in a particular 
place and subsequently pass away from there. This class is grasped by belief 
with the support of sensation.” (Timaeus, 52a) 

 
II. Demiurge as mediator between Ideas and matter 

 
Therefore, for the Greek philosopher there are two levels of reality, and 
between them subsist a relation of “ontological dependence and not one 
that is symmetrical or reciprocal”6. I said above that Timaeus presents a 
cosmology, but it should not overlook the fact that the same dialogue 
presents also a cosmogony, Plato is describing both the way in which the 
cosmos is structured and how is it structured. The cosmos is subjected to 
change and, consequently, the world is not eternal. It has a beginning 
because is visible, has a body, it is palpable, all this belonging to sensitives. 
Because it is generated, it “is necessarily created by some cause” (Timaeus, 
28a). So, if the world is not eternal, it must necessarily have a beginning and 
a maker, which Plato calls him a demiurge or craftsman, and thus the 
Athenian philosopher “is introducing into philosophy for the first time the 
image of a creator god.”7 In order to unite these different levels of reality, 
the demiurge, as a mediator, was often aided by his lesser intermediaries, the 
younger gods. 

The world was brought to life because of the goodness of the world’s 
Architect. He is good and he wanted to pass along or to communicate his 
goodness and perfection, because, Plato says, demiurge “was good, and 
nothing good is ever characterized by mean-spiritedness over anything; 
being free of jealousy, he wanted everything to be as similar to himself as 
possible” (Timaeus, 29e). Demiurge being good and wanting everything to be 
as good, took everything that was visible and chaotic and brought it from 
this state into order, “which he regarded as in all ways better” (Timaeus, 30a). 
It must be stressed out that Plato does not make the demiurge omnipotent, 
at least not in the way that Jewish and Christian God is; the world is not 
created out of nothing or ex nihilo, but out of disorder. 

The world-artisan is located between eternal Ideas, which he uses as a 
model, and chaotic matter which receives an order, resulting the world, 
named by Plato cosmos. He shapes primordial chaos looking to a perfect 
being, this is why “this world of ours is an image of something” (Timaeus, 
29b). The aim of the author of the world is to make a genuine copy of the 
eternal model, as we can read in Timaeus “craftsman takes something 
consistent as his model, and reproduces its form and properties, the result is 
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bound in every case to be a thing of beauty, but if he takes as his model 
something that has been created, the product is bound to be imperfect” 
(Timaeus, 28a-b).  

In any case, the final product is not a genuine copy or reproduction of 

the eternal model after which it was designed. Matter stands in the way of 

achieving an exact copy. Hence, in Timaeus we find three main actors acting 

in the process of forming the world: Ideas, Demiurge and chaotic matter. It 

should be mentioned however that Plato did not use the concept of matter. 

In fragments 30 a, 37 d, 46 c, 53 b is suggested that the demiurge meets an 

obstacle in the process of forming the world. The philosopher speaks of a 

pre-existing material, but it is not explicitly named in matter, but receptacle 

(hypodoche or chora). Among post-Plato philosophers, Aristotle is the first one 

who identifies the receptacle from Timaeus with matter (Physics, 209b). This 

idea was accepted at first by Plato’s students and it was universally  

supported in Antiquity8 (Sorabji 1988, 33). 

 

III. Mediating Principle in Middle Platonism 

 

The question that now arises is as follows: does the demiurge identify with 

the Idea of Good? This question arises because Plato never explicitly  

established the relationship between the demiurge and the Good. As I 

mentioned at the beginning, Parmenides is an emblematic dialogue, the One's 

transcendence question finds its lifeblood in it. 

The Italian exegete Giovanni Reale considers that for Plato demiurge is 

the supreme God, but the Idea of Good is ,,the divine” or using author’s 

words “the Platonic God is «he who is god» in the personal sense, whereas 

«the Idea of Good» is the Good in the impersonal sense”9. John Dillon makes 

a similar observation: “The Good, after all (…) though a creative force, is a 

creator in a far more transcendent manner than the Demiurge. It simply 

provides the conditions of existence and knowability for the totality of the 

Forms”10.  

But, for Plato’s descendants things were not so simple. There exist two 

main directions of interpretation in Middle Platonism. One branch argues 

that Demiurge is a living intellect which contains the eternal Ideas; The 

other branch supports that the divine is a hierarchical construction of  
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realities, where we must distinguish between an absolute unknowable 

principle, a demiurgic and sometimes a third god, named the World Soul11.  
The One, as a complete transcendent First Principle, was situated above 

the demiurge, as second God and active principle, only under the 
Neopythagorean influence12. 

In the first three centuries, the Demiurge has received the interpretation 
described above, he is perceived as an intermediate being or entity, midway 
between the eternal transcendent God and matter. More accurate an exactly 
distinction of a First, unknown “God or Mind above a Second God or 
Mind is to be found in the first-century Neo-Pythagorean Moderatus and in 
Alcinous”13. For Numenius, Demiurge is the second God, the principle of 
the sensible world, as we can read in Fragments 16, 17, 19 and 21. Also, in 
fragment 18 we find the following dates about this Second God: he is a 
good deity, but with a certain amount of imperfection. He is contemplative, 
looking up to God on high and directs his demiurgic activity by his 
contemplation, in harmony according with the eternal Ideas.  

Apuleius, a second century philosopher, writes in De Platone et eius dogmate 
a fragment regarding God, passage which is extensively discussed by 
modern exegesis. This is the fragment (1.V.190-191): “sed haec de deo 
sentit, quod sit incorporeus. is unus, ait, άπερίμετρος, genitor rerumque 
omnium extructor, beatus et beatificus, optimus, nihil indigens, ipse 
conferens cuncta. quem quidem caelestem pronuntiat, indictum, innominabilem 
et, ut ait ipse, άόρατον, άδάμαστον, cuius naturam invenire difficile est, si 
inventa sit, in multos earn enuntiari non posse.”  

In the fragment above, Apuleius tells us that according to Plato, God is 
incorporeus, unus, aperimetros, so, he is one and unique, unmeasurable, father 
and creator of everything – genitor rerumque omnium extractor, he is good and 
he does not require anything. He cannot be expressed, is nameless, God is 
invisible and hard to discover his nature. Claudio Moreschini asks if this 
uniqueness of God exclude the existence of other deities. The Italian 
scholar stresses that Apuleius’ God is unique in the sense that he is prime. 
He puts the fragment cited in relation to another passage, I, 11, 204-205, 
where we read that there are a multiplicity of gods above which rises the 
supreme god. Accordingly, there is a gradation of divinity that culminates in 
a supreme and unique god14. 
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IV. Demiurgic figures in Gnostic systems 
 
A series of Platonic philosophers see a rapprochement between Greek 
philosophy, especially the Platonic one, and the doctrines professed by 
Gnostic movements. Testimonies in this respect are found at Porphyry and 
Plotinus. The latter tells us that Gnostics take their ideas from Plato's 
philosophy. As Michael Allen Williams noted, the demiurge has a central 
place in gnostic myths, and he suggests that the term Gnosticism should be 
replaced with the one of “biblical demiurgical traditions”15. These systems 
are constructed on “a pessimistic interpretation of Platonism”16, but for 
sure, together with an intake from the Judeo-Christian thought; for 
example, the figure of Sophia derives from Judaism17.  

Plotinus accuses the Gnostics that they misinterpret Plato’s demiurge 
and that they called him evil. It is well known the fact that cosmological 
theories from various Gnostic texts are based on an interpretation of 
Genesis in the light of Platonic philosophy. But, Gnostic groups are 
different and offer different interpretations of the same episode, or using 
Williams’ words “there is no single «gnostic exegesis»”18. Therefore, Gnostic 
movements offer different testimonies when they evoke: “”how the material 
universe came into being and how Wisdom was involved in it, but in any 
case the result was a distorted thought, a contemptible false version of 
divinity named Ialdabaoth (…). While Plato’s craftsman god created this 
world as the best possible copy of the eternal forms, Ialdabaoth formed the 
material universe as a highly imperfect copy of the spiritual entirety of 
which he had a dim memory.”19  

Nevertheless, broadly the gnostic systems are based on the following 
premise: there is a Supreme God, who is good, perfect and unknown20 and 
an inferior God, identified with God of Old Testament. Many original gnostic 
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texts start with, or at least they contain, an extensive description of the 
Unknown God, or, with a description of his unknowability and 
indescribability. This point is also found in the heresiological testimonies, as 
for example we find in Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, I.1.1:  

“They claim that in the invisible and unnameable heights there is a certain 
perfect Aeon that was before all, the First-Being, whom they also call First-
Beginning, First-Father, and Profundity. He is invisible and incomprehensible. 
And, since he is incomprehensible and invisible, eternal and ingenerate, he 
existed in deep quiet and stillness through countless ages.” 

This Supreme God generates a series of beings, named aeons, which 
meaning realms, eternities or eternal realms. All these beings constitute the 
Pleroma, and the last and the youngest of the aeons is named Wisdom or 
Sophia. This feminine aeon committed an error, an episode often called 
“the fall of Sophia”. After this event, she repents, but the error already 
committed lead to the appearance of her son, the Demiurge, craftsman or 
maker of the world, often named Yaldabaoth, Sakla, Samael. These systems 
are characterized by “a break in the middle of the procession of all things 
from the first principle, a radical disorder and discontinuity between the 
spiritual world and the ignorant and inferior power”21. Through this kind of 
representation the process of creation “is attributed to the fallen aeon, since 
a direct relationship between the Perfect Father and the defective cosmos is 
impossible”22, which is a revolutionary perspective proposed by Gnostics. 
This kind of approach allows Gnostics to exonerate the unknown God for 
the evil in the universe23. 

For Gnostics, Sophia occupies a central place in the system, even if there 
are multiple scenarios regarding the role played by her, the results are always 
the same: the emergence of matter and Demiurge. From an error or  
passion, Sophia gives birth to rough matter and to his descendant, an 
imperfect, formless and weak demiurge. 

However, we must keep in mind the fact that “Unlike the cosmic 
demiurge, she is not an evil figure but she is not fully perfect either. In fact 
she is pictured as an ambivalent and tragic character. (…) But Sophia 
repented and wished to make good her failure.”24 Sophia is a mediating 
figure, she introduced demiurge in the scene, in this cosmic drama, she 
“plays the crucial mediating role between the transcendent realm of 
perfection and the origin of the demiurge and the created cosmos.”25 In 
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most accounts the craftsman is ignorant, jealous and boastful, he does not 
know his Mother or the Pleroma above him.  

We cannot say about him that he is really evil. The Gnostic world-maker 
“is morally ambivalent, for though he loves the good he is fatally flawed by 
ignorance and self-centeredness. Thus, for example, he recognizes the 
goodness of the patterns in the spiritual realm and feels a natural attraction 
toward them”26. The sensible universe was formed through Sophia by the 
world-maker, despite he was ignorant of his mother's role in this process 
and thought himself to be the sole world-artisan. Valentinian Gnostics 
describe demiurge in more positive terms, being called image of the Father, 
Father, God, as we can read in Adversus Haereses I.5.1, Excerpta ex Theodoto 47.2 
or Tripartite Tractate 100.20-30. 

In this context we must note an observation made by a Romanian 
scholar: “It is therefore quite naive to state that, for Gnostics in general, the 
evil Demiurge of the world is identified with the Old Testament god. If 
such identification occurs indeed in most cases, only in a very few instances 
is the Demiurge simply or strictly evil.”27 

The same observation is made by Norwegian scholar Einar Thomassen, 
who says that the idea of an evil demiurge is absent primary texts preserved 
in Coptic manuscripts. In Nag Hammadi documents, the greek term 
demiourgos occurs only a few times, more accurate in two Valentinian texts, 
Tripartite Tractate and A Valentinian Exposition and in some non-Gnostic 
texts, The Teachings of Silvanus and Asclepius. In older texts owned by Sethian 
Gnostics, the world-maker is not named demiurge, but Yaldabaoth. 
Sophia's offspring, at least as he is described in the Apocryphon of John, he is a 
parody of both the Old Testament God, as well as the Demiurge from 
Timaeus 28. Author concludes “that neither with respect to terminology, 
conceptual structure or focus of interest is there any indication that the 
cosmogony of the Timaeus exercised an influence on that of Ap. John and 
cognate documents”29. Against this conclusion, Karen L. King reacts and 
writes “at least in antiquity readers of texts like the Secret Revelation of John 
considered figures like Yaldabaoth to be demiurgic figures” 30. Indeed, 
Neoplatonic philosopher as Porphyry and Plotinus used the designation 
demiurge in order to name the Gnostic world-maker.  
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On the other hand, in Valentinian manuscripts there is not just one 
demiurgic figure. The term demiourgos is used in order to name several beings 
with creative features. Thomassen notes the following figures: a. The 
Saviour-Logos; b. Sophia herself; and c. “her son, who carries the epithet 
Demiurge as a proper name, but who basically is not more than a tool 
manipulated by his mother.”31  

The Valentinian craftsman described by Irenaeus in Adversus Haereses, 
1.5.1. is ignorant, as we have already seen; he is just a tool in Sophia’s hand, 
he is an agent in the process of forming the world, but he does not know 
this fact, he is secretly moved by Sophia32. The same information we can 
find in Clement’s Excerpta ex Theodoto 49.1: “He did not know her who was 
acting through him and believed that, being industrious by nature, he was 
creating by his own power.” Accordingly, even if the gnostic world-maker is 
sometimes called demiurge, or if he is perceived by Neoplatonic philo-
sophers as a demiurge, he is not like Plato’s craftsman. Firstly, he does not 
know eternal ideas above him. Secondly, he is a creative agent, a tool in the 
process of creation.  
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Abstract: The aim of this article is to discuss Bonaventure’s approach on defining 

the will and it’s relation to other faculties of the human soul and to the problem of 

evil. The will represents a faculty of the soul that defines the tendency or appetite 

towards a certain thing that is desired; mostly understood as the movement of the 

soul towards something and, in this sense, one speaks always about the will or 

desire of a certain thing. An analogy of the divine will and the way it may reflect 

into human will reflects the manner in which the act of willing is always oriented 

towards good. According to Bonaventure, the divine will represents the fundament 

of the universe and of its existence, the real cause of everything that was created. 

The divine will is also named providence as the carefulness and desire for every 

man to be saved and perfected. The only remedy to the problem of evil and 

weakness of the will is to obtain the rectitude of the will as the orientation of the 

will towards that what is just, morally right and according to the will of God. A 

right will is defined by a correct evaluation of the self that implies not to judge and 

criticize the people who commit evil, but to understand that they suffer from a 

weakness of the will that determines their moral behavior.  

 

Keywords: will, Bonaventure, intellect, intention, Medieval ethics. 
 

 

In defining the human will, Bonaventure affirms that as a faculty of the soul 

it represents a tendency or appetite towards a certain thing that is desired. 

The will together with the intellect originate in the memory and it represents 

one of the three powers that define the human soul as an image of God, 

especially, the Holy Spirit. Through its interior act, the will is a choice and a 

desire of self or of God1. From a different point of view, the will is also a 

union of the tendency towards something and reason, as a free activity in a 

consensus rationis et voluntatis. Liberty exists in human nature because of the 

faculty of the will, the only faculty that is equally infinite to the will of God, 

considering that the senses and the human intellect are limited. In this case, 
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the will is the only faculty that may represent a mediator between man and 

God, as a bridge of a better understanding of the relationship man-God1.  
For Bonaventure, the will is oriented towards moral good by the faculty 

of synderesis that is inherent to the will and not to the intellect, as Thomas 
Aquinas considers when defining synderesis as a part of the intellect that 
distinguishes right from wrong, good from evil in moral actions. In practical 
actions, synderesis represents for the will the same thing as natural light for 
the intellect in the process of knowing the truth2. Because the will is a 
faculty of the soul, it is more connected to the intellect than to the body in 
order to lead properly the free acts of the human being towards its own 
dignity. Bonaventure considers that in the case of the rational soul the will 
desires naturally something that is good, but if it’s not supported by grace it 
may fall into sin because of its weakness. The role of grace is to assure that 
the will may desire in an efficient way the moral good, given the fact that 
the will may also desire evil in an efficient way3.  

The elective faculty is the one that deliberates, judges and chooses. To 
deliberate means to analyze what represents the best thing, but something 
may not be called “better” if it is not compared to that what is “the best”. 
No one knows if a thing is better than another thing if one doesn’t know 
which thing resembles most to that which is the best thing. Nobody may 
possess the knowledge of resemblance, if one does not first possess the 
knowledge of the things he has to compare, as the following example 
offered by Bonaventure may assert: no one may know that “someone 
resembles Peter” if the one who judges the resemblance does not know 
Peter. In this case, the one that deliberates must have a natural knowledge 
of the supreme good.  

A sure judgment of what one may deliberate is assured according to a 
certain law. No one judges in a certain way according to a law if one does 
not have the certainty that that law is just, because the human mind is only 
self-reflexive and it does not have the capacity of defining or analyzing the 
law according to what one may judge. This law is superior to human mind 
and it is offered to men by God. The deliberative power extends it limits in 
the act of judging something to the divine laws if it offers a complete 
solution to certain problems that may arise theoretically and practically. 
Speaking about the will of choosing something, Bonaventure asserts that it 
has to desire only the supreme good4.  

                                                           
1 Bonaventure, II Sent., d. 25, p. 2, a. 1, q. 1, resp.  
2 Trophime Mouiren, “Voluntas” in Jacques-Guy Bougerol (ed.), Lexique Saint Bonaventure, 
Paris, Editions Franciscaines 9, 1969, p. 137.  
3 Bonaventure, II Sent., d. 24, p. 1, a. 3: “Est enim in anima rationali voluntas naturalis, qua 
naturaliter vult bonum, licet tenuiter et exiliter, nisi gratia iuvet, quae adveniens iuvat eam et 
erigit, ut efficaciter velit bonum. Per se autem potest velle malum efficaciter”.  
4 Idem, Itinerarium mentis in Deum, III, 4 (Bonaventura, Itinerariul minții spre Dumnezeu, Iași, 
Polirom, 2012, p. 65).  
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The will represents mostly the movement of the soul towards something; 
in this sense, one speaks always about the will or desire of a certain thing. 
An analogy of the divine will and the way it may reflect into human will 
explains better in which way the act of willing is always oriented towards 
good. The will is also the faculty of free acting and turning to good or evil 
marks an important feature that describes it: by desiring a particular thing, 
the will may always tend to something (aliquid) that has been judged and 
considered valuable by the intellect. This idea, that the will tends to 
something that the intellect has primarily judged as being valuable, redefines 
the dignity of the will as being equal with that of the intellect and according 
to these terms Bonaventure affirms his primate of the will. Firstly, a person 
desires something and only after this first act of desire, the intellect may 
judge if that thing is good or evil and only after this judgment the will may 
desire something that has been evaluated as good or wrong. Freedom 
means that someone has the power and the ability to desire in an equal way 
something that is either good, or bad5.  

God is the main objective of human will, because by means of the 
memory the will reflects the image of the Holy Spirit as the love that 
determines all the actions. In this case, the will represents the main factor of 
human actions according to divine will in order to re-establish the image of 
God lost by Adam through the original sin. Being connected to the capacity 
of acting, the will is also connected to another dimension, that of the body, 
and in this way, it may be considered a mediator between spirit and matter6. 
The intellect, the will and synderesis are different powers of the soul, but 
not different essences or substances. A real distinction between the soul and 
its faculties does not exist in reality and this classification represents just a 
theoretical approach for a better understanding of the human soul. The 
conjunction of will and intellect defines the freedom of action in a 
conscious way7.  

According to Bonaventure, the divine will represents the fundament of 
the universe and of its existence, the real cause of everything that was 
created. The will is the vital movement through which a living being unites 
in it the efficient and the final causes. The will of God is identical to 
goodness as the primary cause of everything and any other will cannot be 
understood if one does not compare it firstly to the divine will: a will that is 
so just it cannot be distorted and so efficient it cannot be stopped in any 
possible way expressed as law, prohibition, advice, permission, achievement. 
The divine will is also named providence as the carefulness and desire for 

                                                           
5 Fabio Porzia, “Voluntas”, in Ernesto Caroli (ed.), Dizionario Bonaventuriano, Padova, 
Editrici Francescane, 2008, p. 892.  
6 Ibidem, p. 893. 
7 Ibidem, p. 891.  
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every man to be saved and perfected8, because Christ represents through 
the act of His Incarnation the prototype of all mediation between man and 
God as the Supreme Mediator.  

One may say that Bonaventure is never satisfied just with the rational 
attempt of defining the being of man; he tends to discover the real and 
proper way of life for man in the universe through a practical reflection. As 
James P. Reilly asserts, man is more an actor than a spectator in the life 
which he chooses to live according to his free will and as a Christian to his 
faith in Christ9. For Bonaventure, moral life does not and may not exist 
without the faith in Christ as a guide for the human will and reason. In the 
process of mediating between man and God, the will does not just represent 
a bridge that eases the dialogue between man and God; it reaffirms a way of 
life that must be chosen each time one decides to trust and have faith in 
Christ and in the way of life that He proposes. Faith represents a dynamical 
process and not a statically position of the mind, it must be assured and 
reassured throughout the entire life of the believer; it is a choice that one 
makes each time one trusts to follow in his own life the path described by 
the one in which one believes in accordance with one’s own will.  

One of the reasons why human will becomes so weak in taking certain 
decisions is to be found, as Bonaventure asserts, in the fact that the soul has 
turned its eyes to the beauty of created things instead of contemplating the 
eternal ones. The only remedy to the problem of evil and weakness of the 
will is to obtain the rectitude of the will as the orientation of the will 
towards that what is just, morally right and according to the will of God. A 
right will is defined by a correct evaluation of the self. Man errors in trying 
to evaluate his character by referring to beings that do not represent the 
supreme good and justice, because these beings represent the object of his 
primary affective responses as Reilly asserts10, in this sense they are more likely to 
be chosen for such an evaluation. The “immediate” beings that define a 
limited form of goodness are more desirable in the first place because they 
produce an immediate, even though not long lasting, affective response.  

Man, as a limited being, defines himself in relation to other limited 
beings which he loves and desires according to his first attempt of 
manifesting affection. Love is firstly an act of choice, an expression of the 
will. Human beings choose to love and who to love because they desire to 
manifest their affection and receive the affection of other beings. As an act 
of the will, love represents the most powerful act of choice and in this 
sense, if oriented to the proper thing and according to the proper hierarchy 

                                                           
8 Ibidem, p. 890. 
9 James P. Reilly Jr., “Rectitude of will and the examined life”, in S. Bonaventura, Collegio S. 
Bonaventura Grottaferrata, Rome, 1974, p. 656.  
10 Ibidem, p. 661. 
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of love, as Augustine asserts, it represents the proper mean of achieving the 
rectitude of the will. Man’s love must be firstly oriented in loving the 
Supreme Good and only after this kind of love is achieved, he may manifest 
his affection on other particular beings11. The true definition of a human 
being is to be found only after it establishes a real and efficient relationship 
with the Trinity considering the fact that the human soul represents its  
resemblance.  

In many aspects, the freedom and free will of humans may seem con-
tradictory to the contingency that characterizes man: a radically contingent 
being that possesses an almost absolute liberty restraint only by its  
ignorance and weakness of the will in achieving the union between human 
and divine will12. In this sense, Bonaventure considers that the task for every 
person after the fall is to recover the rectitude of the will through the 
Sacraments of the Church in order to re-establish its soul and mind as 
image of God. In accomplishing this task man has to struggle with the 
limitation inherent to his condition as a created being that was “reinforced” 
after the original sin and with the weakness inherent to a contingent will.  

To remedy this weakness of the will man must firstly understand that he 
has to use his freedom in a correct and rational way, to find a remedy for 
the perversion of freedom from which he suffers the most in his moral 
behavior. Only after eliminating this perversion of freedom, the inclination 
of self-deception and re-orientating the will entirely to God, man may say 
that he has surpassed the weakness of the will and resolved the problem of 
evil. The process of re-orientating the will means that man has to find God 
through his marks and traces left in the entire material and spiritual universe 
and not to reject the universe. Man finds God and is united with Him, 
achieving the rectitude of the will, only after he understands and learns that 
firstly he has to accept the entire creation as a mark (non-rational creatures) 
or similitude (rational creatures) of God13. 

Bonaventure understands the universe according to the medieval  
Christian cosmogony as a book written by the hands of God for the human 
beings, as if the key of communicating with other living beings is to be 
found by reading the book of creation. According to such an interpretation, 
the key to decipher the creation was lost after man has fallen due to the 
original sin, therefore losing Heaven meant actually losing the possibility of 
a real and authentic relationship with other creatures, rational or not. And if 
man does not re-establish such a relationship, he cannot define himself and 
follow the necessary path of re-uniting himself with God in order to achieve 
salvation. One does not achieve the rectitude of the will and is not saved if 

                                                           
11 Bonaventure, Itinerarium mentis in Deum, IV, 1-2, ed. cit., pp. 71-73.  
12 James P. Reilly Jr., op. cit., p. 661.  
13 Ibidem, p. 663.  
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one hasn’t achieved the equilibrium of having an authentic relationship with 
the entire creation in order to achieve the possibility of establishing one 
with the Creator.   

Man’s moral growth depends in the Christian and Franciscan philosophy 
of the surrender and submission to evil, only by surrendering one’s self to 
evil, evil may be transgressed. The rectitude of the will is determined by this 
capacity of the will to be humble and surrender itself to the sufferance of 
evil in order to surpass it14. To surrender to evil means not to judge and 
criticize the people who commit evil, but to understand the psychological 
mechanism of a weak will oriented towards evil that drives them intro 
acting in such a manner.  

To create and observe a culture of blame, guilt and remorse is not 
enough in order to re-establish one’s moral behavior. Maybe one of the 
problems that define the secularized contemporary world reflects a deficient 
understanding of the meaning of guilt related to man as a sinful being. To 
be aware of the fact that a person is not without sin and that one’s life may 
be filled with errors reflects the humbleness demanded by a Christian way 
of life, but accepting to be judged and feeling guilt just as a consequence of 
other people’s judgment related to one’s moral acts represents a failure of a 
process of self-evaluation.  

The Franciscan way and Bonaventure’s way of understanding life define 
the acceptance of human condition that is weakened by sin and evil, 
without tolerating and judging the evil behavior, this approach tries to 
improve it with compassion, love and understanding. A man who suffers 
and observes evil must not respond with evil, but with kindness, goodness, 
love and compassion in order to succeed in improving other people’s 
behavior with the help of God’s grace, wisdom and will, because only God 
has the real power of drawing good out of evil. 
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The Myth of Authority in Russian Philosophy 

Abstract: The myth always wants to be true, and therefore real, otherwise it lapses 
and passes into the fictional sphere. The authority expresses its correctness, and in 
this regard, it is based on truth or it froms their truths in order to preserve its 
justification. Myths possess their own founding instances, which grant them 
credibility. At the same time, the authority may resort to myths, old or new, to 
maintain its status. The fact is that myths and authorities oftenly work together and 
in the same way, in the collective mentality. We find these circumstances in 
societies that have been formed and developed based on a vertical social  
construction of a defined hierarchy. The consequences of such a state of affairs 
can, in fact, be formulated in terms of social passivity, where the population is 
lacking intiative, all the decisions being made by the dominant classes (political, 
economical, intelectual), and system functionality can be inferred from the 
excessive confidence in those who maintain their authority by reassuring citizens 
of their righteousness through various forms of propaganda, in order to maximize 
the diminishment of the critical spirit. 

In the approach that follows, I propose to analyze, in a historical-philosophical 
perspective, the premises of mythical order found at the base of the political 
authority in Russian space. What was the relationship between philosophy and 
authority, and how much do we talk about contemporary myths and their 
functionality? 
 
Keywords: myth, authority, philosophy, collective mentality, Russian thinking. 

 

 

Comment peut-on expliquer la soumission des masses populaires à un 
seul individu ou à un groupe minoritaire qui détient le pouvoir et que cela 
apparaisse comme quelque chose de naturel et, qui plus est, que c’est le 
peuple qui reconnaît le statut du monarque et s’y soumet? – c’est la principale 
question qu’a comme point de départ la présente étude. N. Berdyaev 
considérait qu’on peut régner sur les peuples d’une manière autoritaire par 
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une sorte d’hypnose suggestive des dirigeants, et que les instruments  
principaux seraient les mythes. Qu’ils soient des knèzes, des tzars ou des 
empereurs, le peuple russe a connu une seule forme de gouvernement – la 
manifestation du pouvoir par une autorité. Une pareille situation ne peut 
que susciter de nombreuses interrogations sur la mentalité de ce peuple, qui, 
le plus souvent, ne s’est pas considéré comme subjugué mais, au contraire, 
élu. En définitive, c’est le peuple qui confère et qui reconnaît le pouvoir de 
l’autorité. Ainsi, paradoxalement, d’une part il se sent traité injustement à 
cause des restrictions de la liberté, d’autre part il regarde son tzar avec 
humilité, comme quelque chose de sacré.  

Dans la présente étude nous avons essayé de trouver une réponse à cet 
esprit de l’orient slave en consultant leurs propres penseurs. Du point de 
vue philosophique, nous avons cherché des raisons qui expliqueraient la 
relation subtile entre l’autorité, le peuple et le pouvoir. Le XIXème siècle est 
considéré comme la période d’épanouissement de la réflexion philosophique 
dans le cadre de l’Académie de Kiev et de Moscou. Les philosophes de cette 
époque-là semblent s’interroger de manière originelle sur leur propre 
identité nationale et sur le rapport entre le peuple russe et le reste du monde 
(surtout l’Europe), et la philosophie a représenté un nouveau territoire du 
savoir, le meilleur pour de pareilles questions.  

Nous avons opté de traiter le problème dans deux perspectives 
majeures : historique et religieuse. La cristallisation d’une identité nationale 
se produit, invariablement, dans certaines circonstances historiques qui,  
souvent, s’avèrent définitoires pour le développement ultérieur de la culture 
et de la politique. Serait-il possible d’identifier, à l’origine de la conscience 
nationale russe aussi, un mythe du sauveur qui, peut être, est encore effectif? 
De l’autre point de vue, la religion inclut les aspects nécessaires pour 
persuader la foule. Ainsi, si, dans des conditions idéales, la religion s’offre de 
sauver des âmes et le côté spirituel de l’homme, dans l’empire du césar, 
selon l’expression de Berdyaev, elle peut devenir un instrument efficace de 
manipulation des peuples. Là où l’on rencontre une autorité absolue, on 
retrouve également une idéologie, qui fonctionne au niveau du subconscient 
collectif. La manière dont ils ont collaboré, l’Église et l’État, au dévelop-
pement de l’Empire Russe pourrait constituer une réponse véritable et peut 
clarifier le rapport de forces entre le peuple et les dirigeants.  

 
I. La perspective historique 

 
En 1836, dans la revue Télescope, on publiait la première des huit Lettres 
philosophiques adressées à une dame signées par Piotr Tchaadaïev. La lettre (la 
seule d’ailleurs parue pendant la vie de l’auteur) comprend une critique assez 
dure à l’adresse du passé et du présent de la Russie, raison pour laquelle elle 
provoque une réaction négative dans la société. La réponse des autorités a 
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été prompte. Sur l’ordre du tzar lui-même, le journal a été fermé, le 
rédacteur N. I. Nadezhdin exilé, le censeur renvoyé, et l’auteur, Piotr  
Tchaadaïev, déclaré fou, a été mis sous la surveillance de la police, avec 
résidence forcée et contrôle médical tous les jours, ne lui étant permise 
qu’une promenade une fois par jour. Ce n’est qu’après une année et demie 
qu’on a enlevé ses restrictions, à condition qu’il n’écrive et ne publie plus 
jamais.  

À ce que l’on peut observer dans ce cas, dans un régime autoritaire, 
comme celui tzariste, on surveillait attentivement non seulement les activités 
des sujets, mais leur pensées aussi. La première chose qu’on peut en déduire 
c’est que l’autorité n’accepte pas la critique, ou les opinions différentes. Le 
régime autoritaire exige l’obédience. Ce qui nous intéresse ce n’est pas la 
réaction de l’autorité, mais le comportement de la société. Quelles sont les 
raisons de cette soumission, souvent aveugle, de la population envers son 
souverain? Qui plus est, les Russes vénèrent leur tzar, qu’on voit dans une 
lumière sacrée. S’il condamne quelqu’un à la mort, il le fait parce qu’il 
détient ce pouvoir unanimement reconnu, et la dimension de la faute du 
condamné est de moindre importance. Comment pourrait-on expliquer la 
fonctionnalité d’un pareil régime et, surtout, l’attitude de la société? 

Le même Piotr Tchaadaïev, pendant sa résidence forcée, écrit l’Apologie 
d’un fou afin de se défendre contre les accusations d’anti-patriotisme qu’on 
lui avait adressées, mais il apparaît moins ennuyé par les restrictions 
impériales que par la réaction du public. « En définitive, le gouvernement 
n’a fait que son devoir : on pourrait même dire que les mesures prises à 
propos de notre personne sont entièrement libérales, car elles n’ont en rien 
dépassé les attentes du public »1. Bien que dans ce texte Piotr Tchaadaïev 
argumente qu’il y a plusieurs façons d’aimer son pays, il reste fidèle à sa 
première Lettre… et il souligne à nouveau les désavantages de la Russie 
par rapport à la civilisation occidentale, et à quelques endroits il traite aussi 
du problème de la totale soumission du peuple envers son souverain. L’une 
des raisons du manque de résistance du peuple russe est à trouver dans 
l’absence d’une histoire solide qui la légitime. Le peuple russe a été assujetti 
dès tôt par les princes et les knèzes, qui ont gagné sa foi et son obédience 
grâce aux idées de protection et de direction (un rôle très important a été 
joué par le christianisme). Donc, les Russes ne sont devenus un peuple que 
par la force de la soumission, créé et modelé par ses souverains, car la 
volonté publique était complètement absente. « Si vous lisez d’un bout à 
l’autre nos chroniques, vous allez découvrir à chaque page l’action profonde 
du pouvoir, l’influence permanente du sol, et presque nullement celle de 
l’action publique »2. Piotr Tchaadaïev met également en relief l’importance 

                                                           
1 Piotr Tchaadaïev, Scrisori filozofice. Apologia unui nebun. București: Humanitas, 1993, p. 165. 
2 Ibidem, p. 181. 
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géographique, les vastes étendues de la Russie ont contribué à son pouvoir 
politique, mais ont provoqué à la fois une impuissance intellectuelle. En 
général, expliquait Tchaadaïev, si la Russie ne s’était pas étendue du détroit 
Bering jusqu’à la frontière de l’Allemagne et si une armée mongole ne l’avait 
pas traversée pour menacer l’Europe, l’histoire ne l’aurait pas même 
mentionnée. « Située entre l’Europe et l’Asie, elle (la Russie) appartient 
plutôt à la géographie qu’à l’histoire »3. Cette « chute » de l’histoire générale 
était, selon Tchaadaïev, la principale cause de la pauvreté économique et 
spirituelle du peuple. Le peuple russe n’a jamais marché de côté avec un 
autre peuple, il n’a pas des traditions communes et il vit son isolation 
quelque part entre l’Occident et l’Orient.  

Sur les quelques ayant reçu et salué la Lettre… de P. Tchaadaïev on 
mentionne A. Hertzen, qui, exilé pour ses idées socialistes, allait consigner 
plus tard que ce fut comme « un coup de fusil dans une nuit sombre »4. 
A. Hertzen était au nombre des jeunes avec une orientation radicale et 
parmi les premiers à s’adresser aux masses dans ses articles, raison pour 
laquelle il a été deux fois exilé, émigrant ensuite à l’Europe. A. Hertzen 
comprenait aussi bien que P. Tchaadaïev la situation de la société russe, 
mais, pour lui, sous l’influence des idées socialistes, mais aussi hégéliennes, 
tout s’intégrait à une histoire dynamique, et le passé historique russe 
représentait une simple étape qui allait être dépassée. Il avait plus de 
confiance dans le peuple russe, dont la soumission n’était qu’apparente. 
Conformément à sa vision, il y avait un décalage assez important entre 
l’hiérarchie des organes d’État et la foule, décalage qui allait être surmonté 
par une révolution décentralisatrice. Il argumente que les formes de 
gouvernement connues par les Slaves jusqu’alors ne correspondaient pas à 
leur besoin national intérieur. « Les formes centralisatrices sont contraires à 
l’esprit slave, la fédéralisation serait beaucoup plus adéquate à son 
caractère »5.  

Dans sa tentative de sauver le statut du peuple russe, A. Hertzen est 
quand même obligé de reconnaître la forte influence que l’image du tzar 
avait au rang de ses sujets. Il existe deux éléments qui ne sont pas perçus 
comme adversaires du peuple, à savoir : le tzar et la spiritualité (les prêtres, 
les moines). Malgré cela, dans les deux cas, c’est l’idée et non la personne 
que le peuple vénère. « Ce n’est pas devant le tzar Nicolas que le peuple se 
prosterne, mais devant une idée, un mythe »6 – nous dit le penseur russe. Ce 
qui A. Hertzen veut dire est que, tandis que tous les organes de l’État, à 
partir du tzar et jusqu’aux inférieurs, qui s’occupent des problèmes sociaux, 
                                                           
3 L. Novikova, I. Sizemskaia, Russkaia filosofia istorii. Moscova: Maghistr, 1997, p. 49. 
4 A. Herzen, „Bîlovo i dum”, dans Tchaadaïev, Piotr. Filosovskia pisma. rédacteur Vl. N. 
Ivanovskii. Kazani: Imprimerie D. M. Grani, 1906. 
5 A. Herzen, Socinenia. Moscova: Mâsli, 1986. 
6 Ibidem, p. 165. 
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sont devenus étrangers et même hostiles, l’image sacrée du tzar et la sagesse 
spirituelle des prêtres fonctionnent encore au niveau de la conscience com-
mune. Pour autrement dire, A. Hertzen identifie deux mythes fonctionnant 
au niveau de la conscience populaire : la grandeur du tzar et l’orthodoxie 
salutaire.  

En mettant face à face la vision de P. Tchaadaïev et celle de A. Hertzen, 
on déduit que pour le premier l’inexistence de la résistance du peuple dérive 
de l’absence d’un passé solide, qui légitime, tandis que pour A. Hertzen 
l’explication consiste en l’absence des orientations claires concernant 
l’avenir, du manque de perspective, la seule possibilité étant l’accord avec les 
gouvernants.  

25 ans après la publication, N. Tchernychevski reviendra sur la première 
Lettre philosophique de P. Tchaadaïev, en l’analysant de côté avec l’Apologie 
d’un fou, ouvrage posthume. N. Tchernychevski ne partage pas la même 
opinion relative à l’histoire russe. Il ne la considère ni illogique, ni frag-
mentaire, comme P. Tchaadaïev. Les Russes ont une histoire qui, bien que 
confuse par ailleurs, constitue le fondement des croyances et des traditions 
populaires. C’est l’histoire qui a modelé le caractère spécifique des Russes,  
le fond culturel par lequel on explique les superstitions et les préjugés 
populaires et auquel il leur est difficile de renoncer. A l’opinion de 
Tchernychevski, le problème du peuple russe n’est pas l’absence ou la  
présence d’une histoire compacte, mais les résultats culturels, spirituels, 
sociaux, profondément intégrés dans la mentalité des gens, et la principale 
idée est celle du peuple laissé au hasard, qui déroule son existence selon les 
caprices du destin (proizvol) 7. 

Dans ce contexte, l’aspect géographique devient évident. Le territoire 
vaste et les grandes distances entre les communautés ont été les causes 
d’une auto-perception du hasard. On peut en déduire au moins deux 
caractéristiques : 1) l’inexistence d’une vision plus ample sur la vie, le temps, 
le monde en général et 2) un profond sentiment d’insécurité. Les grandes 
distances séparant les communautés slaves équivalent également avec une 
faible communication, ce qui les rendait vulnérables devant les attaques  
venues de la part des : Pétchénègues, Tatares, Mongoles. Par conséquent, les 
premiers souverains qui ont essayé de réaliser des unifications, même 
locales, afin de résister aux invasions, ont été vus comme des héros. C’est 
justement par cela qu’on peut expliquer non seulement l’absence d’une 
résistance des peuples slaves contre les formes de gouvernement autori-
taires, devenues avec le temps de véritables régimes, mais, bien au contraire, 
même un sentiment de reconnaissance envers le knèze ou le tzar, grâce 
auxquels la Russie devient plus unitaire, plus grande et plus puissante. En 

                                                           
7 N. Tchernychevski, „Apologhia sumaședșevo” dans Socinenia. Moscova: Mâsli, 1987, 
p. 305. 
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réalité, on a créé ainsi un mythe de l’autorité, qui fonctionne encore très 
bien. 

Récapitulons les conclusions auxquelles nous sommes arrivé dans la 
première partie de notre thèse et où nous avons essayé d’identifier des 
explications d’ordre historique de la relation d’obéissance entre le peuple 
russe et son dirigeant (knèse, tzar, président). En analysant les origines de 
l’édification de l’État russe, à partir des écrits de trois penseurs russes du 
XIXe siècle, nous avons formulé trois réponses possibles par lesquelles on 
explique, d’une part, l’influence accablante du souverain sur la majorité de la 
population, et d’autre part, la confiance et la soumission du peuple envers 
celui-ci. P. Tchaadaïev a considéré que cela se doit à une histoire obscure, 
basée sur la force militaire, qui a soumis son peuple en le modelant selon la 
bonne volonté des souverains. A. Hertzen explique la passivité du peuple 
russe plutôt par l’absence des visions sociales, économiques ou politiques, 
l’avenir étant vu à travers le prisme des décisions du souverain. Enfin, 
Tchernychevski identifie une caractéristique originaire du peuple russe qui a 
détermine son parcours – le hasard (proizvol sudbî). Cette idée fonde la 
création d’un mythe de l’autorité salvatrice qui, paradoxalement, par son 
arrivée détruit l’accidentel du destin de ce peuple et, à l’aide de la religion 
chrétienne, confère un sens messianique. Si l’histoire a créé le mythe de 
l’autorité, c’est l’orthodoxie qui l’a confirmé au long des siècles (comme on 
le verra en ce qui suit).  

 
II. L’importance de l’Église 

 
V. O. Kliuchevski observait que « la Russie historique n’est pas, certainement, 
l’Asie, mais elle n’est ni l’Europe vraiment »8. Entre deux civilisations, la 
culture russe était connectée à celle de l’Europe, mais sa position a toujours 
présupposé des caractéristiques et des influences venant du monde asiatique 
également. D’une part, pour l’Europe, la Russie représentait l’Orient, paru 
sur la scène de l’histoire après l’adoption de la religion chrétienne, dans la 
période des conflits entre les Églises (catholique et orthodoxe). D’autre part, 
la Russie elle aussi avait son propre Orient, avec ses steppes et ses nomades, 
avec lesquels elle faisait non seulement la guerre mais portait à la fois un 
dialogue, en se réalisant certains rapprochements et même des échanges 
interethniques avec les « païens ». Donc, la Russie a été d’emblée dans une 
forme d’oscillation entre « la droite et la gauche », en essayant de trouver 
son équilibre.  

Les débuts de la conscience nationale du peuple russes sont placés au 
XIVème siècle et il y a deux causes principales qui se trouveraient à la base de 
la cristallisation d’une unité culturelle russe. La première porte sur le  

                                                           
8 L. Novikova, I. Sizemskaia, op. cit., p. 47. 
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transfert du centre politique, économique et culturel dans la région de la 
Moscou, là où le knèze devient le souverain à plein pouvoir et, de plus, 
possesseur du droit de laisser en héritage son trône. Il devient ainsi non 
seulement le titulaire du pouvoir dans la principauté, mais aussi son héritier, 
ce qui a contribué à la colonisation et à l’invasion de nouveaux territoires. 
La deuxième cause est considérée la Bataille de Kulikovo (1380), suite à 
laquelle les principautés unies russes obtiennent la victoire contre les 
Tataro-mongoles en échappant à la domination de ceux-ci. C’est justement 
dans le champ de Kulikovo que « se sont unifié la défense chrétienne avec 
l’aspect national russe et avec l’intérêt politique moscovite »9. Dans le 
développement de la principauté moscovite, qui allait devenir le centre de 
l’État russe, un rôle important a été joué par les conseillers spirituels, les 
prêtres chrétiens, non seulement par les knèzes guerriers. Afin de réaliser 
l’union, il fallait non seulement du pouvoir, mais aussi des modèles de 
l’action morale, de fils rouges, d’où l’intérêt des knèzes d’attirer l’Église de 
sa part, comme une idéologie du pouvoir.  

Nikolai Berdiaev affirme qu’il y a deux opinion principales sur la relation 
entre le césar, le pouvoir, l’État, le royaume du monde et l’esprit, la vie 
spirituelle de l’homme, le royaume de Dieu : le monisme et le dualisme. 
« Quelle que soit sa facture religieuse ou antireligieuse, le monisme tend 
toujours à la tyrannie. En revanche, le dualisme, justement interprété, entre 
l’empire du césar et le royaume de Dieu, entre l’esprit et la nature, entre 
l’esprit et la société étatiste, peut devenir un fondement de la liberté  »10. 

Selon Berdyaev, il ne faut ni confondre ni subordonner le deux mondes, 
l’esprit ne peut jamais être déterminé par la nature et la société. Dans le 
processus historique, l’esprit, signifiant liberté, s’est objectivé par créer 
une série de mythes destinés à consolider l’autorité, tels: le mythe de la 
souveraineté dans le domaine religieux, le mythe de l’infaillibilité du Pape 
ou le mythe de l’assemblée épiscopale. Berdyaev ne se déclare pas contre 
l’État, au contraire, celui-ci est nécessaire au monde, mais son importance 
doit se limiter au caractère fonctionnel et au rôle subjacent. Quand même, 
l’État a la tendance de devenir totalitaire et il exploite, et même crée, des 
mythes pour que le peuple reconnaisse son autorité. C’est pour cette raison 
que le philosophe russe plaide en faveur d’un dualisme d’origine chrétienne, 
où l’on maintienne l’équilibre entre l’État et l’Église. En tout cas, l’Église ne 
doit aucunement accepter d’être subordonnée au césar. « L’esprit appartient 
au royaume de la liberté. Les relations entre l’Église et l’État ont été et 
seront contradictoires et irréconciliables »11. L’Église appartient au monde 

                                                           
9 L. Novikova, I. Sizemskaia, op. cit., p. 20. 
10 N. Berdyaev, Împărăția lui Dumnezeu și împărăția cezarului. București: Humanitas, 1998, 
p. 53. 
11 Ibidem, p. 56. 
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spirituel, et son alignement de façon opportuniste à l’État est sans pardon. 
La métamorphose des pères et des maîtres de l’Église de défenseurs de la 
liberté en des adeptes de la sacralité de la monarchie représente un acte par 
lequel on perd la véritable signification de l’Église sur la terre.  

N. Berdyaev, et beaucoup d’autres, se demande comment peut-on 
expliquer la soumission des foules envers un seul individu ou un groupe 
minoritaire qui détient le pouvoir, de son point de vue, l’exercice du pouvoir 
implique une hypnose. Le pouvoir appartient à celui-ci qui arrive à induire 
aux masses populaires un état d’hypnose. « Le pouvoir d’État peut 
gouverner le peuple d’une manière très raisonnable, mais le principe même 
de la pouvoir est entièrement irraisonnable »12. L’une des possibilités les plus 
efficaces de manifestation du pouvoir est par l’intermédiaire des mythes. Les 
mythes s’adressent au subconscient, et pour pouvoir diriger les masses il 
faut accéder au subconscient. Cela peut se faire par l’intermédiaire de la 
foi, des sentiments, des états émotionnels, des idéologies. Les formes de 
pouvoir cristallisées représentent des états d’esprit et des passions sub-
conscientes, objectivées et rationnalisées. Au lieu de contribuer de libérer les 
consciences de ces mythes du pouvoir, l’Église aide plutôt à les former et à 
les soutenir. Si à l’Occident on a maintenu une forme de dualisme plus 
prononcée, à l’Orient on a toujours eu une tendance vers le monisme, d’où 
le caractère autoritaire des formes de gouvernement. 

 C’est dans les spécificités de l’histoire russe que puise ses origines la 
confirmation du pouvoir par le peuple, opine aussi A. Khomyakoff. Le 
peuple russe, dit-il, a d’emblée compris le pouvoir comme une obligation et 
non comme un droit, voilà pourquoi il attribue au tzar le pouvoir comme 
une charge qu’il doit porter sans se justifier que devant Dieu. A son avis, le 
peuple ne doit pas s’impliquer et participer à la vie politique de la société. 
Dans la même lignée se plaçait aussi K. Aksakoff, qui voyait dans la  
monarchie le mal le plus petit, car ce n’est qu’ainsi que le peuple peut  
concentrer son existence sur les valeurs spirituelles-morales. Dans le cas des 
autres formes de gouvernement, comme par exemple la monarchie 
constitutionnelle ou la république démocrate, le peuple s’implique dans le 
processus politique de l’État, ce qui le détourne de la vraie nature du 
peuple13. 

En 1885, dit Vl. Solovyov, le gouvernement russe a émis un document 
officiel par lequel on affirmait que l’Église orientale renonce à son pouvoir 
en le mettant entre les mains du tzar (comme s’il n’en était pas ainsi depuis 
des siècles). Le grand problème de l’Église Orthodoxe Russe, considère Vl. 
Solovyov, a été sa transformation dans une Église nationale. Et du moment 
qu’on parle d’une Église nationale, elle est déjà devenue un département de 

                                                           
12 N. Berdyaev, op. cit., p. 61. 
13 L. Novikova, I. Sizemskaia, op. cit., p. 61. 
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l’administration civile, une institution historique et purement laïque. Afin 
d’éviter que cela arrive, il faut que l’Église « trouve un support réel en 
dehors de l’État et de la nation, qu’elle soit liée à cette dernière par des liens 
naturels et historiques, qu’elle appartienne à un cercle social plus vaste, avec 
un centre indépendant et une organisation universelle »14. Du Byzance ne 
nous est pas parvenue la liberté ecclésiastique, mais les césaro-papisme. Si 
l’empereur de la Russie est le fils de l’Église, comme on l’affirme, alors c’est 
l’Église qui devrait l’influencer, et non vice-versa. Elle est supposée avoir un 
pouvoir indépendant et supérieur à l’État. Dans tout pays réduit à une 
Église nationale, l’institution ecclésiastique ne représente qu’un simple 
ministère dans le cadre de l’administration laïque, subordonnée à l’État.  

On pourrait résumer la relation entre l’Église et l’État, ou le dirigeant, à 
trois aspects. Le premier porte sur la Bataille de Kulikovo, là où, du 
moins à l’avis des historiens L. Nivokova et I. Sizemskaia, au-delà de la 
confrontation avec les Tataro-mongoles, une unification s’est produite entre 
l’aspect chrétien et l’unité des principautés russes. Donc, la bataille en 
question n’a pas été pour l’émancipation nationale seulement, mais aussi 
contre ceux d’autre religion. Pour la première fois, le peuple russe s’identifie 
à l’orthodoxie. Le deuxième aspect se réfère aux tentatives des souverains 
de se faire allier les représentants du christianisme. Ayant compris que la 
force brute ne suffit pas pour que le peuple obéisse, les tzars ont misé sur le 
pouvoir de la religion. Ainsi, en profitant du contexte historique, la chute du 
Byzance, ils ont créé le mythe du peuple élu qui propage le message divin 
chrétien, à savoir le peuple russe. Sans aucune modestie, ils ont déclaré la 
Moscou comme étant la troisième Rome, et ses gouvernants les élus divins. 
On a ainsi arrivé à ce monisme dangereux dont parlait N. Berdyaev et qui 
tend à la tyrannie. Une fois persuadée de sacraliser ses tzars, l’Église a perdu 
sa liberté, en devenant une institution, parmi autres, de l’État. Mais l’objectif 
a été accompli, le peuple a commencé à se prosterner non devant Dieu 
seulement, mais devant le tzar aussi. Le mythe est devenu fonctionnel. 
Enfin, le troisième moment, qui aurait pu sauver l’Église Orthodoxe a été sa 
transformation en Église nationale, pour citer Vl. Solovyov. Limiter 
l’Église, toute une religion, aux frontières d’un État a signifié perdre toute 
indépendance de l’institution ecclésiastique. L’aspect de l’universalité  
disparaît, ne fois la religion devenue religion nationale. Ces trois moments 
de l’interpénétration de l’Église Orthodoxe Russe avec l’État ont conduit à 
une relation de subordination, or si le patriarche se soumet au tzar, que 
reste-t-il au peuple? – il croit vraiment que c’est la volonté de Dieu et 
continue de croire qu’ils ont raison.  

 

                                                           
14 Vladimir Soloviov, Rusia și Biserica universală. Iași: Institutul European, 1994, p. 85. 
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Abstract: This paper draws attention to the studies of Michel Foucault on 
parrhēsia as a critical practice of truth-telling situated in the Greek antiquity. 
Moreover, this paper tries to consider some connections between the revolution 
(as a dramatic event), as it is understood from Foucault's reading of Kant's `Was ist 
Aufklärung?` and parrhēsia as a critical attitude towards truth and truth-telling and 
in opposition to rhetoric discourse. The underlying presupposing of this paper 
consists in the fact that in the Greek antiquity, the relationship between parrhēsia, 
as a critical attitude, and rhetoric discourse reached a very tense moment. 
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I. Aufklärung and parrhēsia  
 

If we are to take a look on the lectures, entitled The Government of the self and 
others, held by Foucault between 1982 and 1983, at the Collége de France, 
we will to find something peculiar. Of all the lectures, the first stands out 
for the reason that it is the only one where the historical setting is not 
situated in the Greek antiquity. In this lecture Foucault brings in attention 
the Kantian text Was ist Aufklärung? It seems that, for Foucault, the critical 
attitude expressed in the Kantian text is one that presents a recursive aspect 
throughout history. For that, the foucauldian genealogy of critical attitude 
starts at the historical point of birth of the western culture, where a 
candidate is identified – parrhēsia. In this historical frame, the practice of 
parrhēsia is generally defined as the practice truth-telling. On closer 
inspection, however, Foucault manages to spot a variety of subtle features 
in analyzing the concept of parrhēsia. Firstly, parrhēsia is both a quality and 
a technique:  

 

“...with parrhēsia we have a notion which is situated at the meeting point of the 
obligation to speak the truth, procedures and techniques of governmentality 

and the constitution of the relationship with the self.”1  
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Throughout his investigations of the practice of parrhēsia, Foucault is 
interested not in the conceptual analysis of the word, but more likely to 
identify the techniques adopted by members of the antiquity, in order to 
establish a connection with the critical attitude developed in the 
enlightenment era. This critical attitude, for Foucault is represented by a 
series of techniques of the self for the understanding of the present reality. 
And only trough these forms the processes and techniques the possibility to 
exit, to get out of, understood as ausgang can be accessible. But also, there is 
the dramatic event or revolution in a historical period, that form of shift 
which changes the way we perceive, we give meaning and think of the 
world. Such a revolution was that of the constitution and refining of the 
practice of parrhēsia as a way of understanding the present reality of their 
time: 

 
“The present may be represented as belonging to a certain era in the world, 
distinct from others trough some inherent characteristics, or separated from 
others by some dramatic event. Thus, in Plato's The Statesmen the interlocutors 
recognize that they belong to one of those revolutions of the world, in which 
the world is turning backwards, with all the negative consequences that may 

ensue.”2  

  
II. Parrhēsia as a limit-attitude and the rhetoric discourse  
      in Greek antiquity 

 
In his first, out of six lectures delivered at the University of Berkeley, 
entitled Discourse and Truth, Foucault makes a concise and sharp distinction 
between the parrhēsia and rhetoric: 

 
“The word parrhesia, then, refers to a type of relationship between the speaker 
and what he says. For in parrhēsia, the speaker makes it manifestly clear and 
obvious that what he says is his own opinion. And he does this by avoiding any 

kind of rhetorical form from which would veil what he thinks.”3 

 
The opposition between parrhēsia and rhetoric can be traced in the five 
characteristics that constitute the foucauldian interpretation of the meaning 
of parrhēsia. The first is that of frankness or sincerity, which is etymo-
logically linked with parrhēsia, because parrhēsiastes (the person who is 
manifesting parrhēsia) translates as one who says everything he thinks4. The 
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second feature is represented by truth, in a manner which, the parrhēsiastes 
is the one that speaks the truth, inasmuch what he thinks to be true. 
Foucault goes so far as to say that, the truth here is not to be considered the 
subjective truth of the person who performs parrhēsia, but the actual truth 
in relation to what he is saying5. The third parameter is that of danger to 
whom the parrhēsiastes is exposing to when telling the truth. By this the act 
of parrhēsia is always followed by an undertaken risk. Foucault does specify 
stringent depictions of the parrhēsiastes and his proximity with danger and 
risk taking in addressing to the one who is hierarchically more powerful:  

 
“I think that in a way, this is an exemplary scene of parrhēsia: a man stands up to 

a tyrant and tells him the truth.”6. 

 
The forth aspect, that of criticism, is somewhat related with the previous 
one, of danger, although in an inversed way. When the parrhēsiastes tells 
the truth and critics his interlocutor, he exposes not only to the dangers 
upon himself, but also risks the possibility of harming the one who 
addresses to. Moreover, Foucault points out that this function of criticism 
in parrhēsia can also be directed toward the self, as it is in the case of the 
confessional7. The fifth and last characteristic is that of duty. The person 
who engages in the act of parrhēsia does this on his own volition, without 
being subjected to any forces, other than his sense of duty. Bringing 
together all these features we can now comprise an expanded definition of 
parrhēsia. Therefore, parrhēsia is an act of duty to freely express a truth, to 
a power-superior interlocutor by the means of critique, while taking the risk 
of exposing to dangerous situation. This multilayered definition sums up the 
core of what Foucault will call the positive parrhēsia and will keep bringing 
in discussion in numerous places thorough he's lectures held at the College 
de France (1983-1984 and 1984-1985) and to the one's given at the 
University of California, at Berkeley (1983). Alongside this well-structured 
form of parrhēsia, denoted as positive, Foucault also identifies a more 
radical type. That is the parrhēsia seen in the form of radical free speech. To 
the mentioning of this negative parrhēsia, Foucault points out to a few 
paragraphs in Plato's Republic, where it is criticized as the result of a bad 
democratic constitution, where everyone has the right to say anything about 
anyone (isegoria). Moreover, Foucault also highlights this bad parrhēsia in 
correlation with Christian literature, where it was regarded in opposition to 
the silence discipline that is required for reaching the contemplation of God8. 

                                                           
5 Ibidem, p. 14. 
6 Ibidem, p. 50. 
7 Michel Foucault, Fearless speech, ed. cit., p. 18. 
8 Ibidem, pp. 13-14. 
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For Foucault, one of the best indicative examples of the practice of bad 
parrhēsia and its implications in a democratic is represented in Euripides' 
play, Orestes. The section were the pejorative meaning of parrhēsia is present 
is pointed by Foucault as the part in which a messenger arrives at the royal 
palace of Argos to inform Electra of what happened at the trial of her 
brother Orestes, in the Pelasgian court, where he was judged for matricide. 
In the following depiction, the events of the trial are made known. Being a 
trial for murder, all Athenians were present and they all had equal right 
to speak in public, a precept called isegoria. Four characters and their 
discourses are then described by the messenger to Electra. The first speaker 
is Talthybius, a former companion of Agamemnon in the Trojan War and 
his herald. Foucault argues that Talthybius characteristic as a herald has a 
deeper meaning in Euripides' plays. The most relevant to the present 
matter – the practice of parrhēsia – is that Talthybius is not able to 
recognize the truth9. He engages in public discourse without this essential 
trait, that of identifying the truth. Secondly, he is also not completely free, in 
the sense that he is dependent of other superior individuals. Therefore, he's 
discourse is cataloged by the messenger to Electra as ambiguous and filled 
with double meaning. His discourse was not that of expressing a clear 
opinion, but more of securing a neutral position between two factions. His 
discourse is that of the opposite extremes. On the one hand he praises 
Agamemnon, Orestes' father; on the other he proposes harsh punishment 
for Orestes revengeful act. The second public speaker is Diomedes, a man 
of many virtues, such as bravery, skillful in battle, strength and eloquence. 
Trough he's discourse, Diomedes proposes the moderate solution in the 
punishment of exile. Doing so, he divides the assembly's opinion in two10. 
The following two public speakers names are not given by the messenger, 
but even with their anonymity, certain features can be discerned from their 
public discourses. This third speaker is characterized as symmetrical with 
Talthybius for being a bad orator. Foucault identifies four major traits. 
Firstly, his continuous rambling in the absent of logos, which Foucault 
points to the meaning of the Greek word athuroglosos: 

 
 “This notion of being athuroglosos, or of being athurostomia (one who has a 
mouth without a door), refers to someone who is an endless babbler, who 
cannot keep quiet and is prone to say whatever comes into his mind. Plutarch 
compares the talkativeness of such people with the Black Sea – which has 
neither doors nor gates to impede the flow of its waters into the Mediter-

ranean.”11 

 

                                                           
9 Ibidem, p. 61. 
10 Michel Foucault, The courage of truth…, ed. cit., p. 164. 
11 Michel Foucault, Fearless speech, ed. cit., p. 63. 
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The second trait is that of boldness and arrogance of speech without being 
truthful. Thirdly, he's not a native from Argos, but an outsider that was 
integrated in city. The fourth characteristic is that of the emotional power of 
his speech, in the sense that he was relying on the strength of his voice, and 
not to his rational articulation of his discourse. For Foucault, all these traits 
of the third speaker represent a dangerous combination to the democratic 
system in ancient Greece:  

 
“The characteristics of the third speaker – a certain social type who employs 
parrhēsia in its pejorative sense – are these: he is violent, passionate, a foreigner 

to the city, lacking in mathesis and therefore dangerous.”12  

 
The last speaker is depicted as the symmetrical opposite to the former one, 
and analogous to Diomedes, as an embodiment of the positive parrhēsia. 
He too, without a name, is described in the play with three main features. 
The first one regards his rough, manly appearance, in the sense that he is a 
courageous man. The second feature refers to his participation in the public 
space (agora) only in the most important political moments.  

The third feature is that he was a manual laborer (autourgos), meaning that 
he was a landowner that took care of his land both personally and trough 
the supervision of his servants. This entails his interest in protecting his land 
outside the city-state by training in the art of war and being courageous in 
the face of battle. Autourgos, as Foucault indicates, has a second meaning, 
that of being a person that is capable of providing good advices in the 
matters of public interest: 

 
“...the autourgos [...] is able to use language to propose good advice to the city.”13 

 
The landowner's advice in the case of Orestes is not only to be acquitted, 
but to be honored for the deed. This advice comes in stringent contrast 
with the previous public speaker, who used the pejorative parrhēsia. The 
justification of this advice proposed by the autourgos consists in the fact that, 
in order to avenge his father Agamemnon, Orestes murders his mother for 
the reason of making adultery. By acquitting Orestes and honoring him, the 
autourgos believes that it will set an example to all the wives in the state to 
think twice before resorting to adultery14. 

After all four characters finished their discourses and Orestes himself 
had taken a speech in his defense, the trial assembly calling for the 
condemnation of Orestes. In Foucault's view, this trial marks a crisis in the 

                                                           
12 Ibidem, p. 67. 
13 Ibidem, p. 69. 
14 Michel Foucault, The courage of truth…, ed. cit., p. 168. 
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practice of parrhēsia. Along with it's splitting into negative and positive 
practices of parrhēsia, this sentence shows how the former was more 
appreciated by the audience of the trial: 

 
“In this way, Orestes is condemned to death. Why? Well, because victory went 
to the bad orator, the one who used an uneducated parrhēsia, parrhēsia not 

indexed to the logos of reason and truth.”15 

 
Using the (positive) definition of parrhēsia, which entailed from the 
foucauldian analysis, we can compare it with rhetoric speech in Greek 
antiquity. In the Socratic-Platonic tradition, the opposition between 
parrhēsia and rhetoric is at its strongest point. Foucault points out that there 
are (at least) two places in Plato's texts where this opposition is discussed. 
The first one is located in Gorgias and the second in Phaedrus. In the case of 
Gorgias, Foucault argues, the main distinction lie in the fact that rhetoric 
discourse relies on the continuous long speech as a form of sophistical 
device. On the other side, parrhēsia is used in the forms of dialog16. 

Phaedrus is composed in four important parts. The first step is the one in 
which Socrates observes that Phaedrus holds a speech dearly in his pocket, 
with the intention of learning it by heart. After Socrates convinces Phaedrus 
to read him the speech, we find out that that the theme is that a boy should 
not grant favors to a man who loves him, but to a man who doesn't love 
him. The second step is that in which Socrates produces a speech similar to 
Lycias', as being an imitation (of an imitation). The third step comprises in 
Socrates second speech, which comprises in praise to the true love, as in 
opposition to the first two, where the relationship between lovers was 
disqualified. Here, Foucault points out, the praise of true love is not a 
rhetorical speech because it is not intended to persuade or to convince 
somebody about a thesis. Moreover, Foucault argues, the relation to truth 
here is double, in the fact that it is a true speech about true love17. 

The final step in the dialog is on the difference of true discourse and 
rhetorical discourse. The aspect on which Foucault insists upon in that it 
does not matter if the discourse is written or spoken. This does not consist 
as a distinction between a good and a bad discourse. Phaedrus proposes 
that, for a discourse to be true, the speaker must already have access to it. 
Foucault notices that in some way, Phaedrus solution, simple and direct, 
points out the problem of rhetoric, because rhetoric is not concerned about 
the truthfulness of the discourse. But for Socrates, knowing the truth prior 
to discourse is not a satisfactory solution. Instead, Socrates believes that 

                                                           
15 Ibidem, p. 167. 
16 Michel Foucault, Fearless speech, ed. cit., p. 20. 
17 Michel Foucault, The courage of truth…, ed. cit., p. 328. 
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truth must be a constant and permanent companion of discourse. To be 
able to continue this process invokes a Spartan, Laconian Apothegm which 
says that a genuine art (etumos tekhnē) cannot exist if it is not attached to the 
truth. Therefore, discourse, as art, can be genuine (etumos) only in the 
condition that truth is a constant a permanent function18.  

In Phaedrus, parrhēsia and rhetoric become analogous to the two forms 
of logos that are identified in the dialog. The first logos is that in which 
parrhēsia (truth) is accessible. From this point, Socrates needs to explain the 
condition of possibilities of such a perpetual relationship between art and 
truth. As Foucault notices, Socrates begins by developing the conception of 
the relationship between discourse and truth, indicating that truth does not 
constitute the psychological prior condition of the art of oratory, but of to 
what discourse refers to in each and every moment. Then he finds out that 
rhetoric is a method of guiding souls trough the medium of discourse 
(psukhagōgia dia tōn logōn). Psychagogy becomes here a bigger framework in 
which rhetoric becomes subordinated. Replacing rhetoric with psychagogy, 
Socrates goes back to the initial definition of rhetoric. Here he states that, in 
order for a true rhetoric to present the ugly as the beautiful, the unjust as 
the just, it must make it by advancing with small differences. But, in order 
that the orator to best persuade, he must be know all the differences, which 
also means he needs to have a vision about the whole. And by that,  
Foucault observes, what it is needed for the orator is not a tekhnē retorikē, 
but a dialektikē 19. But dialectic and prior truth would still not suffice for the 
rhetoric to function, because it needs to also adopt a methodology. After 
the inventory of known rhetorical elements is done, he proceeds on the 
condition of applying them. And he does that, trough analogy with 
medicine. A true medic is not the one that knows the list of every cure but 
the one that knows the body and also knows how, where, in what dosage 
(dunamis) will apply it. Reciprocally, an orator must precede the same. The 
problem arises here when the orator must know the soul itself. Foucault 
insists on the fact that psychagogy and dialectic requirements are to be 
understood as inseparable, interlinked in the mode of being with the 
specific to philosophical, parrhēsiastic discourse. Rhetoric, on the other 
hand, is regarded as atekhnia, as void of tekhnē, when it comes to its 
discourse: 

 

“The tekhnē peculiar to true discourse is characterized by knowledge to the truth 
and the practice of the soul, the fundamental, essential, inseparable connection 
of dialectic and psychagogy, and it is being both a dialectician and a 
psychagogue, that the philosopher will really be a parrhesiast, which, the  
rhetorician, the man of rhetoric cannot be or function as. Rhetoric is an atekhnia 

                                                           
18 Ibidem, p. 331. 
19 Ibidem, p. 334. 
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(an absence of tekhnē) with regards to discourse. Philosophy is the etumos tekhnē 

(the genuine technique), of true discourse.”20 

 
Interestingly enough, in the historical findings of parrhēsia cataloged by 
Quintilian as a rhetorical technique, Foucault notices the borderline-
paradoxical situation of this classification: 

 
“From Quintilian's point of view, parrhēsia is a figure of thought, but it is the 
most basic form of rhetoric, where the figure of thought consists in not using 

any figures.”21. 

 
Also, 

 
“Parrhesia is thus, a sort of figure among rhetorical figures, but with this 
characteristic: that it is without any figure since it is completely natural. 
Parrhesia is the zero degree of those rhetorical figures which intensify the 

emotions of the audience.”22  

 
Conclusions 

 
In the first part of this paper I have tried to indicate a connection from 
Foucault's reading of Kant's Was ist Aufklärung? and that of the practice of 
parrhēsia in the Greek antiquity. This connection presupposes the way the 
present is perceived in a critical manner, trough a series of practices. As it is 
the case between Fifth and Fourth Century B.C., the debate circled around 
the practice of parrhēsia, in regards to the political and gnoseological. More 
precisely, the double form of parrhēsia and its repercussions in a democratic 
regime, as was showed in Euripides's play Orestes and that of the difference 
between parrhēsiastic discourse and rhetoric. As concluded, following the 
Foucault's reading of Plato's dialog Phaedrus, the philosophical discourse 
(logos) is the one which can hold its ground as a parrhēsiastic discourse (logos) 
as well. On the other hand, the rhetoric discourse (logos) does not have 
access to truth. 

                                                           
20 Ibidem, p. 336. 
21 Ibidem, p. 53. 
22 Michel Foucault, Fearless speech, ed. cit., p. 21. 
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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to argue that both myths and symbols can be 
discussed in the same setting as ideology. More than that, ideology, as a set of 
values shared by a community, is tributary to myths and to symbols. Also, this 
paper seeks to argue that if we associate a negative connotation to ideology, as 
some values imposed upon society by a particular power interest, then, to be 
successful, ideology must act through already present forms of the myth and 
symbols, re-contextualizing their meaning to serve that particular power interest.  
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I. Myth and mythification 

 
In the largest sense, the myth is to be understood as a discourse, a story, 
expressed in speaking, the origin of which is unknown. The interpretation 
of myths has a vast history and the authors who dealt with this issue are 
plentiful. Those who are the benchmarks for our discussion are close to us, 
chronologically speaking, and provide clues also for the modality in which 
the myths may be discussed in parallel with the ideological phenomenon. 

First, the myth may be described as a form of language1. An image, a 
film, a painting may be described as a myth, as well. However, not all forms 
of language, all images may be placed within the sphere of myth. Further-
more, the sense of myth may not be identified if we do not pass beyond the 
representative nature of the language; it co-exists with the language. 

The myth may be explained within a semiology framework. Formally, the 
semiology is described by Roland Barthes as a structure having as a basis 
three elements: the signifier, the signified and the sign. To exemplify this, 
Barthes refers to roses2. For him, the roses signify passion. The signifier in 
this relationship is roses, and the signified is passion. In a formal analysis, the 
“roses” is in a relation with the “passion”. This relationship constitutes the 
sign. The association between roses and passion takes place due to experience. 
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By reviewing the relationship among the three elements, we find that the 
signifier is empty as far as the meaning is concerned. The rose, in itself, has 
no meaning. Due to consciousness, the sign, the relation between the 
signifier and signified, gets filled with meaning. 

The myth cannot be understood only at the level of language; it involves 
a meta-language. Thus, we have a sign, from a first relationship (between a 
signifier and a signified) that passes to another level, that of meta-language 
and finds itself here in a new relationship, of 2nd order, in which it becomes 
itself a signifier. Therefore, in the mythic plan, we have a relationship 
between a signifier (that is at its origin the sign of another relationship) and 
a new signified. In the same way, the relationship between the two ones will 
render in turn a new sign3. 

The mythic plan is somehow paradoxical. If, within the first relationship, 
the sign gets filled with meaning, within the second relationship, in which it 
becomes a signifier, it gets emptied of meaning, remaining only as a form. 
Thus, the interpreters of the myth find themselves in difficulty as they are 
faced with a structure of the discursive unit that, at its origin, has a meaning, 
but that at the same time is only form, in a new relationship. 

In an attempt to make ourselves understood, let’s assume as follows: I 
am at the grammar class, at high-school, and I am presented with the 
following sentence: the tree is a ladder, of which the only thing I know is that 
is from a sacred ancient text. As I am at a grammar class, I am asked to 
analyse the relationship between the subject and the predicate. The signifier 
consists of the terms tree, is and a ladder. The signified is the acoustic image 
of the sentence the tree is a ladder. Ultimately, within the context of the 
grammar class, the tree is a ladder terms for me a grammatical structure that I 
have to analyse. However, upon reading afresh the sentence, I realize that 
the tree is a ladder holds also another meaning which remains hidden from 
me. As I lack the experience of the context from which the sentence was 
taken, I cannot retrace that meaning. The sentence has a signifier that 
originates in another reference system, as it is at its origin a sign of another 
context. I lack the data required for building the universe in which the tree is 
a ladder was originally uttered. I do not know whether the religious man of a 
certain country, in a certain time of the year, within a ritual, transcends the 
time and the space towards eternity and paradise by climbing a ladder that 
for that man represents a Cosmic Tree. As I lack this experience, I am only 
presented with a form, which, in a new relationship, may only be given the 
meaning of a grammatical structure. The paradoxical structure of this 
sentence is obvious when, noticing that it is only a shape, we find that is not 
only an empty shape that may be completely filled by another content, 
meaning, but it preserves though the traces of the older meaning,  
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undecipherable, however, without the conscience of the context from 
which it originates: 

 
“But the essential point in all this is that the form does not supress the 
meaning, it only impoverishes it, it puts it a distance, it holds it at one’s 
disposal. One believes that the meaning is going to die, but is a death with 
reprive; the meaning loses its value, but keeps its life, from which the form of 
the myth will draw its nourishment. The meaning will be for the form like an 
instantaneous reserve of history, a tamed richeness [...] It is this constant game 

of hide and seek between the meaning and the form which defines myth.”4 

 
It follows that, for instance, a text could never be able to comprise, in relation 
to what it intends to signify, an ultimate meaning. The text, due to the form 
to which it is bound, will always comprise residues of meaning as well; its 
form cannot ignore them, as they are, in a certain way, constitutive parts of 
it. These residues of meaning are added to the new relationship that it attempts 
to achieve with a signifier. This game between form and meaning in 
continuous interaction is the stake of the interpretation act. This may signify 
the accurate discrimination of the significances that a text may suggest in 
itself, but also the identification of the residual meanings that come together 
with its form – hence the issue faced by the translator. He or she has to 
achieve a transfer of meaning between two different forms. The problem is 
that each form comes with distinct residual meanings. Moreover, the 
interpretation can also regard the compatibility between form and meaning, 
identifying the possibility conditions for which a certain form is best 
compatible, is mostly associated with a type of rationale that cannot easily 
be caught in metaphors. Similarly, there is an affinity of the form rose with 
the fact that it refers to passion; but that association does not emerge by 
itself, but is generated against the background of an experience, of culture 
and history, where the interdependences and the successive interactions 
between the form and the meaning become difficult to track. 

Therefore, the myth is the form holding a signification specific to a 
certain historical context, where experiences different from those common 
to us were shared. However, the myth preserves a remaining of the initial 
signification, but, when updated, it is given an infusion of meaning by 
means of re-contextualization. Nevertheless, the myth does not evolve like 
any other act of language, but, as Barthes states, it should be chosen by 
history in order to remain alive5. 

The re-contextualization of an older form, by mythification, may gain a 
negative connotation. An example used by Barthes in order to explain a 
form of mythification is that of an image where a black man, wearing a 
                                                           
4 Ibidem, p. 118. 
5 Ibidem, p. 109. 
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uniform, looks up while saluting in the military way, probable the French 
tri-coloured flag6. The actual image is what we name form. This, placed in the 
context of the French imperialism, takes over an artificially-imposed 
significance: a black man, as all French young men, salutes while wearing a 
military uniform, the French flag, probably, in the name of imperialism. But 
besides this form in which a new meaning is projected, we may also find 
another signification, pushed towards the side, which must be replaced. The 
image makes also reference, however in a different context, to the situation 
when the black men were oppressed, used as tools, due to the colonialism.  

The re-contextualization of a meaning, the mythification, may be 
correlated to ideology. Within the context where ideology means the 
dissemination of certain values which legitimate a certain political structure, 
the mythification may be a form by which that ideology can be dis-
seminated. In order to be efficient to the fullest, the mythification targets 
actually the erasure, the interpretation of history in a unilateral way. The 
cleaning of history by means of censure aims exactly at blotting the meaning 
still present in a form or another, so that it may take over to the highest 
degree, following the re-contextualization, a new meaning. It is still an open 
issue whether the ideology may overlap entirely, by mythification, a form, 
conferring an artificial meaning to it. When we refer to myths, we fail to see 
all the time the contortion of the meaning. We should not exclude de 
possibility that certain myths be chosen by history, to use the term employed 
by Barthes, for the very reason that they make reference, by their  
significances that they still preserve, regardless the way in which they have 
been re-contextualized, to primary experiences. The history does not choose 
them, they are rather expressions that keep coming back as archetypal  
forms, because people cannot disregard them as they are constitutive to the 
psyche in general. 

 
II. Myths as benchmarks 

 
On other hand, it may be suggested that the myth is rather related to 
experience than to significance. The myths, at their origin, are benchmarks. 
In this context, Joseph Campbell, during an interview with Bill Moyers, 
stated: 

 

“Campbell: People say that what we’re all seeking is a meaning for life. I don’t 
think that’s what we’re really seeking. I think that what we’re seeking is an 
experience of being alive, so that our life experiences on the purely physical 
plane will have resonances within our own innermost being and reality, so that 
we actually feel the rapture of being alive. That’s what it’s all finally about, and 
that’s what these clues help us to find within ourselves. 
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Moyers: Myths are clues?  
Campbell: Myths are clues to the spiritual potentialities of the human life.”7  
 

Also: 
 

“Moyers: But all of these myths are other people’s dreams. 
Campbell: Oh, no, they’re not. They are the world’s dreams. They are  
archetypal dreams and deal with great human problems. I know when I come 
to one of these thresholds now. The myth tells me about it, how to respond to 
certain crises of disappointment or delight or failure or success. The myth tells 

me where I am.”8  
 

According to Campbell, the myth holds four functions9. Firstly, the myth 
holds a mystic function, as it narrates about the mysteries of universe, of 
creation; it may make the listener or reader of the myth experience the 
wonder. Secondly, the myth holds a cosmologic dimension, as it indicates 
the structure of the universe, but in a manner where, again, the presence of 
mystery makes itself felt. Thirdly, it holds a sociologic function. The myth 
provides the guiding marks for the social life. Finally, the myth holds a 
pedagogical function, pointing the way in which one may live, regardless the 
circumstances. 

Eliade, making reference to the context of the 19th Century, finds that 
the myth signifies everything opposing to reality 10. In this context, the relation-
ship of the myth with the ideology is obvious. Moreover, the myth may 
intermingle with the ideology, as, more often than not, the ideology was 
understood as opposed to reality. The issue is what we mean by reality and 
in what way the ideology, together with the myth, are in opposition to it. 

As the myths do, the ideology tells a story, suggests a meaning. The 
myths address to anyone, but not all understand them. The myths need to 
be interpreted. The meaning for the way in which we must act, for the way 
in which we must experience, following hearing or reading a myth, must be 
deciphered, pursued. At first, the myth leaves us perplex, astonished. This 
function of it urges towards reflection, towards meditation. It suggests that, 
actually, reality is not only what can be seen, that sometimes the meaning is 
hidden. In this respect, the myth does oppose to reality, but only to 
penetrate it deeper, to signify and experiment it. However, the ideology 
addresses, as myth does, to anyone, but presents itself as simple. It must be 
understood as such and in this simplicity lays its efficacy. It provides the 
coordinates, the benchmarks, the data for the way in which we are supposed 
to act now, in this context, in this circumstance, but it is severed from the 
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9 Ibidem, pp. 33-34. 
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feeling of wonder. This is the one that it should borrow in order to reach 
people’s hearts. The ideology begins by being a parasite of the myth, only to 
proceed subsequently, having digested all of the latter’s substance, to 
pushing the latter aside as with an empty shell. In the end, it asserts itself to 
be full of substance, accusing the remaining of the myth, its form, as being a 
worthless thing. The ideology fails to take over in an honest way the substance 
of myth, but steals it and in the end it is the one making accusations. It 
conquers by using the mask of myth but proves itself to be a green-eyed 
partner, imposing itself continuously in the life of the other. The myth 
seduces but keeps its distance and does not impose itself violently. It offers 
meaning but not suffocates with it. 

To Eliade, it is obvious that Marx conquers by building his philosophic 
doctrine upon “one of the great eschatological myths of the Asian-
Mediterranean world, namely: the redeeming role of The Right One (the 
chosen, the anointed, the immaculate, the messenger – in our days, the proletariat), 
whose sufferings are called to change the ontological status of the world”11. 
The other example offered by Eliade regarding myth and ideology refers to 
National-Socialism. It is built, in the same way, on the basis of the 
Christianity, not upon its structure, but in opposition to it. The National-
Socialism fails to provide compassion and to promise salvation, but is 
pessimistic, proposing the birth of another world following a final fight 
during which both parties will pay an immense toll:  

 

„Translated in politics terms, this substitution means to say approximately the 
following: give up your old Judeo-Christian histories and revive deep within 
your soul the faith of your ancients, the Germans; then, prepare yourselves for 
the great ultimate fight between our gods and the demonic forces; in that 
apocalyptic battle, our gods and heroes – and we together with them – will lose 

our lives, it will be a ragnarök, but a new world will be born later.”12  
 

The myth is each time the myth of the stranger, of the unknown one, it is a 
meaning proposed to me, an experience offered to me. If I catch the 
meaning, I re-live the experience, the alien turns into a fellow human. It 
may become more real than the contemporary people. It is more real, more 
easily to comprehend because it experienced a state that I have lived myself, 
because it has understood in a certain way the limit situation in which it 
found itself, and now it proposes to me, by its example, to do the same 
thing, or to learn from this. In the same way, by reading literature, getting 
close to the character, we are there, together with him or her, leading us until 
a point where, separated from ourselves, we find ourselves in another time 
and another space. As for the literature, shows, films, Eliade remarks that 
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they are substitutes for the primal myths13. They may transform, in turn, in a 
myth, to the extent to which they are chosen by the history, as far as they 
offer pertinent coordinates for limit situations. 

It can be noticed, with regard to the dialogue between the culture of the 
European space in the 19th Century and the so-called exotic cultures, that 
the latter ones seem to be mainly interested in only two themes: that of 
Christianity and that of Communism, while popular themes, as that of 
positivism, shared by a large part of Europe, are not of very great interest14. 
A theme as the positivism can be easily distinguished from the ideological 
phenomenon, while Christianity and the Communism are often studied as 
ideologies. The situation seems to be explained by the fact that both 
Christianity and the Communism are doctrines of salvation and, therefore, 
they resort to symbols and myths to be found, in similar forms, at the extra-
European cultures as well. 

Eliade notices that the 19th Century is the moment where, in Europe, the 
symbols and myths are deconstructed, rationalized, pushed towards the 
periphery of knowledge, by the fact that they are rather associated to the 
spiritual life, contravening to rationality that begins to take shape15. They are 
harmful, disturbing the understanding of the historic current state of things, 
attempting to perpetuate a regime of power that finds no longer its place. 
No sooner than the 20th Century, when the base of the study of the 
unconscious is formed, the fact is found that both forms of myth and the 
symbols may not be really put in parentheses. The development of the 
psychoanalysis is concomitant with an assertion of irrationality (from the 
perspective of a positivistic logic), as the mechanisms of the psyche are not 
dissociable from symbols and myths: 

 
“The images, the symbols, the myths are not arbitrary creations of the psyche: 
they respond to a need and fulfil a function: to unveil the most secret ways of 
the being. Therefore, their studying allows us to know better the human, “the 
pure and simple human”, who was not affected by the historical circumstances. 
Each historical being bears in itself a large part of the humanity of before the 
history.”16 

 
When referring to images, symbols and myths, Eliade does not target 
necessarily at their classic manifestations. The cross may symbolize the 
suffering of Christ, the fact that, in experimenting the condition of human, 
he had to die in order to get close to those whom he speaks about the 
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recovery of a lost paradise. The promise of paradise may be, however, 
reconstituted also via other symbols or a random image. The interpreter is 
the one who sees behind the mask that, in a certain context, is worn by an 
image, by identifying the force behind it, using the concept of Nietzsche17; 
identifying the fundamental need for which the image or symbol stands. In 
this context, for good reason does Eliade state that a fragment of a song, 
played on accordion, heard by chance, may bear, for the one who catches it, 
the nostalgia of a paradise that cannot be recovered18. Pushing the symbols, 
the myths to a periphery area of knowledge can only help build a unilateral 
discourse about psyche, understand the individuals as final products of the 
historical context in which they find themselves. The marginalization of the 
study targeting the modality by which, for instance, one simple image may 
trigger an affective status, determining modalities to interpret the world 
depending on the impact that it has over the psyche, seems to put in 
parentheses an entire range of experiences which, if we are to be honest to 
ourselves, we should not ignore. On other side, to ignore such experiences 
may reverberate in a harmful way over us, finding us estranged from our 
own wishes, states, relating in a non-authentic way to ourselves and the 
others: 

 
“Such nostalgias were not taken into account. We did not want to see in them 
but psychical fragments empty of significance: it was admitted, at the very most, 
that they might be of interest for some investigations regarding forms of 
psychical evasion. On the contrary, the nostalgias are sometimes charged with 
significances engaging the very condition of human; having this feature, they 
present interest for the philosopher as well as for the theologian. Only, they 
were not taken seriously, they were regarded as frivolous: what subject can be 
more discreditable than the image of the Lost Paradise elicited suddenly by the 

song played on accordion.”19  

 
We may, however, ask ourselves, whether, no matter how hard we would 
try to marginalize the importance of the myths, of symbols, it should be 
admitted that they cannot be entirely suppressed, continuing to appear 
under different guises, manifestations, why those new faces that they receive 
are classified under a category of non-authenticity? True, it is important to 
know accurately the origin of a symbol or myth, from a historical 
perspective, but to what extent may one assert that the reliving of an 
emotion, for instance due to the nostalgia triggered by a musical fragment, 
is less intense, or may be labelled even as non-authentic, in comparison with 
the living of the symbol in its classic form, for instance by participating to a 
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church service? Does the fact that the image of the mother is caught in a 
classic form in the Myth of Oedipus render the emotion triggered by 
listening to the song The End, of The Doors perforce non-authentic? To put 
it differently, are not the higher levels those that matter? We may live with 
the feeling that the historic complex in which we find ourselves is a de-
spiritualized one, but may we assert with confidence that, in history, people 
were not equally, or even more, alienated from their own experiences or 
from a form or another of spiritual life? We see ourselves every time 
reaching the end of history in a tragic way, having a past that, each time, we 
must recover, but we are seldom willing to see our future in other way than 
a glorious reconstruction of that past that, actually, is no longer possible and 
that maybe we shouldn’t even attempt to rebuild. 

Eliade attempts to demonstrate that there is an archaic behaviour of the 
human psyche that is not acquired within a historic background20. He argues 
that, regardless the historic context, be it the ancient Egypt, be it the Vedic 
India, there is a common symbolism. For instance, the symbolism of ascent 
is the same: to create the link, by means of a ritual, between the earth and 
the gods’ world. The symbolism of the ascension is materialized by the 
motif of the ladder that is a replica of the Universal Column, of the Cosmic 
Tree, of the Mountain, designating the centre of a religious space by the fact 
that it is the place where the world was created. The distance to the place 
where the creation began must be each time recovered. Thus, the stability of 
the world is endangered. This recovery is exemplified by Eliade by the myth 
of Parsifal and of the Fisher King. Parsifal is the only one who succeeds in 
curing the king’s disease, the disintegration of the kingdom, of the nature, 
by raising the issue of the centre, wondering where the Grail is. By the mere 
problematization of the creation act, the nature recovers its health, the life 
within the kingdom gets a new meaning. In that context, Eliade asserts: 

 
“This small detail of a grandiose European myth disclosed at least one ignored 
aspect of the symbolism of the Centre: not only that there is an intimate 
sympathy between the life of Universe and the salvation of human, but it takes 
no more than simply raise the issue of salvation, it is enough to raise the central 
problem, i.e. the problem, in order that the cosmic life regenerate itself  
indefinitely. Because more often than not the death – as this mythic fragment 
seems to show – is nothing short than the consequence of our disinterest 

towards immortality.”21  

 
The myth may not be comprised in the historic time, but finds itself of the 
limit of this time, taking place within a sacred time that cannot be specified 
with accuracy. To narrate it is more than to sequence a number of events, 
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but it produces a re-updating of the sacred time in which is, primarily, 
located. Therefore, it is not to be conducted anytime, anywhere, but only 
upon the limit situations, when, in the everyday, one cannot find the 
meaning of an occurrence, of an action that must be comprehended. 
Rather, to re-update the sacred time by bringing the myth to the front takes 
place in a ritualistic context, during specific periods deemed as sacred by the 
shaman, priest etc.22 

Eliade suggests that, although the religious experiences may be 

researched as having been determined by a space and a time that allow for 

their being located in history, they view the transcendence of the historic 

space and time: the reclaim of the paradise, the finding of a symbolic centre 

of the world by which the passage into another plan of existence is possible, 

the approach of the gods, the magic linking to or de-linking from the 

divinity etc. In the arguments of Clifford Geertz23 to the favour of the 

scenario where the ideological phenomenon is achieved also via images, 

symbols, metaphors that constitute elements generating cohesion within the 

communities, as a common background determining a certain relation to 

the world, it is important to find whether the symbols, in general, and the 

religious ones, in particular, have an origin that can be accurately placed in 

history, or whether they are of a universal nature, namely they may appear 

regardless the historic context (the two assertion are not necessarily  

mutually exclusive). 

In the context of our study, the stake is the following: if one religious 

symbol has one single origin and, in time, it is transferred and adopted, 

under multiple forms, by other communities, then it seems easy to assert 

that a religious symbol is part of an ideology. For instance, the Christianity 

emerged historically. By the fact that its origin can be pointed, the 

Christianity may be understood as an ideology. In this context the 

Christianity, the precise expression of a certain context having its own 

vision, its own way to relate to the world, by the values that it proposes, it 

may be an inadequate modality of relating to the historic context in which 

we find ourselves. However, it is the transcendence of time and space by 

the offered eternity and paradise that the Christianity has as a purpose. This 

transcendence is its stake. The issue is whether the attempt to exceed the 

time and space is a practice having a historic origin tributary to a certain 

context, or whether it is a universal practice having its origin deeply rooted 

in our very nature. 

 

                                                           
22 Ibidem, pp. 70-71. 
23 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, Basic Books, Inc., Publishers, New York, 
1973, pp. 193-234. 



Myth, Symbol and Ideology 

 116 

III. Symbols as manifestations of the psyche 
 

The term symbol has its origin in Greek (symbolon), where it means a 
password, a pass, or thrown together, a mix of two things. In Latin (symbolum), 
the term designates a belief, a hall-mark. In the poem The Faerie Queene, by 
Edmund Spenser, at the end of the 16th Century, the significance of 
something that stands for something else is offered for the first time. 

Basically, we understand by symbol an object representing, suggesting an 
idea, a belief, an action, an image or another object. The symbols may, in 
turn, have multiple forms, may be perceived as sounds, images etc. For 
instance, the letters symbolize sounds, the roses symbolize passion. 

If we understand the inner life, within Jung’s meaning, as a succession of 
images, of symbols behind which the psyche attaches emotions, significances, 
then the symbols may provide clues of the ideological phenomenon. 
The fact that the symbols, as images, are taken to the surface from the 
unconscious, via the dreams, may signify, among others, a stress of the 
psyche due to the difference from the way we live our daily life, depending 
on various values, concepts, and the way our nature demands that we 
should do it. The discourse about the unconscious may be made, rather, in 
negative terms, however this does not mean that it remains entirely cryptic, 
but communicates its meanings via symbols. To the extent to which the 
latter ones are deciphered, upon the moment when they are consciously 
understood, then this stress of psyche disappears, or at least we live being 
aware of the meaning suggested by the unconscious. 

Jung distinguishes between the notions of sign and symbol 24. The sign is 
an adequate expression of a thing, of a notion. For instance, the fountain 
pen is a sign for writing, or the wheel is a sign for movement. But, in the 
same way, a keyboard may be a sign for writing and a wing may be a sign 
for movement. Within the sphere of the sign, we may gather an entire range 
of things that refer, all of them, to the same ideas. On the contrary, the 
symbol makes reference to something else, and that something else is 
always not suggested in its entirety, leaving out an unknown residuum. 
There is a deeper compatibility between the symbol and what it designates; 
a sign may be replaced by another, but a symbol refers only to one thing, 
even if our understanding of that thing is not complete. 

The symbols that the psyche represents to us have an unknown side. We 
are, on one hand, in the hold of the representation of the symbol, but it 
makes reference to an unconscious, still not understood, stress. When a 
symbol presents to us as such it is not necessarily a live one, i.e. it addresses 
only to one side of the intellect, but only when: „for an observer, it 
expresses in an ultimate way a fact divined, but still unknown. Under such 
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circumstances, it bestirs a participation of the unconscious. It has an 
invigorating and stimulating effect. But as Faust puts it: But differently ah! This 
sign thrills me! ”25  

The symbols can be achieved by means of images. In this context, the 
image does not represent a physical object; e.g., a painting. Similarly, it is 
not a mental representation of an object, but refers to an object using an 
indirect manner. The representation is a process taking place in an aware 
way. The mental image is perceived by the consciousness, but appears 
following the imaginative process of the unconsciousness, being located 
within a space common to both those psyche areas. The image should not be 
mixed up with hallucination, it does not substitute itself to the reality, nor is 
it symptom for any disease. However, the image can be valued more than 
the reality, than the exterior world, as it can be more credible, fuller of 
meaning. 

Jung distinguished between two types of images: the personal one and 
the primordial one26. The personal image is the specific expression of a 
psyche, depending on its own experiences, without necessarily being in 
anyway related to a conflict between the social values and the own urges. 
The primordial image is the one of consequence within the context of the 
discussion of ideology. This type of image has an archaic nature: 

 
“I speak of an archaic character when the image displays a remarkable  
concordance with renowned mythological motifs, in this case it expresses, on 
one hand, materials that are preponderantly collective-unconscious, and on other 
hand it indicates the fact that the momentary status of the conscience is  

subjected less to a personal influence and rather to a collective one.”27  

 
The collective influence is due to an experience repeated at community 
level. The experiences, as they are repeated, become engraved in the collective 
mental. For instance, by the constant succession of sunrise and sunset, 
experiences lived by all the members of a community are produced.  
However, Jung does not consider that the psyche is a passive structure. The 
repeated experience of the sunrise and sunset is not inscribed as on a white 
sheet of paper. The psyche gives them value depending on its own tensions 
and laws which constitute its very nature. Without that tension, the myth 
could not be possible. Although it may be determined by the cycles of 
nature, the meaning is offered due to a tension existent within the psyche: 

 
“We are, therefore, constrained to assume that the given structure of the brain 
owes its composition not only to the influence of the ambient conditions, but 
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also to the specific and autonomous constitution of the live matter, i.e. to a law 
given at the same time as the life. The given constitution of the body is 
therefore a product of, on hand, the outer circumstances, on other hand, the 
determinations inherent to the alive.”28  

 
The archaic image is the condition of possibility for the idea to appear. The 
latter does not belong to the experience, but is the possibility condition of 
the emergence of any experience; it may take place only due to the tension 
already existent within the psyche, due to its nature, its predetermined 
structure that subsequently provides shape for all thoughts. The primordial 
image, processed at the intellectual level, turns itself into idea. This one 
redounds upon the life, meaning that it determines value-assignations 
depending to which the feelings, the perceptions are then orientated. Thus, 
“in the inner visual field, the primordial image appears as a symbol, by dint 
of its material nature, it may perceive the material feeling still undif-
ferentiated, and pursuant to its significance, it may perceive the idea whose 
mother it is, thus blending together the idea and the feeling”29. 

 
IV. Conclusion 

 
Ideology, in order to be effective, must substitute itself to the archetypal 
forms present at the level of the collective unconscious. If we speak about 
ideology as a system of values, rules, beliefs that are dispersed in a certain 
group in order to serve an interest of the power, then, under the 
compulsion of this power, the ideology has to act by mystifying, by 
substituting to old values some new ones, it must deviate meanings, 
replace the images and symbols constituting the space of the collective 
unconscious. If the latter is modified, then any idea will produce 
assignments of value that will have a meaning already holding a place in a 
frame of reference and will serve the interest of the power who has 
disseminated that ideology. 

However, this process cannot be produced, during a short period of 
time. The individuals must be educated and re-educated. Those who would 
not part with the old mental forms must be driven to the periphery of the 
society, they must be denied the opportunity to provide another point of 
view, based on a different frame of reference. The ideology as a vision 
proposed and implemented by some interest of the power can only be a 
system of artificial values. It interposes to a natural order in which the 
symbols, as understood by Jung, appear and offer significances and 
meanings to a psychical experience determined by a certain historic context, 
and then eventually disappear when their significance is no longer backed 
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by an unconscious tension which provided them with energy and pushed 
them to the conscious. The ideological symbol suggests itself to be eternal. 
This feature is the one that determines, eventually, its death. 

Any practice, any symbol or ritual is historical, but its stake is universal. 
To put it differently, a symbol does not necessarily depend on the historic 
context in which it is produced; the context determines only the form in 
which it manifests itself. The symbol may emerge in any moment of the 
history. It is possible that its origin be within our psyche and its  
manifestation be only an updating of an archetypal form. In an attempt to 
demonstrate the fact that certain symbols are universal, the researcher 
should identify similar symbols in different cultures that were isolated from 
one another. However, the hypothesis of the common origin of those 
practices may not be entirely precluded, as who may assert with accuracy 
that it couldn’t happen that those cultures, apparently isolated, com-
municated at a certain point among them, and the traces of such interaction 
cannot be retraced? It is possible that an attempt having greater chances of 
success, in an attempt to determine the universal nature of certain symbols 
may be offered by psychology. If certain manifestations of the psyche 
(persisting images, symbols, dreams) are identified as means by which the 
psyche manifests itself to a large extent, then one may suggest the fact that 
they have a universal nature. This hypothesis seems to be also taken over by 
Eliade: 

 
“Provisionally, we should accept therefore the hypothesis according to which at 
least a certain area of the subconscious is dominated by the same archetypes 
that dominate and organize the conscious experience and the trans-conscious 
one. Therefore, we will be entitled to regard the multiple versions of a symbolic 
complex […] as an endless array of forms that, in the diversified plan of the 
dream, myth, rite, theology, mysticism, metaphysic etc. attempts to accomplish 

the archetype.”30 

 
The significance of a symbol is taken over and reinterpreted depending on 
the historic context, even if, originally, it responds to the same fundamental 
human need. For instance, the Christianity assumes and transforms the 
previous symbols: the meaning of the Cosmic Tree is substituted with that 
of the Son of God. The representations, the dreams, the images produced 
by the psychic are cut to match the shape imposed by the historical context 
by a religion or other, and their interpretation takes place depending on the 
data of that vision. Although, essentially, the symbols stands for the need to 
transcend the historical time and space, its interpretation is determined by 
the historical context, being conducted against the data of the new context. 
This does not mean that the symbols are equalized. Obviously, there are 
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differences between the Cosmic Tree and Jesus. At the same time, they are 
coherent symbols, i. e. they respond, in various forms, to the same attempt 
to get beyond the historic time. The Christianity does not produce, by its 
historic occurrence, the need to exceed this world (the need pre-existed), 
but reinterpret the modality by which the entry into eternity should be 
performed. In support of this I would refer to the following paragraph: 

 
“The symbolism adds a new value to an object or action, without damaging by 
this their own and direct values. Applied to an object or to an action, the 
symbolism makes them become open. The symbolic thinking breaks the 
immediate reality without lessening or depreciating it, in its perspective. The 
universe is not closed, no object remains isolated within its own existentiality: 
everything links to everything via a close system of correspondences and 
assimilations. The human of the archaic societies acquired self-conscience 
within an open world rich in significances: whether such openings are as many 
means of evasion or whether, on the contrary, they are the only means to 

accede the actual reality of the world, that is yet to be seen.”31  

 
The function of the symbol may be caught also when analysed within a 
political context. A means by which one can track the relationship between 
the ideology and symbols is to notice the way in which a political regime 
produces, when reaching to be the dominant force within a nation, a 
complex of new symbols legitimating its power. A more interesting 
hypothesis is, however, that a political regime does not produce new 
symbols out of nothing or only depending on its own image, but anchors 
itself in already-existing symbols, hijacking their initial significance so that it 
may be projected not only as being legitimate, but as the only solution 
adequate to the historic context in which it is. In relation to this, making 
reference to Communism, Herald Wydra says: 

 
“Symbols resonate in the ordinary and habitual lives of people because they 
capture people’s minds and hearts in ecstatic, out of ordinary situations. 
Symbols “function” only to the extent that their meanings – such as language 
symbols, semiotic codes, and forms of iconic or ritual presentation – have a 
concrete, experiential basis. They provide orientation and markers of certainty 
when authority dissolves, leaders die, symbols of oppression (such as prisons) 

are overturned, walls collapse, or towers crumble.”32  

 
In a way similar to the one in which the Christianity embeds, by the Son of 
God, an older symbol, that of the Cosmic Tree, by which the salvation may 
be achieved, the pass to another world, so will the salvation take place, in 
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the Communism, but by the effort of the proletariat. The historical context 
is the one that allows for the transfer of meaning from an older symbol to a 
new one. In other words, as long as a symbol responds to the human need 
of having benchmarks, in a certain context, there is no reason for it to be 
transformed. The transformation takes place when a force that is external to 
a community (namely, it has different values from those of the community 
where it attempts to modify the meaning of the old symbols), it finds that 
community to be confused – when the benchmarks it holds fail to respond 
to the context of the present. The symbols, irrespective of their regarding 
the religious phenomenon, or referring to the self-image of the community, 
or to the political practice, must orientate instinctually the community in 
order to be efficient. When the universe of meanings of a community falls 
apart, we find the moment when the symbols are susceptible of being 
reinterpreted, the moment when revolutions occur and when the history 
begins to unfold following a different vision. In the context of the 
revolutions in Russia in the period around 1917 we can see such a situation, 
when the old values did not manage to provide benchmarks relevant for the 
contemporary historical context. Against the decrease in authority of the 
Tsar, the Orthodox Church proposed a program for Russia salvation 
suggesting the symbol of a third Rome. On the contrary, the desacralization 
of the Tsar failed to result into a closeness of the population to the 
Orthodox Church, but finds its benchmarks in another type of salvation – 
the Messianism of the proletarian revolution: 

 
“This revolutionary messianism largely accounts for why an atheistic ideology 
would be successful in a deeply religious, orthodox country. While the Bolsheviks 
ruthlessly persecuted the Orthodox Church, they used religious symbols in 
iconic representations, visual imagery, and semiotic practice to represent the 

proletariat as the collective hero of history.”33  

 
As time passed, a communist regime as that in Russia, dissociating from the 
moment when it gained its power and beginning to lose its symbolic 
relevance, would attempt to charge with importance the original moment 
until the latter raises to the size of a myth. The loss of the legitimacy and 
relevance of the political system is compensated by intensifying the 
importance given to symbols. The celebration of the birth of the 
communist leaders, of the revolution and the institutionalization of such 
practices only target at re-updating the primal act that has by now passed to 
a mythic, sacred time. The period before the revolution turns into pre-
history. The true history begins only after the proletariat has acquired self-
awareness. 
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Abstract: The phrase ”Socratic irony”, which is principally used with reference to 
Socrates` philosophical method, is one of the biggest unsolved puzzles of Greek 
philosophy. Since the beginning of its occurrence, this type of irony has been a 
fertile ground for the abuse of exegetical tradition. But, despite the mysteries that 
surrounds the image of Socratic dissembling, it seems that the questioning 
technique of Socrates had a valuable influence on the entire Western thought. In 
this paper I discuss some types of comprehending and interpreting the specific 
irony that Socrates used in his provocative discussions. In this way, the present 
study starts with the analysis of the mistaken interpretation of the Sophists and 
continues with an inquiry of understanding how the concept of irony evolved from 
Antiquity to Friedrich Nietzsche. At the same time I will reveal the ethical issues 
involved in using the complex Socratic irony.  
 
Keywords: Socratic irony, hermeneutics, Socrates, ethics, cynicism, Nietzsche. 

 

 

Associated with the method and personality of Socrates, irony has a special 
place in the history of philosophical ideas. In the strict sense of the term, at 
least for the ancient Greeks, eirōneia does not mean more than reading-out a 
false artlessness. Its main significance was that of deceit, of willful induction 
into error, therefore, at least until Socrates, eirōneia was regarded as a plain 
misbehaving. And, given that this “irony” has similar meanings to sarcasm, 
lying and other offensive attitudes, it proves that it was not at all worthwhile 
to make use of its subtle game. But with Socrates’ maieutics, the immoral 
character of irony begins to dissipate. And it’s not because he would directly 
searched it, but because he practiced it in his characteristic style. Due to his 
charisma, most philosophers will reconsider the axiological status of irony. 
Of course, making exception of the obvious influences of Socratic irony on 
western philosophy, there are also some less discussed. Brainstorming, for 
example – an educational method which, by virtue of individual freedom of 
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thought, encourages the participants involved in discussion to talk and not 
be frightened by the strangeness or the simplicity of answers that liberates 
the analysis – it is a fact that proves that the Socratic irony indirectly marked 
the development of pedagogy too. However, in this study, starting with the 
interpretations of the Sophists and ending with the ideas of Friedrich 
Nietzsche, we will analyze just how the image of the Socratic irony was 
set throughout the history of European thoughtfulness. Also, beyond 
highlighting the passage that the Socrates’ irony had among philosophers, 
we will disclose also the ethical implications of its use and abuse.  

Given the negative image that irony originally had in ancient Greece, it is 
no wonder that the Socratic concealing sparked controversy from the 
beginning, being very difficult to understand and to accept it by the  
interlocutor. In The Republic (337 a), for example, Thrasymachos attacks the 
irony of Socrates as if he would expose why the philosopher avoids 
responding directly to the discussed issues. In this circumstance, the irony 
of the Greek philosopher is mockingly taken, being considered a plain 
pretense. Also, a similar interpretation emerges from the comparison that 
Menon makes (Meno 80 a) in the eponymous Platonic dialogue, between 
disconcerting style of Socrates and torpedo fish which paralyzes his prey. 
Meno feels powerless at a time in replying to the Greek ironist, which is 
why he ridicules him, saying that strikingly resembles both the figure and 
the behavior to the fish concerned. This way, Meno condemns the Socratic 
method, considering it generates confusion both in relation to one who 
practice it and to those he talks to. But the alleged doubt of Socrates was 
not a preamble of a torpedo attack that paralyzes its prey. Although,  
somehow, the resemblance seems fair, Vladimir Jankélévitch states, using 
other analogies, that Socrates “does not paralyze the interlocutors as the owl 
does which, according to the sophistry Elien, hypnotizes birds through its 
grimases, or as the mask of Medusa, which turns people into stone, but it 
numbs them to smarten up”1. Therefore, the Greek ironist does not put 
himself or the others in difficulty just for the pleasure of argue, but easier to 
remove the truth to light. Though many sophists said that the irony of 
Socrates is frivolous and malicious, considering it his cunning expression, it 
must be said that his bizarre attitude cannot be categorized so simplistically. 
It’s true he has a pretty shrewd intelligence, but he does not seek through 
this to cheat, like a crook, the vigilance of the interlocutors. Through the 
“cunning” of his irony, meaning through the contrast he creates between 
what he says and expectations of others, Socrates only wants to reveal that 
kind of truth that usually requires difficulty.  

For the purpose of customization of this philosophizing way, there 
should be noted that Socratic irony involves also self-irony. In general, 

                                                           
1 Vladimir Jankélévitch, Ironia, Editura Dacia, Cluj-Napoca, 1994, p. 12. 
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Platonic dialogues ends without finding clear answers to the discussed 
issues. In Charmides (175 d), for example, Socrates notes that no satisfactory 
answer has been found regarding the definition of wisdom, despite the good 
intentions and the efforts of interlocutors to know it. Due to this kind of 
failures, the Greek ironist inures to always say that “he only knows that he 
knows nothing” or that he does not have the knowledge. Even though he 
knows something, he launches this ironic statement because he aims to 
warn us of what we know, usually, that it concerns the wisdom. And this idea 
comes out from The Apology of Socrates, where the protagonist recognizes that 
he has a kind of wisdom (a human wisdom), but he concludes as follows: 
“I’m afraid that the only wise one is the God, and, by the words of the 
oracle, he says that human wisdom worths little or nothing”2. Therefore, 
this is why Socrates always claimed his ignorance: because all human 
knowledge is insignificant in relation to the divine one, the latter always 
staying hidden to us.  

Beyond the abusive interpretations of the Sophists regarding the irony of 
Socrates, there were more sympathetic views, like that of Alcibiades in 
Plato’s Symposium, where he proves that he understands the irony of the 
philosopher in the current meaning of the word3. Except this remark, the 
acceptances given to the irony substantially change only after the death 
sentencing of the inquisitive philosopher. In Aristotle, for example, we find 
an interesting characterization of the litotal appearance of Socrates’ irony, 
reflecting its opposition to the emphasis and the pedantry of sophists: 
“People of false modesty who talk tilting towards diminishing truth 
obviously have a more agreeable nature; they seem to express themselves in 
such a manner not seeking any advantage, but to avoid ostentation. Such 

                                                           
2 Platon, Apărarea lui Socrate 23 a, in Opere, vol. I, Editura Ştiinţifică şi Enciclopedică, 
Bucureşti, 1974, p. 21 
3 Here’s how Alcibiades describes the way in which Socrates kept his temperance in love, 
rejecting the advances he made on him was: “And he, after listening to me, said with its 
deeply ironic tone, so characteristic and usual: 
- Oh, dear Alcibiades! You do not seem to be a truly commoner, if all you said about me is 
true, if I really have the power to make you become better. It seems you found in me an 
amazing beauty, totally different from the most beautiful features that are seen in your 
person. But you see: if you, revealing it to me, want to share it with me, meaning to 
exchange one beauty with another, you prepare yourself a greater gain than mine. You give 
me the shade of the beauty and you expect to get from me real beauties! In other words, 
you put in mind to change my gold on brass. You’d better, wonderful friend, take notice of 
me not to fool you, with my scarcity. Perhaps the mind’s eye starts to be keen right in the 
moment it starts to get darker he light of the fleshy eyes. And you are far from it. “(Idem, 
Banchetul 218 d-e şi 219 a, in Dialoguri, Editura pentru Literatură Universală, Bucureşti, 1968, 
p. 306) Therefore, the young Alcibiades recognizes the preventing wisdom of Socratic 
irony, in the present context suggesting that carnal love cannot be a too valuable 
“bargaining chip” in terms of gaining the spiritual beauty that he noticed in Socrates and, 
ultimately, he may be mistaken if he makes such an exchange. 
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people especially deny their brilliant qualities, as Socrates did. However, 
those who use dissemblance for insignificant or obvious matters are called 
slicks and they are to despise. Sometimes this attitude seems boasting [...] 
for not only the excess, but also exaggerated decrease denotes boasting”4. In 
other words, for Aristotle, only the one who always tells the truth deserves 
praise, almost any deviation being considered a mockery at reason.  
Although eirōneia is desirable compared to alazoneía (the arrogance), the 
philosopher from Stagira cannot place it higher than aletheía (the truth). And 
that’s because, writes Jankélévitch, “Aristotle, whose already lacks his 
Athenian finesse, does not taste the salt of false humility: he did not see the 
irony than its private privative nature [...] Why should you briefly say it 
when you know do it extensively? Neither science, nor truth does not claim 
us to become less wealthy, less powerful, less intelligent than we actually are; 
this MINUS is a defiance of reason! There is no reason to diminish in such 
way! Less than the truth means less than it should”5. Jankélévitch’s 
description reflects the insensitivity of the Stagirite towards the general 
qualities of irony, suggesting that through it we still are in the transition 
period of its understanding, towards the cultivated witticism. 

Going further on the becoming thread of this “concept”, we find that 
only Roman rhetoricians will analyze the irony from a more positive 
perspective, close to the contemporary meanings. Due to their analysis, 
eirōneia will become irony, the famous trope that will relieve many of the old 
negative meanings. Here’s what Cicero wrote about it, keeping in mind 
Socrates: “It is still a civilized spirit, when you say one other than you feel, 
[...] I think Socrates exceeded all with his charm and civilization in this kind 
of irony and thought hiding. Indeed this style is very elegant, when it is tied 
with a spirit of seriousness and adapted with eloquent and civilized 
words”6. Somewhat similarly, Quintilian, the rhetorician, beyond the 
classical definition of irony as a trope that he has sent us, we notice that it 
recognizes the complexity of irony when he mentions also Socrates:  
“Moreover, even the whole life of a man may seem an irony, as Socrates’ 
life seems to have been; that is why he was told “the ironizer” because he 
played the ignorant and the admirer of the others as if they were wise”7. By 
the virtue of these findings, we can say that during the process of 
resignification of the irony image, the method and the character of the 
Greek philosopher had a decisive role. 

Unfortunately, almost all opinions and nuances on Socratic irony were 
formed more due to the analysis of Plato’s work. If we make reference to 

                                                           
4 Aristotel, Etica nicomahică 1127 b 25, Editura IRI, Bucureşti, 1998, p. 100. 
5 Vladimir Jankélévitch, op. cit., p. 71. 
6 Cicero, De Oratore, Editura Casei Şcoalelor, Bucureşti, 1925, pp. 210-211. 
7 Quintilian, Arta oratorică, vol. III, Editura Minerva, Bucureşti, 1974 pp. 34-35. 
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the irony from Xenophon’s texts, for example, we see that the great Greek 
ironist used to be quite direct in certain circumstances. There are some 
Xenophon fragments of which it is clear that Socrates was not as subtle as 
Plato presented him to us. Such an example is as follows: “On a master who 
had mercilessly punished his servant, Socrates asked him which is the 
reason he beats him and he received the answer: – Because he is hoggish 
and lazy. He only likes to raise money and do nothing. – Okay, but tell me, 
Socrates asked him again: Do you ever think about who deserves a terrific 
beating, you or your servant?”8 Therefore, Socrates’ rhetoric question 
strikingly resembles the acid lines of Diogenes of Sinope. This is why we 
might speculate that the so-called “Socratic irony” was more transparent 
and direct than we are used to notice it reading the Platonic dialogues. 

Closely related to these interpretations, Pierre Lévêque, suggesting that 
we cannot know precisely which is the real meaning of Socratic philosophy, 
writes that “the message of Socrates is not less mysterious than the reasons 
of his conviction. We only know him indirectly, from the writings of a too 
fool disciple and those of a too brilliant disciple”9. In other words, the 
debate on understanding the Socratic irony cannot be definitively closed. 
Similarly, Kierkegaard suggests, in turn, that in fact neither Plato nor 
Xenophon have rendered Socrates as he really was: “Each of the two 
commentators tried of course to complete Socrates, Xenophon pulling him 
to the low plains of profitability, Plato lifting him to the over-human 
regions of idea. But, irony is the midway, unseen and elusive point. On the 
one hand, the ironist is in his element in varied multitude of reality, on the 
other, he aerially and ethereal above it, barely touching the ground; but as 
the empire itself of its ideality is still strange, he did not turn towards, but he 
is ready to do it every moment. Irony oscillates between the ideal ego and 
the empirical one [...]”10. However, in an attempt to overcome these 
interpretation problems, the Danish thinker, argues that precisely 
Aristophanes, the playwright, was the closest to the Socratic spirit. And 
that’s because, coming from the way he ridiculed Socrates – if we look like 
in a mirror – we could tell how the inquiring philosopher actually was. 
However, the fact is that we must take into account all sources where we 
find Socrates’ figure, being aware that none can be absolutely true. 

However, despite these hermeneutical dilemmas, there is a possibility less 
taken into account, namely that the so-called “cynicals” to be the real 
followers of Socrates’ philosophy. Eventually, “Plato, his most gifted 
disciple, would soon prove the least faithful,”11 writes Popper, suggesting 
                                                           
8 Xenofon, Amintiri despre Socrate, Editura «Hyperion», Chişinău, 1990, pp. 91-92. 
9 Pierre Lévêque, Aventura greacă, vol. I, Editura Meridiane, Bucureşti, 1987, p. 450. 
10 Søren Kierkegaard, Despre conceptul de ironie, cu permanentă referire la Socrate, in Opere, vol. I, 
Humanitas, Bucureşti, 2006, p. 232. 
11 Karl R. Popper, Societatea deschisă şi duşmanii ei, vol. I, Humanitas, Bucureşti, 1993, p. 220. 
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that the Greek idealist was the disciple of the “closed society” theory, in 
contrast to Socrates who was a follower of the “open society.” And,  
because Diogenes of Sinope is among the most virulent opponents of 
Platonic philosophy, we might say that he has retained what was most 
authentic from Socratism. But, without entirely disproving this hypothesis, 
we cannot say that Socrates abused so much of irony that he became 
quarrelsome or sarcastic. Susan Prince notes, in this sense, that „Although 
Socrates and Diogenes become models in tandem for the wise man in later 
Stoicizing and Cynicizing authors, such as Epictetus and Dio Chrysostom, 
there is also an ancient sentiment that Cynicism is not continuous with 
Socraticism, presumably for its highly rhetorical character. Whereas Socrates 
was indifferent to poverty, the Cynic chose and embraced poverty. Whereas 
Socrates was ironic and bold, the Cynic was outrageously provocative and 
outspoken”12. Moreover, Socrates’ irony seems to be very similar to humor. 
According to some authors such as Harald Höffding, Socrates would even 
be a “great comedian”: “The fact that Socrates is among philosophers the 
only humorist with great style is based on that, to him, the intellectual work 
coincided with the teaching one, practical to man. Using irony as a method, 
he aimed to make individuals to ponder at the great background that a man 
can discover within himself, whether or not it can be expressed into some 
clear ideas. In this case, joke and irony were a path to sobriety”13. Since we 
are not concerned here with the question whether irony is a form of humor 
or humor is a form of irony, we retain only that the Socratic irony cannot be 
regarded at all as resentful as the irony of cynical manifested. 

Following the evolution of the image of Socrates’ irony, it appears that 
the Middle Ages was a rather unfortunate period for irony in general, 
especially because in this period it prevails the Christian morality, and then 
the rigidly scholastic Aristotelianism. Any eloquent omission (jokes, silences 
with meaning, humor, etc.) is usually reprehensible, especially because it 
amplifies sins like pride or hedonism. Only by the end of the Middle Ages, 
due to some scholars open to the art of derision, the concept of “Socratic 
irony” is rehabilitated. An eloquent example which shows the influence that 
this concept had over the Christian religion is that referring to the syntagma 
docta ignorantia (learned ignorance) of Nicolaus Cusanus. The similarity between 
the ironic method of Socrates and the attitude of one Christian results from 
a dialogue of the great German scholar, inspired by the technique of 
Platonic dialogues. In it, the Christian claims, typically Socratic by the way, 
that he knows nothing about God. For a better understanding of the 

                                                           
12 Susan Prince, „Socrates, Antisthenes, and the Cynics”, in Sara Ahbel-Rappe and Rachana 
Kamtekar, A Companion to Socrates, Blackwell Publishers, Oxford, 2006, p. 89. 
13 Harald Hőffding, Humorul ca sentiment vital (Marele humor). Un studiu psihologic, Institutul 
European, Iaşi, 2007, pp. 187-188. 
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correlation between the irony of Socrates and the Christian’s irony that, we 
present the following passage: 

 
“Heathen: «Who is the God whom you worship?» 
Christian: «I do not know.»  
Heathen: «How is it? You worship so devoted to someone you don’t not know 
him?» 
Christian: «I worship Him just because I don’t know Him.»  
Heathen: «I am amazed that a man is devoted to someone he does not know.»  
Christian: «It is more amazing that a man could worship someone who thinks 
he knows about.»  
Heathen: «Why?» 
Christian: «Because [man] is more ignorant about what thinks he knows than 
on what he knows he does not know.»  
Heathen: «Please explain to me.»  
Christian: «Who thinks that knows something, although nothing can be known, 
it seems to me to be mindless.» [...]  
Heathen: «But who among people knows if nothing can be known?» 
Christian: «We need to consider the on who knows that he does not 
know.»[...]”14.  

 
Therefore, the Cusanus’ gnosiological approach reaches the famous idea of 
the Greek ironist, as the one that knows recognizes “he knows nothing”.  

Then, like Socrates, who fought against the apparent sciences of 
Sophists, Petrarca, one of the first humanists of the Renaissance, exposes 
the medieval ignorance a verve reminding of the temerity of the sage Greek. 
Influence of the Socratic philosophy emerges mainly from his writing On 
His Own Ignorance and that of Many Others, where the author suggests that the 
teaching generally serves no purpose unless it determine us to be better. As 
Petrarca says, “for this I was born, and not for letters; if they come by 
themselves to meet us, swelling and destroying everything, building nothing: 
shiny soul chains, severe labor, tumultuous task. You know, oh, Lord, that 
you reach every wish of the soul, like every sigh, you know that these 
cultures, because I used it with sobriety, I never asked for nothing but to 
become good”15. Furthermore, Petrarca does not hesitate to admit, 
including in front of his own friends, that ignorance of Socratic inspiration, 
attacking their alleged science as follows: “But our friends look down to us 
because the light makes us happy and we do not sit beside them to grope in 
the dark, as if we do not trust our knowledge; they consider us ignorant, 
because we do not talk about these at any street corner. And they go 

                                                           
14 Nicolaus Cusanus, Despre Dumnezeul ascuns (dialog între un păgân şi un creştin), in Pacea între 
religii. Despre Dumnezeul ascuns, Humanitas, Bucureşti, 2008, pp. 121-126. 
15 Francesco Petrarca, „Despre ignoranţa mea şi a altora; lui Donato degli Albanzani”, in 
Scrieri alese, Editura Univers, Bucureşti, 1982, p. 290. 
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everywhere prepared with all the possible bullshit that nobody has heard, 
taking pride beyond measure that they have learned – without knowing 
anything – to speak of all and on all, to issue sentences. Therefore he is not 
retained by any shame, by any other reticence and even less the awareness 
of their hidden ignorance”16. So, the irony and the moral ideal of the Greek 
thinker truly reborn only through those writers who passing in the 
background the Aristotle’s works, rediscover in turn those of Plato.  
Excepting Petrarca, one of them is Erasmus of Rotterdam, who, especially 
in Praise of Folly, attacks them with Socratic enthusiasm all the priests who, 
by virtue of dogma and religious authority, give the impression that they 
know better and that they convey precious messages from the height of 
their positions. Furthermore, the famous work of Dutch scholar can be 
seen as a praise of the Socratic irony, since Socrates, saying he only knows 
that he knows nothing than to acknowledge his stupidity. This means that 
the Socratic wisdom consists in recognizing the human stupidity in general. 

Between the Renaissance humanists, Montaigne is probably the only one 
who reaffirms, in a personal manner, the old maxim “Know thyself!”, which 
was so present in the life and philosophy of Socrates. Thus, in light of 
mentioned Delphic urge, implicitly having in mind the image of the Socratic 
irony, the French humanist notes the following: “Because Socrates himself 
fully fed himself with the counsel of his god, that of “get to know himself”, 
and from this teaching he had come to despise himself, he was considered 
the only one worthy to wear the name of «wise». Who will know so, do not 
waver to get himself noticed by his language”17. In other words, knowing 
the ironic wisdom of Socrates, Montaigne encourages those who understand 
the significance of self-knowledge to express themselves in their mother 
tongue, as he had done in the language of his country. After introspection, 
once we would have discovered our own limits and weaknesses, it means 
that we will be ready to wisely share our thoughts. In this sense, we can say 
that Montaigne’s Essays are, largely, the written version of the Socratic way 
of philosophizing. This means that his “attempts” are nothing more than a 
spiritual exercise of self-knowledge, initiative whose single purpose is to 
learn how to live better. 

After the brutal offensive of the Catholic Counter-Reformation that 
largely tempered the heroic enthusiasm of the Renaissance humanists, the 
French Enlightenment will break out against the Christian religion and even 
against faith in general. For example, Diderot, daring with his art of Platonic 
philosophical dialogue, will toughly criticize faith. Let’s see how things 
result in Conversation of a Philosopher with the Maréchale de ***. To the perplexity 
of the wife of Marshal, such that an unbeliever could still have reasons to be 

                                                           
16 Ibidem, pp. 291-292. 
17 Montaigne, Eseuri, vol. I, Editura Ştiinţifică, Bucureşti, 1966, p. 368. 
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good, Diderot, by voice of the character Crudeli, starts to explain using his 
Socratic patience the apparent inconsistency, bringing her in a position to 
make her say just the opposite: that “people think and yet always act as they 
had no faith in their soul. And those who do not believe”, immediately 
comes the ironic answer of Crudeli, “behave almost as if they believe”18. 
The dialogue is typical to the youth dialogues of Plato, where Socrates 
discusses also with ordinary people, and not just to field specialists. As 
regards Diderot’s dialogue, his goal seems to be to demonstrate that religion 
is actually a mischief and that it is not unsettling at all the thought that there 
would be no God. The suggestion of the French Enlightenment philosopher 
is that, from an ethical point of view, atheism is preferable to theism, 
“sinful” abuses and religious disputes proving that man, in order to be truly 
tolerant, is better to be unfaithful.  

For Romantics, the profound meaning of Socratic irony is reflected in 
the creative imagination of some authors like Solger, Novalis and Schlegel 
brothers. “Novels are the Socratic dialogues of our time. In this liberal 
form, the wisdom of life ran away in front of scholastic wisdom,” 19 
Friedrich Schlegel notes with ironic fineness, realizing that irony, despite the 
nefarious influence of the medieval spirit, found a way to express as free as 
possible. But the Romantics have not remained loyal to the gracious  
Socratic irony, exaggerating, in an even more radical form than cynicism, its 
possibilities. “Socratic irony argued only the usefulness and the certainty of 
a science of nature; romantic irony will argue, at the beginning of nineteenth 
century, the very existence of nature”20, Jankélévitch noted, suggesting how 
far the Romantics went. For them, the irony of Socrates was the expression 
of absolute freedom of inner-self to deny and to argue the actual order of 
things. Because of this, probably right, Hegel will characterize the romantic 
irony as being “infinite absolute negativity” and therefore essentially  
immoral. As for the specific irony of Socrates, Hegel believed that the 
expression of the undermined morality of the individual who wants to 
impose himself in front of the objective morality of the city. The German 
philosopher writes that Socrates “was sentenced to death because he 
refused to admit the competence of the people, his greatness over a  
convict”21, suggesting that the ironist has been properly condemned. This 
does not mean that Hegel did not understand the undermined style of the 
Greek philosopher. As proof, here’s what it says about the significance of 

                                                           
18 Denis Diderot, „Convorbirea unui filozof cu soţia mareşalului de***”, in Opere alese, vol. 
I, Editura de Stat pentru Literatură şi Artă, Bucureşti, 1956, p. 59. 
19 August Wilhelm şi Friedrich von Schlegel, Despre literatură, Editura Univers, Bucureşti, 
1983, p. 414 
20 Vladimir Jankélévitch, op. cit., p. 15. 
21 G.W.F. Hegel, Prelegeri de istorie a filozofiei, vol. I, Editura Academiei Române, Bucureşti, 
1963, p. 410. 
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Socratic ambiguity: “When I say that I know what rationality is, what faith 
is, these are only totally abstract representations. In order become concrete 
they must to be explained, starting from the assumption that it is not  
known, for itself, what they are. This explanation of such representations is 
provoked by Socrates; and this is the true content of the Socratic irony”22. 
Therefore, for Hegel, using the Socratic method is acceptable, but only as a 
starting point, as a principle of philosophical knowledge. 

Like Hegel, Kierkegaard considers that Socrates was guilty of the charges 
brought against him, “because, on the one hand, the assumption of 
something totally abstract rather than the concrete individuality of gods 
meant a totally polemic reporting manner against the state Greek religion. 
On the other hand, also a polemic reporting manner against the state  
religion was installing the silence, in which a warning voice was only 
occasionally heard instead of the Greek life which penetrated even in the 
most insignificant manifestations of god consciousness; this voice (and here 
lies perhaps the most profound controversy) never handles the substantial 
interests of the state life, does not issue on them and was only interested in 
the totally private and particular problems of Socrates and, rigorously, of his 
friends”23. For Kierkegaard, irony must be a controlled act, as a sign of 
the balance between extreme trends, such as, for example, those of 
absolutization of life from here, respectively of life beyond. “In every 
personal life there are so many things someone has to give up, so many wild 
branches have to be cut. Irony can be an excellent surgeon, because, as I 
said, when the irony is controlled, its function is extremely important in 
order that the personal life regains health and truth,”24 writes the Danish 
philosopher, suggesting the opportunity of irony as a private phenomenon, 
just like it happened, at least until the process, also in the case of Socrates. 

Finally, referring to Nietzsche’s critique on Socratic irony, it must be said 
that the German philosopher manifests an ambivalent attitude towards it, 
meaning that he admires the ludic nature and the courage of the Greek 
philosopher, but most often he condemns the method of philosophizing. 
For example, when Socrates is interpreted in relation to Christianity, it is 
evident that Nietzsche appreciates the Greek ironist: “If everything goes 
well, it will come the time when, to strengthen our moral-rational, we will 
prefer to take in hand the Memories about Socrates than the Bible and 
when Montaigne and Horace will serve as precursors and guides in order to 
understand the simplest and the eternal wise mediator, Socrates. [...] 
Socrates exceeds the founder of Christianity by his cheerful way of his  

                                                           
22 Idem, Prelegeri de istorie a filozofiei, vol. II, Editura Academiei Române, Bucureşti, 1964, 
p. 379. 
23 Søren Kierkegaard, Despre conceptul de ironie, cu permanentă referire la Socrate, in op. cit., 
pp. 267-268. 
24 Ibidem, p. 439. 
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seriousness and by his wisdom full of shuffles, which is the best state of mind of 
man. In addition, he had a higher intelligence”25. Apart from criticism on 
Christianity, it appears that the German thinker does not despise the irony 
of Socrates, suggesting that this is a sign of the spiritual health that prepares 
us for life’s challenges. Despite this sympathy, in his later writings,  
Nietzsche will start to doubt the greatness of Greek ironist – “Socrates was 
a jester who seemed to consider seriously what actually happened here?”26, 
he rhetorically asks himself – concluding that there is something ignoble in 
all its dialectic. Here is what he thought about Socratic irony: “Is the irony 
of Socrates an expression of revolt? a resentment of the plebeians? Does he 
relish himself as an oppressed his own ferocity in the knife stabs of the 
syllogism? Does he avenge himself on noble people whom he is fascinated? 
– As a dialectician you have in hands a ruthless tool: you can use it as a 
tyrant, compromising you achieve victory. Dialectician leave to his  
opponent the care to prove that he is not an idiot: he gets you angry and at 
the same time he makes you helpless. Dialectician weakens the intellect of 
his opponent. – How? dialectic is only a vengeance form of Socrates?”27 
Although it is true that Socrates plays the jester in Greek city, we must not 
forget that the jester embodies, in fact, that ironic consciousness that, 
beyond its hilarious appearance, hides suffering or discontent that do not 
concern only him but all who are around him. Being understood in this way, 
he would be considered by no means as an obstacle to progress, but a 
balance factor. Therefore, accusing Socrates of hard-feeling or revengeful 
attitudes, Nietzsche proved that, in fact, he himself is the resentful one. 
Probably being the toughest critic of Socratic irony, Nietzsche will finally 
affirm that “Socrates wanted to die: the cup of poison was not given by 
Athens, but by himself, he forced Athens to give him the cup of 
poison...”28. According to him, the motivation of such a radical interpre-
tation is that Socrates considered life as a disease; this idea is emphasized by 
Nietzsche, who interprets the last words of Socrates “«Oh, Crito, I owe a 
rooster to Aesculap.»“ and that he comments as follows: “This radical and 
terrible «last word» means to him who has ears to hear «Oh, Crito, life is a 
disease!» How is it possible? A man like him, who lived cheerfully and openly 
as a soldier – was pessimistic! In fact, it only showed a smiling face in front 
of life, constantly hiding the last verdict, his deepest feeling! Socrates, 
Socrates suffered of life! He revenged for that with those wrapped, horrific, 
pious, and curse words”29. 
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Indeed, as we noted in Hegel and Kierkegaard, Socrates abused the 
ironic method in front of his judges, especially when he told them, for 
instance, that appropriate punishment for him would be to be fed in 
Pritaneu (Plato’s Apology 36 e). This is why we can say, without any 
reservation, that Socrates’ «defense» is rather [...] the «accusation» that 
Socrates speaks against the “ungrateful” Athenians”30 to its value and 
spiritual significance. Moreover, the accusatory tone and the air of 
superiority emerge right from the defense he builds: “Therefore I defend 
myself now: not for me, as it might think, far from me, you, Athenians; for 
you I defend myself, so, by condemning me, to let you sin in front of the 
gift that God made you”31. Betraying an obvious arrogance, we see that 
Socrates voluntarily assumes the role of scapegoat, being ready to let  
himself being sacrificed like those jesters at the court of kings, who 
sometimes are sentenced to death as a sign of redemption for the quietness 
of that society. But beyond all these records, it does not mean that Socrates 
had planned to die of disgust towards life. His last words should not be 
taken as an epigraph of the entire life. So the suggestion of the philosopher 
is not that the god of medicine cured him of life, but of. Therefore, 
Nietzsche was wrong thinking that the Greek ironist would have hated life 
as a whole, the “disease” Socrates got rid of was just his excruciating old age 
he expected. In this context, we note the very words of Socrates: “But if I 
live longer, I know that I have to endure all insufficiencies of the agedness: 
impaired vision, increasingly worse hearing; it will be much harder for me to 
learn something and much easier to forget what I know. Feeling so decrepit 
and getting to be disgusted by myself – how could I want to live more?”32 
Moreover, we must not forget the fact that Socrates felt, however, that 
posterity will give him satisfaction, the few years he would had lived worth 
little compared to the importance of his philosophical heritage or to the 
example he gave. Therefore, the last statement of Socrates before he finally 
closed his eyes does not have to be interpreted in the direction given by 
Nietzsche, as being the words through which the philosopher got down the 
optimism mask, but in full agreement with the specific situation in which he 
was: the imminence of the death sentence, respectively the imminence of 
conviction to the agedness burdens. In other words, weighting the pros and 
cons of the decision of letting him convicted to death, the ironist Greek 
considered he died before the most sickly and unpleasant stage of human 
life, succeeding, however, due to his philosophical vision, “live along all 
ages”33. In conclusion, we can say that Socrates abused irony towards the 

                                                           
30 Anton Adămuţ, Cum visează filosofii, Editura BIC ALL, Bucureşti, 2008, p. 19. 
31 Platon, Apărarea lui Socrate 30 e, în op. cit., p. 31. 
32 Xenofon, op. cit., p. 222. 
33 Quintilian, op. cit., p. 236. 
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end of his life, not with a bad grace, but to release himself from the 
background oh his deepest discontents, taking care to “hurt” his accusers 
and his fellows enough in order to awaken the truth from them. And by his 
way of life and especially by his way of dying, Socrates aroused admiration 
not only among those who have followed closely his ironic attitude, but also 
from those who knew him indirectly or only from books.  
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L’activité philosophique  
de Constantin Micu Stavila en France ** 

 
 

Abstract: The technical ideal based on the sacrifice of spiritual needs is the proof 
of the moral impasse that threatens the humanity. Consequence of the progress 
similar to the alienation of the man is observed in a Europe confronted with 
terrorist acts, even with the reality of the war at its borders. Thus, the human rights 
issue becomes acute and it is necessary to discuss it again. It is the task of 
European Union institutions to protect and guarantee that the individual and 
national rights are respected as much, as much as it is of the scientific-
philosophical community. The activity take on this matter by the Romanian-
French philosopher Constantin Micu Stavila (alongside with Paul Ricoeur, Gabriel 
Marcel etc.) shows great interest to this subject in the last century and offers a 
valuable content that is worth attention. 

The manner in which C. Micu Stavila succeeded in answering to the challenges 
of time – results of his research – determined Jean Wahl to say “he done a lot for 
the French culture and a greater deal for Romanian philosophy”, and Paul Ricoeur 
to state that he discovered another great nation through its special people that 
facilitated an adequate view of Romanian thinkers. Anyhow, he was happy to fiind 
Eliade in his way of writing, in the bibliography of Stavila. 

As a method, I have used the Cartesian doubt that involves relying on 
judgement, free examination of things, the main faculty of our demonstrations 
being rationality – supreme classifier and arbitrator of truth of things seen from a 
scientific view. To briefly mention, the four rules of this method are: the rule of 
evidence and clarity, the rule of analysis, the rule of synthesis, and the rule of 
creating lists – to verify that nothing is omitted. Through the hermeneutic 
phenomenological analysis I approached the issue of freedom, of right to 
difference and of life lived with purpose and dignity, as well as the man-space 
relationship, emphasizing the mission of today's philosophy. 
 
Keywords: Constantin Micu Stavila, freedom, space, human-being, dignity. 

 
 

Constantin Micu Stavila a vécu les vingt-cinq premières années du régime 
communiste roumain en sa période la plus dure: l’époque stalinienne. 
Symbolisant par sa culture classique et philosophique (il était professeur de 
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philosophie et théologie), «l’ennemi de classe», il a vécu, à partir de l’arrivée 
de l’Armée Rouge en 1944, les rigueurs du nouveau régime: maison 
confisquée, brimades policières, détention en camp de concentration pour 
ses opinions personnalistes et sa parenté avec Michael Kogalniceanu, le 
fondateur de l’État démocratique roumain. Pendant ces longues années, avec 
sa femme, son but fut de s’évader: en essayant de franchir clandestinement 
la frontière, ou en cherchant à se faire racheter par l’Occident. Après maints 
efforts infructueux, il parvint à attirer l’attention de l’ambassade de France à 
Bucarest. Le processus de passage à l’Occident, appuyé par un ministre 
français, échoua au dernier moment, et ce n’est qu’après plusieurs années, 
grâce à l’intervention du général de Gaulle, lors de sa visite en Roumanie en 
mai 1968, qu’ils parvinrent à échapper au « paradis pénitencier »1. 

Nous nous sommes proposé d’esquisser dans notre exposé l’activité 
philosophique de Constantin Micu Stavila dans le milieu français. Quand 
même, nous considérons comme utile, premièrement, une brève présentation 
biobibliographique, pour ensuite exposer partiellement la thématique de 
quelques colloques initiés et dirigés par le philosophe d’origine roumaine, 
thématique qui nous offre une image claire de l’intérêt que celui-ci, et non 
seulement, a manifesté pour la problématique entière de l’homme, en tant 
que tel. Et en définitive, pourquoi pas, la manière dont il a représenté la 
pensée philosophique roumaine à l’Occident et a mis en contact les deux 
horizons philosophiques. 

Titulaire d’un diplôme de licence en philosophie à la Faculté des Lettres 
et de Philosophie de Bucarest (1938), il a continué les études dans le cadre 
de celle-ci comme Ordentlicher Hörer ou Gasthörer auprès des Universités 
de Vienne, de Freiburg et de Leipzig (1940 – 1942)2. En 1942 il a obtenu le 
titre de docteur ès philosophie magna cum laude à la Faculté de Bucarest avec 
une thèse intitulée: Finalitatea ideală a existenţei umane (La finalité idéale de 
l’existence humaine). Maître-assistant dans le cadre du Département d’Histoire 
de la Philosophie Moderne, Épistémologie et Métaphysique, il a coordonné 
des travaux et des débats sur « Ens et Cogito chez Descartes, Berkeley, 
Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, Schopenhauer » (1942/1943), « Kant et la 
philosophie roumaine » (1943/1944). Maître de conférences dans le cadre 
du département d’Introduction à la Philosophie, Logique et Théorie du 
savoir de la Faculté de Théologie (Bucarest), il a donné des cours sur 
« Problèmes de Théorie du Savoir », « Leçons de Logique », « La Question 
de la vérité », « Les dialogues polémiques de Platon », « Le problème des 
universalia au Moyen Age » (1944-1947). En parallèle, il a déroule une riche 

                                                           
1 Adaptation du témoignage de Viorica Stavila (sa femme) dans „Prèface”, La vie commence 
ailleurs, Éditions Mengès, 1981, Paris, pp. 9-10. 
2 Constantin Micu Stavila, dans sa Correspondance archivée au Musée V. Alecsandri de Bacau, 
Lettre envoyée à Victoria Delureanu (sa sœur cadette) de Leipzig, le 27 novembre 1941. 
(On y apprend toujours d’une bourse d’études à Leipzig et de l’étude du sanscrit.) 
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activité dans la presse de l’époque : feuilletons, critique, essais, chroniques. Il 
a publié deux volumes de poésies (Sosirea Lavelor (L’Arrivée des Laves) et 
Psyché) et les ouvrages philosophiques suivants: Die Relativität der Erkenntnis 
und das Suchen des Absoluten / La relativité de la connaissance et la recherche de 
l’absolu (conférence donnée le 27 février à 1942 à „Philosophischen Institut 
der Leipziger Universität”, sous la direction du professeur Hans Georg 
Gadamer); Bibliographie der rumänischen Philosophie / La bibliographie de la 
philosophie roumaine (Kant-Studien, Heft 1-2, 1944); Finalitatea ideală a existenţei 
umane (La finalité idéale de l’existence humaine), Homo ludens sau funcţiunea ideală a 
jocului şi rolul lui în naşterea culturii (Homo ludens ou la fonction idéale du jeu et son 
rôle dans la naissance de la culture); Cunoaştere şi mântuire în problematica filosofică a 
prof. I. Petrovici (Savoir et rédemption dans la problématique philosophique du prof. 
I. Petrovici); Problema umanismului din punct de vedere al spiritualităţii româneşti (La 
question de l’humanisme dans la perspective de la spiritualité roumaine), Relaţia om-
natură în concepţia românească asupra lumii (La relation homme-nature dans la 
conception roumaine sur le monde), Concepţia poprului român despre dragoste (La 
conception du peuple roumain sur l’amour), Caracterul specific al spiritualităţii româneşti 
(Le caractère spécifique de la spiritualité roumaine), Teatrul popular românesc (Le 
théâtre populaire roumain), Origina creştină a problematicii filosofice moderne (L’origine 
chrétienne de la problématique philosophique roumaine), Existenţă şi Adevăr (Existence 
et Vérité), Valoarea ontologică a cunoaşterii (La valeur ontologique du savoir) 
(Bucarest) et, considéré comme l’ouvrage le plus important écrit après la 
détention jusqu’au départ pour France (le 24 janvier 1969), Descoperirea vieţii 
personale (La découverte de la vie personnelle), parution posthume (2006) par les 
soins de Victoria Delureanu, la sœur cadette de l’auteur. 

Parmi les ouvrages publiés par Constantin Micu Stavila pendant les 
presque trois décennies vécues dans l’espace français, mentionnons : Trente 
ans après Yalta, Paris, 1975; Un coup de théâtre philosophique (La conservation 
spirituelle de l’homme nu et sans masque technologique), Paris, 1976; Le droit à la 
différence, Paris, 1981; Vers un nouvel art de penser et de vivre, Paris, 1985; Le 
manifeste poétique de l’humanisme roumain – postface par Nicole Ionesco, lettre 
de présentation par Ivan Drouet de la Thibauderie, membre de l’Académie 
Nationale d’Histoire et membre correspondant de l’Académie de Philologie 
Classique de Rome (Paris, 1986); L’avenir de la Roumanie à l’avant-garde de 
l’histoire, paru avec le concours du Centre de Recherches Historiques d’Issy-
les-Moulineaux, Paris, 1987. 

Il a travaillé pendant 10 ans3, depuis son arrivée en France même, à côté 
d’Armand Marquiset, le fondateur des organisations sociales au but  
humanitaire telles : « Les Frères des Hommes » (fondée en 1965), « Les 
Frères du Ciel et de la Terre » (1968), « Les Petits Frères des Pauvres » 
(1916) etc. et il a publié de nombreux articles ayant bénéficié d’une grande 

                                                           
3 Dans la lettre du 7 septembre 1977, de la part du président et du secrétaire général de la 
Société pour l’Histoire du Protestantisme Français (S.H.P.F). 
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audience au sein de ces mouvements. Citons ici les premières lignes du texte 
(1973) présenté à la conférence dédiée à l’activité d’Armand Marquiset, 
intitulée « Les Frères du Ciel et de la Terre »: « Ainsi s’appelle la plus 
récente, la plus complète, la plus humaine association œcuménique 
d’Entraide créée en France, qui nous apporte le message d’un nouveau 
groupe d’action mis au service de l’idée de la coopération humaine, en esprit 
biblique et chrétien dans le monde d’aujourd’hui ». Dans un autre texte, 
portant le titre suggestif : „Avec les «Les Frères du Ciel et de la Terre» à la 
recherche de la Paix spirituelle”, C. Micu Stavila, en se demandant « Qu’est-
ce que la paix spirituelle? » affirme : « C’est la chose que l’humanité cherche 
depuis que le monde existe et que partout et toujours, chacun a le droit de 
chercher encore de nos jours comme au premier jour de la création. Car, s’il 
y a une chose que l’être humain ne cessera jamais de chercher, c’est  
sûrement la paix spirituelle. Car la paix spirituelle, c’est comme le Dieu de 
Pascal: on ne la cherche pas si on ne la possède déjà. C’est la vérité qui guide 
les pas du jeune et modeste mouvement; car s’il est vrai qu’il y a un bien qui 
est au-dessus de tous les biens – l’amour – et qui survivra à la fin de toutes 
les choses, comment pourrait-il être le bonheur même s’il n’est justement 
celui que ouvre la voie à la paix spirituelle »4. 

Durant toute cette période et jusqu’au moment de sa retraite en 1979, il a 
travaillé à temps partiel sur le Chantier des Travailleurs Intellectuels sous la 
direction de Monsieur Paul Goudot, en qualité de documentaliste principal 
auprès d’un des plus importants centres culturels parisiens, la Société pour 
l’Histoire du Protestantisme Français. 

En parallèle, conformément au contrat de travail signé avec la Chaîne 
Radio « Europe libre », il présente, entre autres, dans le cadre de l’émission 
« Le monde chrétien », coordonnée par Octavian Vuia, plusieurs œuvres de 
philosophie chrétienne, textes envoyés ultérieurement à la revue ,,Foi et 
Vie” et aux publications religieuses de profil. La collaboration, entre 1975 et 
1985, avec la rédaction de la prestigieuse revue, a commencé sur la 
recommandation du professeur Jacques Ellul, de l’Université de Bordeaux – 
traitant dans ses études des thèmes philosophiques et culturels, au fond, les 
problèmes de la société et de la civilisation, dont il publierait une partie dans 
les volumes Trente ans après Yalta, Un coup de théâtre philosophique etc.  

Depuis 1974 et jusqu’à la fin de 1979, en vertu des contrats de type 
convention, il a déroulé une minutieuse et appréciée recherche, sous la 
coordination de l’académicien René Huyghe et, directement, du professeur 
Jean Brun5 dans le cadre de la Commission de Philosophie, les 

                                                           
4 Fond Constantin Micu Stavila, dossier 1, partie 5. 
5 Dans le Rapport sur les progrès enregistrés par la recherche (conformément au contrat 
convention no. 5695 pour la période 01.01.1975 – 31.12.1975) sur le thème: „La Crise de 
l'Idéologie Industrielle de la Science” Constantin Micu Stavila propose au professeur Jean 
Brun, Section 36 – Philosophie, Épistémologie, Histoire de la Science – du Centre National 
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départements d’Histoire de la Science et d’Histoire de la Civilisation au 
Centre National de Recherche Scientifique de Paris. Il a fait publier, à ses 
frais, dans l’intervalle 1975-1980, suite également de l’appréciation dont il a 
bénéficié de la part des chercheurs scientifiques du C.N.R.S., La crise de 
l’idéologie industrielle de la science, L’appel libérateur de l’espace6 (volumes collectifs 
dont les idées ont été reçues avec enthousiasme par René Huyghe) et La 
révolte contre la nouvelle trahison des clercs du XXe siècle. On retrouve dans ces 
ouvrages, à côté de C. Micu Stavila (Avec René Huyghe à la Recherche d’un 
Nouveau Dialogue avec le Visible pour l’Homme du XX-e siècle, pp. 10), des noms 
tels : Gabriel Marcel, René Huyghe (L’Appel de l’Espace et le Dialogue avec le 
Visible, pp. 23), Octavian Vuia, Jean Onimus (L’Art de Vivre l’Espace en 
Homme Libre / Phénoménologie de l’Espace poétique, pp. 16); des réflexions sur les 
aspects fondamentaux du comportement (de l’expérience) spatial humain 
signées par: Madame Yvonne Pellé-Douël (Notes sur le Dialogue du Couple et de 
l’Espace, pp. 9) – qui traite de l’aspect érotique, Jean Brun (L’Homme aux 
Prises avec l’Espace, pp. 12) – du côté métaphysique, Jean Cazeneuve (La 
Télévision et l’Espace, pp. 11) – électronique et Aimé Michel (La Chut vers le 
Haut, pp. 12) – cosmologique.  

Le Directeur du Centre Culturel Américain de Paris, M. Howard W. 
Hardy, a initié en 1970 une Table Ronde de colloques internationaux, dont 
le thème générique était « La mission de la Philosophie au XXème siècle ». 
« Ces symposiums (quatre chaque année) traitant du problème de l’homme 
face aux menaces de la civilisation technique moderne, deviennent d’autant 
plus intéressants pour nous, les Roumains au-delà des frontières, qu’un 
émérite professeur et philosophe roumain a été choisi et honoré d’organiser 
ces colloques de la Table Ronde. Constantin Micu Stavila, refugié roumain 
en France, (…) membre fondateur de la Fédération Internationale de 
Philosophie de Paris, travaille maintenant en tant que professeur-invité7 de 
Philosophie à la Faculté Libre de Théologie Protestante de Paris et il est 
aussi le coordonateur des précieuses réunions et discussions de la Table 
ronde »8. D’une part, les idées transmises et analysées étaient le fruit de la 
réflexion antérieure mais aussi le fil rouge des recherches futures, d’autre 
part, les résumés des colloques ont été signalés dans de diverses publications 

                                                                                                                                              
de Recherche Scientifique, le plan suivant de l’ouvrage: Ière Partie – „La Mécanique, 
Recherche et Bio-Politique de l'Idéologie Industrielle de la Science”; IIème Partie – „La 
Guerre entre la Culture et la Science”; IIIe Partie – „La Synthèse de la Science et de la 
Liberté”. 
6 Le 7 juin 1974, C. Micu Stavila écrit au professeur Jean Brun qu’il a écrit son Avant-
propos à l’ouvrage collectif ”L'Appel Libérateur de l’Espace” qu’il a présenté aux Éditions 
du Seuil en vue de la publication. 
7 Enseigne le cours de Philosophie et d’Apologétique Générale entre 1970-1975.  
8 Tiré de l’article publié par Vasile Posteuca dans AMERICA- Romanian New – The Leading 
Romanian New Spaper in USA and Canada, Publication Officielle de l’Union et de la Ligue des 
Sociétés Roumaines Américaines, Detroit, Mich. – Sunday, January 10, 1971, p. 1 et p. 8. 
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et diffusés dans le cadre de l’émission « Le monde chrétien » de Radio 
Europe Libre. 

Au premier colloque du 3 juillet 1970 ont participé: le philosophe 
français Gabriel Marcel, le professeur André Dumas – Chef du Département 
d’Éthique et de Philosophie Générale (1961-1984) de la Faculté Libre de 
Théologie Protestante de Paris (doyen entre 1973-1975), le professeur 
Octavian Vuia – maître de conférences à l’Université de Munich (Allemagne), 
rédacteur-en-chef de l’émission « Le monde chrétien » de Radio « Europe 
Libre » et le professeur Constantin Micu Stavila, l’organisateur et le  
coordinateur de la Table Ronde. Les débats se sont déroulés autour du 
thème: La mission philosophique et spirituelle du XX ème siècle, mais la 
problématique centrale a été celle de l’homme. A partir des idées négatives – 
qui avaient dominé le siècle passé – de Spengler (annonçant la fin de la 
civilisation occidentale), Albert Camus et Paul Sartre, prévoyant la fin de 
l’ordre et de la légalité objective, il faut que le penseur moderne, a-t-il 
affirmé C. Micu Stavila, s’interroge: « Que reste-t-il encore de la foi dans le 
progrès du siècle qui nous a précédés et en quelle mesure l’homme de l’avenir, 
en vainquant la crise actuelle de désespoir et de scepticisme, sera-t-il un 
homme entier et libre, spirituellement régénéré, et non l’esclave révolté 
comme celui conçu par les auteurs mentionnés? ». Le philosophe d’origine 
roumaine a ensuite souligné que, ce que l’on connaît avec certitude, ce n’est 
pas le caractère illusoire de l’idée de progrès, mais le fait seulement qu’il n’y 
a pas – ni dans les limites de la nature, ni de l’histoire ou de la culture – un 
progrès linéaire, mécanique, nécessaire, même fatal tel que l’on conçu 
certains adeptes du naturalisme et du panthéisme anti-créationniste. 
L’homme est libre dans un monde lui-même libre, toujours vivant et en 
mouvement– tout se déroule comme si, dans le royaume de l’esprit mais 
aussi de la nature, apparaissait un incessant appel à la liberté, à la perfection. 
On ne peut réaliser le progrès et la salvation que par la croyance, par les 
actes de l’esprit animé par l’amour, par la fidélité envers l’idée de bien et de 
beau. Et la métamorphose de la nature humaine, par le mode de vie 
intérieure, l’accord libre, conscient et sincère qu’on cherche d’obtenir entre 
le moyen et le but, l’idée et la réalisation, la compréhension de la valeur du 
temps comme source de fidélité ou de durabilité, qui réalise un maximum de 
cohérence, de mémoire et d’unité intérieure, deviennent la quintessence de 
l’existence pour l’homme nouveau du XXème siècle. Dès que la philosophie 
des Lumières a établi le principe en vertu duquel sa liberté augmentera avec 
sa richesse matérielle, l’homme est devenu l’esclave du travail. A cet  
esclavage a contribué, décisivement, le fait qu’il perdu même le souvenir de 
sa dignité spirituelle et la faculté nécessaire pour se rendre compte des 
proportions de sa dégradation. Avec chaque invention technique de la  
civilisation un bizarre mouvement de régression intellectuelle. L’état de 
confusion des valeurs et des idées liées aux objectifs véritables de l’activité 
humaine consiste à atténuer la croyance philosophique de l’homme dans 
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l’unité de la vie personnelle et dans la valeur de sa propre conscience en tant 
que principe constitutif de toute liberté et de tout accomplissement. « La 
philosophie - a précisé Gabriel Marcel – est, tout comme la religion, un appel 
à une mission supérieure, une flamme qui éveille dans l’homme la passion 
de chercher la vérité, au-delà de tout ce qui peut empêcher sa découverte »9. 
Il dit ensuite que l’importance d’une conscience philosophique de l’époque 
est à observer dans cela que tout dans la vie de l’époque a la tendance de 
devenir philosophique : la littérature comme le théâtre, le nouveau roman 
comme l’art de l’écran, la science comme la politique ; il était sûr que tout 
être rêve à s’élever à des considérations philosophiques sur l’existence, si 
non constamment et de façon soutenue, du moins occasionnellement. Il 
faut rejeter toute sagesse dominée par le désir de s’imposer de force de 
l’extérieur, parce que les moyens de contrainte et de soumission de l’homme 
se sont avérés beaucoup plus dangereux que jamais. États, gouvernements, 
partis politiques, clubs, associations, monopôles, trustes généraux et simples 
individus – tout – peuvent à tout moment devenir source d’oppression et 
menace publique. Pour Octavian Vuia, le concept le plus adéquat pour 
désigner l’homme de l’époque est celui de Homo-Existens. Quoi (qui) est-il 
Homo-Existens et quelle est sa destination? C’est l’homme appelé à donner le 
signal de la lutte et à commencer la croisade pour annihiler le nihilisme; 
l’homme appelé à être l’objet et le sujet du renouvellement de la vie  
humaine, l’homme animé par une profonde et constante aspiration vers 
l’authenticité et la vérité. L’homme capable de réaliser le seul idéal digne de 
l’esprit créateur humain, l’idéal de régénération intérieure. En accord avec 
les idées lancées par ses prédécesseurs, André Dumas a complété la  
réflexion de O. Vuia: Homo-Existens est également l’homme qui détient le 
secret d’une meilleure vie, car il veut être témoin et héros, et non seulement 
un simple spectateur indifférent et impassible à ce qui se passe autour de lui. 
Celui qui vit le sentiment du miracle existentiel, le miracle de la croyance et 
le sacrifice de soi dans l’exigence sans limites de l’accomplissement de soi. 
L’homme qui a découvert la grandeur de la vie comme synthèse du temps et 
de l’éternité, et qui reste lui-même au-delà de tout type de contradiction, 
au-delà de la contradiction logique et morale entre le penser et l’agir, aussi 
bien que tout genre de contradiction sociale et historique. 

 « L’appel de l’espace et le dialogue avec le visible pour l’homme du XXe siècle », la 
Vème Table Ronde, a réuni un public nombreux à côté de : Gabriel Marcel, 
l’académicien français René Huyghe, Jean Brun, Octavian Vuia et 
Constantin Micu Stavila. Ce dernier, dans son mot d’ouverture, a remarqué 
que presque tout le monde avait admis qu’on se trouvait au début d’une ère 
nouvelle ouverte par la conquête de l’espace, et qu’un ajustement de la 
pensée humaine s’imposait. Il a constaté, par conséquent, une certaine 
confusion relative à la valeur accordée – d’une part – à l’ancienne intuition 

                                                           
9 Du sténogramme du colloque, Fond Constantin Micu Stavila, dossier 1, partie 6, p. 241. 
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sur l’espace et aux acquisitions récentes de la physique nucléaire et de 
l’astrophysique, et d’autre part aux significations philosophiques des  
nouvelles recherches et expériences spatiales. Malgré toutes les hésitations, 
les dilemmes et les antinomies présents dans la recherche d’une nouvelle 
conscience moderne de l’époque, il a pu distinguer deux courants ou 
mouvements dans ce domaine : un mouvement de fraternisation dans le 
monde extérieur et un mouvement de spiritualisation lié au monde 
transcendent. Pour autrement dire, à l’expérience extérieure et à l’expérience 
intérieure, existant dans l’homme comme un écho de l’appel de l’Espace. 
Cette structure complexe de l’espace a été confirmée par des éléments 
d’ordre scientifique de l’histoire, quand Giordano Bruno, Pascal ou l’auteur 
de Faust, popularisaient l’idée d’infini appliquée à l’espace. Les recherches 
scientifiques ont aspiré vers la synthèse d’une vision sur un univers finit et 
infini, bien que Jacques Merleau-Ponty, dans son manuel de Cosmologie du 
XXème siècle laisse entendre que la science de l’époque s’est efforcée à 
éliminer de l’idée d’espace toute signification ontologique. Mais l’homme a 
hésité de s’engager dans une seule direction, ou d’accepter une seule forme 
d’existence spatiale. Par le contact avec le monde extérieur on établit un 
dialogue entre le monde visible et notre vie intérieure. Face à la réalité 
complexe et contradictoire liée à sa vie intime et à l’univers dans lequel il vit, 
l’homme constate qu’il y a une perspective visuelle, extérieure, et une vision 
de l’espace qui transgresse la vue. René Huyghe a met en lumière cette idée, 
dans son « Dialogue avec le Visible » et « Formes et Forces », en illustrant 
ainsi leur confirmation par l’art. D’une part, le paradoxe de l’homme, vu 
comme un centre absolu d’attraction : dominé par un égoïsme démesuré, à 
cause des succès obtenus par les astronautes dans le domaine spatial, et, 
d’autre part, la véritable décomposition de l’homme, imposent donc, 
selon G. Marcel, une norme de vivre, car la nouvelle cosmologie doit 
s’accompagner d’une Éthique. Le développement des sciences physiques 
s’est fait au détriment de la philosophie, ainsi, le domaine de l’espace s’est 
rétréci, en se limitant à son aspect matériel seulement. Il convient de 
maintenir l’équilibre entre la dimension extérieure et intérieure de l’espace, 
opina R. Huyghe, par l’art, car celui-ci est lui aussi une expérience du monde 
visible et invisible : « nous sommes faits d’une tension dialectique entre 
l’expérience extérieure de l’espace, sensorielle, physique, et notre expérience 
intérieure de la durée ». L’homme doit vivre dans cette tension provoquée 
par la durée intérieure, qualitative, et par le savoir extérieur, spatial, 
quantitatif. Dans sa conception sur l’art, il introduit les notions de « forme » 
et de « force » : la notion de « forme » qu’on retrouve dans l’espace est 
conceptuelle aussi, à savoir présente à notre esprit également. Puisque 
l’expérience de la « forme » est simultanée – co-naturelle, nous la projetons 
d’avance dans l’espace où nous la trouvons, en réalité, par l’expérience 
sensorielle. L’expérience prouve – intervient Jean Brun – que l’homme a 
l’illusion de conquérir l’espace, en restant à la fois face à l’espace infini, au 
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monde visible ; il est aussi vrai que l’homme, pérégrin sur sa terre natale, se 
trouve en dialogue avec le visible, ce qui se traduirait par un monologue 
avec l’invisible. La philosophie a le rôle, continua Stavila, aussi que l’art et 
plus que la physique, de comprendre les diverses visions sur l’espace comme 
expression des cultures, sans pourtant trop généraliser et simplifier. Dans le 
dialogue manifeste de l’homme avec l’espace visible et invisible, l’expérience 
spirituelle est essentielle.  

 
Considérations finales: Nous avons essayé par l’intermédiaire de cette 

étude d’illustrer la manière dont Constantin Micu Stavila à réussi à répondre 
aux défis de la pensée philosophique dans l’espace français. Nous ne 
pouvons donc conclure que par quelques idées centrales de la réflexion de 
Constantin Micu Stavila sur les droits de l’homme. Il a observé, en première 
instance, que ce qui manifeste du respect pour les droits de l’homme, 
manifeste implicitement une adhésion inconditionnée à toutes les autres 
valeurs, en défiant ensuite ceux qui refusent d’attribuer la composante 
éthique ou morale à toutes les actions, mais surtout à celle politique. Par 
conséquent, une politique qui réclame les impératifs (éthiques) aussi  
indiscutablement que la nécessité de défendre la liberté individuelle est 
devenue le phénomène dominant de l’époque. Le changement évident 
produit par l’intensification progressive de la lutte pour défendre les droits 
fondamentaux de l’être humain n’était pas assez clair et cohérent. La source 
de confusion et de malentendu se trouvait au cœur même de cette activité, 
et la gravité découlait de la déplorable tendance discriminatoire. Plus  
exactement, la discrimination arbitraire opérée à l’intérieur même de 
l’énoncé général de la déclaration des droits de l’homme de traiter les uns 
comme s’ils étaient moins importants que les autres. Mais, la plus 
outrageante était la discrimination relative au principe essentiel et  
indispensable qui menait au développement normal et l’existence entière 
individuelle et collective. On a rejeté manifestement toute allusion à la  
discrimination des hommes – comme il s’agissait d’une menace contre 
l’affirmation libre des droits civiques et politiques, d’ordre économique, 
social et cultural tant en ce qui concernait l’individu, que la collectivité. On 
n’a jamais assez discuté sur ce principe : sur son importance cruciale à 
chaque tournant décisif de l’histoire, dans la vie des peuples et des nations. 
Ni du rôle qu’il a joué en tant principal de se défendre et de combattre 
l’expansion des forces de contrainte, uniformisantes, automatisées  
caractéristiques au monde industriel, à l’industrialisme avancé. Dans l’état de 
désordre et de confusion dans lequel les gens ont été obligés de vivre, la 
tentation surgit pourtant de croire qu’on a attribué à chacun un effort de 
prendre connaissance d’une valeur infinie de libération. Tout le monde 
conscientise la possibilité de séparer sans risques et contradictions le droit à 
la liberté individuelle et le droit historique des peuples de lutter pour sauver 
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la souveraineté nationalité, le droit de défendre leur originalité irréductible et 
leur identité socioculturelle et spirituelle. Parce que les créatures qui nous 
sommes ressentent la nécessité d’avoir, dans l’univers, une identité, un 
destin, aussi violemment que nous avons besoin d’air pour respirer. Un 
suprême souci du courage d’être non-aligné et libre devant le monde 
lugubre du centralisme technocratique. Et voilà, pourquoi on ne saurait 
jamais de assez de répéter que, pour sauver les chances d’avenir de cet 
admirable lieu d’asile qu’est la conscience nationale pour la défense du droit 
à la différence et de la bonté essentielle de chaque communauté humaine 
non-répétitive et libre, il faut monter la garde devant les frontières du 
totalitarisme moderne et veiller sans défaillance à la réfutation énergique de 
son esprit vorace de domination et d’alignement universel10.  

Concluons par quelques idées tirées de la philosophie de Constantin 
Micu Stavila: 

Liberté – dignité: L’homme a perdu même le souvenir de la dignité 
spirituelle et la faculté nécessaire pour conscientiser les dimensions de sa 
dégradation. Avec chaque invention technique de la civilisation un bizarre 
mouvement de régression intellectuelle. L’état de confusion des valeurs et 
des idées relatives aux objectifs véritables de l’activité humaine consiste à 
atténuer la croyance philosophique de l’homme en l’unité de la vie 
personnelle et la valeur de sa propre conscience en tant que principe 
constitutif de toute liberté et de tout accomplissement. 

La relation homme-espace: Par le contact avec le monde extérieur un 
dialogue s’établit entre le monde visible et notre vie intérieure. Face à la 
réalité complexe et contradictoire liée à sa vie intime et à l’univers où il vit, 
l’homme constate l’existence d’une perspective visuelle, extérieure et une 
vision de l’espace qui transgresse le visible. 

La mission de la philosophie: Constantin Micu Stavila considérait que la 
philosophie, tout comme l’art et plus que la physique, a le rôle de 
comprendre les diverses visions sur l’espace comme expression des cultures, 
sans pourtant trop généraliser et simplifier. Dans le dialogue manifeste de 
l’homme avec l’espace visible et invisible, l’expérience spirituelle est 
essentielle.  

Le droit à la différence. En ce qui concerne les droits de l’homme, Micu 
Stavila milite pour une politique qui réclame les impératifs (éthiques) aussi 
nettement que la nécessité de défendre la liberté individuelle. Il affirme que 
chacun d’entre nous conscientise la possibilité de séparer sans risques et 
contradictions le droit à la liberté individuelle du droit historique des 
peuples de lutter pour leur souveraineté nationale et, en particulier, du droit 
de défendre leur originalité irréductible et leur identité socioculturelle et 
spirituelle. 

                                                           
10 Constantin Stavila, Le droit à la différence, „Foi et Vie”, 1980, Paris, p.34. 
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Abstract: Contemporary Western laws of both continental-European and 
common law legal families express a certain concern regarding the legal effects that 
should be recognized to appearances. Error communis facit jus was a phrase coined to 
justify the rather counterintuitive solution adopted since Ulpianus, who argued in 
favor of recognizing legal effects to appearances in Roman law. This is a  
counterintuitive solution because, since such appearances are eventually proven to 
be false, if they are not already explicitly prohibited by law, they should not be 
recognized the legal effects of a true and real situation. This article analyses the 
relation between the law and reality, and the broader consequences of the legal 
apothegm error communis facit jus in the light of the notion of simulacrum, as it was 
developed by Baudrillard in relation to the orders of simulation. 
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appearance. 

 

 
I. Preliminary notes 
 
The concern that Western law expressed through different doctrines 
regarding the legal effects appearances should have is common to both 
continental-European and common law legal systems, and it can be traced 
back to Roman law. Ulpianus explained in Digeste the mechanism behind a 
certain kind of appearance in two particular cases, and his reasoning in 
favor of recognizing legal effects to such appearances was expressed by the 
medieval glossators’ phrase error communis facit jus. The perspective of 
Ulpianus would gradually be adopted by the Western law, although with 
differences specific to each legal family, and it would constitute the basis for 
contemporary legal solutions in similar situations.  

In the continental-European legal family the strategy in dealing with 
certain appearances was formulated in a theory of appearance, which is similar 
to the estoppel doctrine elaborated in the common law legal family. In order to 
protect the reliance on a particular situation or the confidence in a certain 
person, the estoppel doctrine prohibits the person who created an appearance 
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to contradict it, requiring him to adopt a coherent and reasonable 
conduct with regard to this appearance1. The correspondent theory of the 
continental-European legal family emerged in the absence of specific norms 
regulating the regime of appearances and, thus, it was the judiciary practice 
that gave it full enforceability2. The theory recognizes legal effects to acts 
which do not comply with the legal norms that govern their regime, and 
which, precisely for this reason, should be null and void. However, there is 
a certain condition that the appearance should satisfy in order to be 
recognized legal effects – it has to present itself as a true and real situation3.  

The term simulacrum, deriving from the latin simulare, which means to 
simulate, to imitate, to make like, to copy, refers to the results of  
simulations – appearances, images, copies, semblances.4 Baudrillard traced 
the meaning of simulacrum through different orders of simulation which 
succeeded one another, and which presupposed a different understanding 
of the notion5. Firstly, the simulacrum was regarded as a reflection of reality, 
secondly, as a façade which veils the truth behind a false image, thirdly, as 
an appearance which conceals the inexistence of truth, and, finally, as a 
substitution for reality itself. In order to analyze the relation between the 
law and simulacra, it should be established a prior identity between the 
appearances which constitute the concern of the law and Baudrillard’s 
notion of simulacra corresponding to different orders of simulation. This 
identity would allow a translation of Baudrillard’s insights on the relation 
between simulations, simulacra and reality to the realm of law and it would 
reveal certain consequences of the solutions adopted by the law when 
dealing with simulacra in the light of Baudrillard’s interpretations. 
 
II. Baudrillard’s notions of simulacra and orders of simulation 

  
In his 1976 ‘Symbolic exchange and death’, Baudrillard proposes a clas-
sification of the orders of simulation as corresponding to particular laws of 
value. Baudrillard’s analysis is centered on the gradual displacement of the 
symbolic exchange with the laws of value, a process which implies suc-

                                                           
1 Elizabeth Cooke, The Modern Law Of Estoppel. New York: Oxford University Press, 2000, 
p. 2; Brian A. Blum, Contracts: Examples & Explanations, 4th ed. New York: Aspen 
Publishers, 2007, pp. 205-222.  
2 Robert Kruithof, „La théorie de l’apparence dans un nouvelle phase”. In Revue critique de 
jurisprudence belge, 1991, p. 51. 
3 Anne Danis-Fatôme, Apparence et contrat. Paris: Librairie générale de droit et de 
jurisprudence, 2004, p. 535. 
4 simulacrum. (n.d.) American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fifth Edition. 
(2011) 
5 For Baudrillard’s analysis on the orders of simulation – Jean Baudrillard, “Symbolic 
Exchange and Death”, in Mark Poster (ed.), Jean Baudrillard. Selected Writings. Stanford, 
California: Stanford University Press, 1988, pp. 119-148. 
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cessive substitutions of different simulacra as products of simulations 
specific to certain orders. The orders of simulation as particular relations of 
signs to reality evolve in a synchronic manner as the laws of value go 
through different mutations from the Renaissance, passing through the 
Industrial Revolution, to the contemporary social order. Since Renaissance, 
the simulacra of each order of simulation have gradually blurred the 
distinction between signs, representations, and reality, to a point where 
simulacra of the third order present themselves as emancipated from the 
problem of correspondence to reality. 

The epoch of the symbolic exchange is anterior to all orders of 
simulation, and Baudrillard places it in the time before Renaissance6. It 
is from this moment on when the symbolic, which constituted the real, 
started to be infused and seized by the arbitrary sign. Since the Renaissance, 
the real itself is constituted by simulacra of the symbolic, once the sign as 
form rather than content produces, through its reference, an illusion of the 
real. The first order of simulation which substituted the order of the 
symbolic exchange is placed by Baudrillard in the epoch between Renais-
sance and the Industrial Revolution, it corresponds to the ‘natural law of 
value’ and the simulacrum is defined by counterfeit 7. The second order is the 
one of the Industrial social organization, it corresponds to the commodity law 
of value, which is the market law of value, it is based on production and the 
simulacrum is characterized by being one of another simulacrum8. The third 
order corresponds to the contemporary social organization of the consumer 
society, it is based on the structural law of value and it is characterized by 
operational simulation and the simulacrum becomes the reality9. 

The first order of simulation presupposed a departure from the 
premodern social hierarchies, from the archaic or medieval caste social 
organization, which implied a complete social allocation of signs, since they 
were subjected to a restrictive regime, which limited their amount and 
scope. The sign bounded persons or castes in an unbreakable reciprocal 
relation of obligations and, thus, it was not yet arbitrary, as it would become 
since Renaissance, when the sign would no longer imply the reciprocal 
connection between persons or castes, but rather signify through its  
relations to other signifiers. The transition Baudrillard mentions is the one 
from the rigid regime of restricted and limited production and circulation of 

                                                           
6 Jean Baudrillard, “The Stucco Angel”. In Jean Baudrillard. Selected Writings, ed. Mark Poster, 
135-137. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1988, p. 135. 
7 For Baudrillard’s analysis on the first order of simulation, see the chapter “The Stucco 
Angel” from “Symbolic Exchange and Death”, pp. 135-137. 
8 For Baudrillard’s analysis of the second order of simulation, see the chapter “The 
Industrial Simulacrum” from “Symbolic Exchange and Death”, pp. 137-139. 
9 For Baudrillard’s analysis of the third order of simulation, see the section “The 
Metaphysics of the Code” from “Symbolic Exchange and Death”, pp. 139-143. 
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signs by sacred injunctions and taboos to a proliferation of signs governed 
by the law of demand which emerged along with the incipient forms of 
democracy which substituted the caste social organization10. Therefore, 
since Renaissance the arbitrary sign seized the symbolic realm, substituting 
the symbolic bound and the reciprocal relation with a counterfeit of it. The 
fundamental characteristic of the first order simulation is that the sign, with 
its reference to nature, is a counterfeit of the prior symbolic relation, and as 
such it is a simulacrum of symbolic obligation 11. In the first order of simulation, 
the boundary between simulacra and reality is still noticeable, there is still a 
transparent difference between representations and reality, and this brings 
the problem of the counterfeit specific to this order and the entire metaphysics 
of appearance and reality specific to this epoch that Baudrillard points out12.  

The second order of simulation arises with the Industrial Revolution and 
it is characterized by the mass, serial production of signs, which, through its 
large scale, renders the problem of counterfeit superfluous. By analyzing this 
second order of simulation characterized by production, Baudrillard noticed 
that the relation between identical serial products cannot be compared with 
the relation of the original with the counterfeit. Serial products are  
embedded in a relation of equivalence and indifference to one another, and 
thus they become a simulacrum of one another 13. This becomes a general trait 
of the sign in the industrial era, when production has as a condition of 
possibility the abandonment of any reference to the original, which was 
fundamental to the prior social organization of the first order of simulation. 
In the Industrial age, characterized by production, the simulacrum is  
nothing but a copy of a copy, that is to say, a copy without the original, 
since the original is lost in the string of copies. Thus, simulacra of the 
second order of simulation emancipate themselves from the notions of 
authenticity or originality and from the original/counterfeit problem which 
was at the core of the first order simulacra, and by this blur the distinction 
between signs, representations and reality. 

Distinct from the first order of simulation, with its problem of the 
counterfeit of the original, and from the second order of simulation, centered 
on the serial production, the third order of simulation is based on the 
reproducibility of signs generated by a model. The model becomes the source 
of all meaning, since it produces both the signs and the differences between 
them14. This order of simulation is self-referential, since it is disconnected 
from any teleology, from any finality whatsoever, and since all signs gain 

                                                           
10 Jean Baudrillard, „The Stucco Angel”, In op. cit., p. 136. 
11 Ibidem. 
12 Ibidem. 
13 Ibidem, p. 137. 
14 Jean Baudrillard, „The Industrial Simulacrum”. In Jean Baudrillard. Selected Writings, ed. 
Mark Poster, 137-139. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1988, p. 139. 
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meaning only as a part in and through the model that produces them. 
Simulacra of the third order of simulation are beyond the true/false  
dichotomy, as they are completely disconnected from any reference point 
outside the model. There is no reality as a reference in this order of 
simulation, since the model does not take reality as a starting point, but 
precedes and produces it15. 

A parallel analysis of simulacra in the symbolic order and the other three 
subsequent orders of simulations is given by Baudrillard in “Simulacra and 
Simulations”16, where he is concerned with the understanding of the image 
in relation to reality. In the first stage, which corresponds to the symbolic 
order, the image is considered to be a reflection of the reality; in the next 
stage, which corresponds to the first order of simulation, with the natural 
reference of the sign and the original/counterfeit problem, the image is 
regarded as a distortion and a mask of reality17. A simulacrum of the first 
order would be a representation which preserves a transparent relation to 
reality, that is to say a simulacrum whose artificial character is obvious. In 
the following stage, which corresponds to the second order of simulation, 
characterized by production, and where the signs become simulacra of one 
another, the image is considered to conceal the absence of reality18. As an 
illustration of a second order simulacrum which blurs the distinction 
between representation and reality, Baudrillard evokes Borges' fable ‘Of 
Exactitude in Science’, where the cartographers managed to draw such an 
elaborate and detailed map of the territory that it completely covered and 
matched the reality. The effect of this simulacrum is that the distinction of 
representation and reality becomes less visible and more indiscernible to a 
point where the representation becomes as real as the real19. In the final 
stage, which corresponds to the third order of simulation, the image has no 
relation to reality whatsoever, that is to say, the simulacra is beyond the 
true/false dichotomy, since it is produced as real by a model which has no 
need of reality as a reference point20.  

  
III. Error communis facit jus – the legal discourse 
 
The legal apothegm error communis facit jus is a phrase which refers to the 
legal theory of appearance, whose origin is to be found in the reasoning 

                                                           
15 Jean Baudrillard, „The Metaphysics of the Code”. In Jean Baudrillard. Selected Writings, ed. 
Mark Poster, 139-143. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1988, p. 140. 
16 Jean Baudrillard, „Simulacra and Simulations”. In Jean Baudrillard. Selected Writings, ed. 
Mark Poster, 166-184. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1988. 
17 Ibidem, p. 170. 
18 Ibidem. 
19 Ibidem, pp. 166-167. 
20 Ibidem, p. 167. 
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elaborated in Roman law. The question of the legal effects of an appearance 
when confronted to the truth it managed to conceal appeared for the first 
time as a legal issue in Roman law, as Ulpianus notes in his 1,14,3 Digesta:  

“Barbarius Philippus, being at the time a runaway slave, was a candidate 
for the praetorship at Rome, and became praetor designate. Here, according 
to Pomponius, the fact of his being a slave did not stand in his way, so as to 
prevent him from being praetor: as a matter of fact, he did discharge the 
office. However, let us consider the question. Suppose a slave has kept his 
legal position a long time unknown and has so discharged the office of 
praetor, — what are we to say? will everything that he enunciated by way of 
edict or decree be null and void? or will it be [upheld] for the sake of those 
persons who took proceedings in his court in pursuance, say, of a statute or 
on some other legal ground? My own opinion is that nothing would be set 
aside, and this is the more indulgent view; the Roman people was quite 
competent to confer the authority in question, even on a slave; and, if they 
had known that he was a slave, they would have given him his liberty. Much 
more must this power be held good in the case of the Emperor.”21  

Ulpianus refers to the particular case in which Barbarius Philippus, a 
slave who escaped his master, managed not only to create a common 
perception of him as a free man, but also managed to get the position of a 
praetor in Rome by hiding his real civil status. Later, when his real identity 
was discovered, the totality of his acts concluded in the position of a free 
man and praetor was brought into question. One possible solution was to 
annul all those acts, since they were concluded by a de facto slave, who only 
appeared to be a free man. However, considering the third parties who 
genuinely trusted the person to be what he pretended to be, the annulment 
of the acts concluded by the de facto slave would have affected their 
interests. Therefore, considering the interests of the third parties, Ulpianus 
appreciated that the most humane and equitable solution (hoc enim humanius 
est) was the acceptance of the validity of those acts. 

The error of the third parties consisted in a false representation of the 
reality. However, Ulpianus refers to the condition required for such an error 

                                                           
21 Cf. Monro, Charles Henry (transl). 2014. The Digest of Justinian, Volume I. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, pp. 49-50. 
Ulpianus, Digesta, 1, 14, 3 “Barbarius Philippus cum servus fugitivus esset, Romae 
praeturam petiit et praetor designatus est. Sed nihil ei servitutem ob stetisse ait Pomponius, 
quasi praetor non fuerit. Atquin verum est praetura eum functum et tamen videamus: si 
servus quamdiu latuit, dignitate, praetoria functus sit, quid dicemus? Quae edixit, qua e 
decrevit, nullius fore momenti? an fore propter utilita tem eorum, qui apud eum egerunt vel 
leg e vel quo alio iure? et verum puto nihil eorum reprobari: hoc enim humanius est: cum 
etiam potuit populus romanus servo decernere hanc potestatem, sed et si scisset servum 
esse, liberum effecisset. quod ius multo magis in imperatore observandum est.” (From 
Roberto-Josepho Pothier, Pandectae Justinianeae, Tomus I, 4th edition, Paris: Belin-Leprieur, 
1818, pp. 41-42) 
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to have the effects of a true appearance in his 14,6,3 pr. Digesta: “Si quis 
patrem familias esse credidit non vana simplicitate deceptus nec iuris  
ignorantia, sed quia publice pater familias plerisque videbatur, sic agebat, sic 
contrahebat, sic muneribus fungebatur, cessabit senatus consultum”22. This 
text refers to a senatus-consultum, a decision adopted by the Senate, which 
forbade the loan of money to filii familias, sons who were subjected to the 
paternal authority of their pater familias, the fathers and the authority figures 
of the Roman families. As an effect of the senatus-consultum, if the sons 
wanted to return the illegally borrowed sum of money to the lender, the 
delivery of the sum of money wouldn’t transfer the property to the lender. 
Ulpianus examines a case of someone lending money to a son who was 
thought to be a father. This confusion, however, was not a simple error, nor 
was it due to the ignorance of the law, but was caused by the son behaving 
as the father, since he acted and contracted as a father. Ulpianus considers 
that this situation, in which the lender breaks the interdiction provided in 
the senatus-consultum, should not be subjected to the legal consequences 
provided in the senatus-consultum. From this case it can be deduced the 
condition which the error, as a false representation of reality, has to satisfy 
in order to be recognized the same legal effects of a true representation – it 
has to be common, in the sense that anyone who would have been in the 
position of the lender would have made the same error.  

It was the 13th century glossator Accursius of the School of Bologna who 
formulated the legal maxim error communis facit jus, in his 1250 Glossa 
Ordinaria, as a note to the Digesta of Ulpianus, giving expression to the 
essence of the reasoning of Ulpianus in the case of Barbarius Philippus. A 
similar version of the apothegm of Accursius in relation to the same Digesta 
of Ulpianus was provided by another glossator, Bartolus, who stated that 
error populi pro veritate habetur; ut hic et ius facit (the error of the people is true, and as 
such, it makes the law)23.  

From Ulpianus and the medieval Glossators, this legal apothegm would 
justify the validity of the acts concluded by a person who acted as someone 
else, thus being commonly considered to hold the public function that 
would authorize him to perform those acts. For example, in 1593, the 
Parliament of Paris validated an act concluded by a notary before he took 
the oath required for his legal investiture, since this situation was unknown 
to the community, who regarded him as a legitimate public servant24. The 
same solution was adopted by the Flemish Parliament in 1751 in the case of 

                                                           
22 Paulus Krueger, Theodorus Mommsen (transl). Corpus Iuris Civilis, Volume 1, Editio 
Stereotypa. Berolini Apud Weidmannos, 1872, p. 193. 
23 Laurent Boyer, „Sur quelques adages: notes d’histoire et de jurisprudence”. In Bibliothèque 
de l'École des chartes, tome 156. Paris, Genéve: Librairie Droz, 1998, p. 50. 
24 Alfred Loniewski, Essai sur le rôle actuel de la maxime „Error communis facit jus”, Thèse. 
Université d'Aix-Marseille: Aix Nicot, 1905, p. 23. 
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a procedure conducted by a person who did not have the required authority 
at the time he performed the procedure, since the community did not know 
that he had lost the authority to perform those acts25.  

Since Premodernity, the scope of error communis facit jus was gradually 
expanded by the judiciary practice of continental-European legal systems.26 
The idea of the general, common error would justify in the French judiciary 
practice the acquisition of property from a non-dominus, who is someone 
who does not have the ownership of the property, but who appears to be 
the owner. For example, the legal acts through which persons acquired 
property from an apparent inheritor who made a false testament in order to 
prove his quality of inheritor were considered valid. The real inheritor who 
would promote an action against the persons who acquired the property 
from the apparent inheritor would find himself deprived of any means to 
recover the property that was given away by a non-dominus. The French 
Cassation Court, in the ‘De la Boussinière’ cause, decided, in 26 of January 
1897, that since those persons who acquired the property were subjected to 
error communis, which is the fact that the error regarding the non-dominus who 
appeared as a real inheritor was a common one, the acts concluded with the 
non-dominus are valid (thus error communis facit jus)27. 

In the contemporary private law of various legal systems28, the sphere of 
application of error communis facit jus was broadened to different areas of law, 
from property and contract29 to tort, and across different fields of 
private and public law. Today there are also apparent creditors, agents or 
administrative representatives whose acts are considered valid by judges if 
the community had good reasons to believe in the legitimacy of those 
persons. For example, in French law, in the case of a payment to an 
apparent creditor, in which a person pays his debt to someone who has the 
title of the credit (la créance) without being the real creditor, the debtor is 
considered to be relieved of his debt. A similar solution is applied in the 
field of tort law, for example in the situation in which a person who is not 
interested in concluding a contract, but has a certain behavior during the 
negotiations which legitimately justifies the other party to believe that the 

                                                           
25 Laurent Boyer, loc. cit., p. 51. 
26 For a detalied analysis of the theory of appearance which embodies the maxim error 
communis facit jus in French civil law, see Jacques Guestin¸ Traité de droit civil: 
Introduction générale (Paris: Librairie générale de droit et de jurisprudence, 1994), 
pp. 824-863 
27 Henri Capitant, François Terré, Yves Lequette, Les grandes arrêts de la jurisprudente civile, 11e 
éd., tome I. Paris: Dalloz, 2000, pp. 483-488. 
28 André Tunc, „Introduction” to International Encyclopedia of Comparative Law, ed. Viktor 
Knapp, Volume 11. The Hague, Boston, London: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1983, p. 45. 
29 Jacques Mestre, „Peut-on encore se fier à l’apparence dans la formation des contrats?”. 
Revue trimestielle de droit civil, 1998, p. 361. 
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contract is going to be concluded, is considered to be liable for damages.30 
Also, in continental-European legal systems, in the case of the acts 
concluded between third parties and an agent who acts outside the authority 
of the principal, if the third parties relied on the appearance of authority of 
the agent, the acts are valid, as an effect of error communis facit jus 31. In all 
these cases, la croyance légitime (the legitimate belief)32, trust, faith, the common 
and legitimate error suffice for the application of error communis facit jus.33 

 

 
IV. Complicities between the law and simulacra 
 
In the cases mentioned above, where error communis facit jus was applied, the 
legal effects of the simulacra were considered to be an extreme outcome of 
a situation in which the appearance had finally been confronted to reality. In 
this respect, error communis facit jus is nothing but a retroactive solution to a 
situation which would have indefinitely continued to produce real effects. 
That is to say, the appearance was in a sense true, since the reality itself was 
concealed. As Baudrillard shows, the first and second order simulations still 
maintain a certain transparent relation to reality as a background to which 
the effect of simulations can be contrasted. It is definitely the case of the 
apparent agent, whose powers provided in the agency contract can be 
checked by the third parties with the principal. However, in the Barbarius 
Philippus case of Ulpianus, for example, the appearance created by the 
runaway slave and his true identity could not have been verified, since it was 
precisely the reference to his true identity that had to be hidden in order 
for the simulacrum to work. Since it was precisely the impossibility of 
delimiting between the real and the appearance that made it possible for the 
simulacrum to function as reality, what kind of simulations are the cases 
subjected to error communis?  

In the section ‘The Divine Irreference of Images’ of ‘Simulacra and 
Simulations’, Baudrillard analyses the distinction between dissimulation and 
simulation34. He argues that the former produces an appearance of not 
having what one has in reality, while the latter produces an appearance of 

                                                           
30 See the decision of the French Court of Appeal which appreciated that the person was 
liable for damages to the other, in CA Riom, 10-6-1992, RJDA 1992, no. 893 at 732, RTD 
Civ 1993, 343.  
31 Séverine Santier, “Unauthorised agency in French Law”. In The Unauthorised Agent. 
Perspectives from European and Comparative Law, eds. Danny Busch, Laura J. Macgregor, 17-60. 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009, pp. 20-22. 
32 Laurent Boyer, loc. cit., p. 62. 
33 For a comparative perspective on the theory of appearance in continental-European legal 
systems and common law, see Danny Busch, Laura J. Macgregor (eds.), The Unauthorised 
Agent. Perspectives from European and Comparative Law. New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2009. 
34 Jean Baudrillard, „Simulacra and Simulations”, In op. cit., pp. 167-171. 
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having something that in reality one doesn’t have. He gives the example of 
someone who feigns an illness pretending to have certain symptoms, in 
opposition to the one who simulates an illness, who produces the symptoms 
presupposed by the illness35. In the first case, the dissimulation produces an 
appearance with a certain relationship with true or false state of affairs in 
reality. The person who feigns to be ill can always be proved to be healthy, 
and what Baudrillard argues is that, with dissimulation, the reality principle 
is intact36. That is to say, the difference between appearance and reality is 
transparent, since there is always the background of reality to verify the 
success of a simulacrum which only masks the reality. However, with the 
second case, when someone simulates an illness and produces the 
symptoms, the difference itself between appearance and reality becomes 
blurred. The person simulating an illness doesn’t simply have the signs of 
someone who is unhealthy, as it is the case with the dissimulation of an 
illness, but is ill, since being ill implies having those symptoms. With the 
simulation there is no distinction between the appearance and the true or 
false state of affairs in the reality and it is this undistinguishable character 
that places the simulacrum beyond true and false and makes it, in a sense, 
real. 

In the case of an apparent agent in French-inspired legal systems, the 
third parties know from the start that they are not dealing with the principal, 
but with someone who represents the person on whose behalf the agent 
acts. The agent is not mistakenly considered to be another person, the 
representation is transparent and known to all the parties involved, and the 
error affects only the extent of the authority the agent has from the 
principal. The case of the apparent agent is, therefore, a dissimulation, since 
the agent is feigning not to be someone, but to not have something he does 
have, which is the limits to his powers, an appearance which can be verified, 
however inconvenient it may be.37  

However, going back to the interpretations of Ulpianus from Digeste, 
both Barbarius Philippus and the son simulated to be someone else. Those 
cases were not dissimulations, which would have been matters of confusion 
or ignorance of the law, as Ulpianus considered, and which could have been 
elucidated through a thorough confrontation of the appearance to reality. 

                                                           
35 Ibidem, p. 167. 
36 Ibidem. 
37 In French law, the theory of mandat apparent was originally applied by Courts when 
dealing with the acts of directors of companies concluded with third parties in breach of 
the powers recognized to them in the statutes of the companies. The acts concluded by 
directors with third parties were considered valid by Courts, but not because it would have 
been impossible for third parties to check the authority of the directors, but because such a 
constant verification of the legal powers was considered to be inopportune. See Santier, 
“Unauthorised agency in French Law”, p. 22. 
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Both Barbarius Philippus and the son simulate to be someone they were not 
and the simulacra as false representations of reality are revealed as such by a 
rather contingent event, in the absence of which the simulacra would have 
continued to function as reality. Since Barbarius Philippus simulated a free 
man before he managed to become a praetor, just as the son who 
contracted the loan simulated a pater familias, there was no possible way to 
distinguish between reality and the simulacra, since they both acted in the 
same manner as the one who simulates an illness in Baudrillard’s example. 
Error communis facit jus is, therefore, an expression of the way in which the 
law gives full legal effects to both dissimulations and situations in which 
reality and simulacra become interchangeable, overlapping one another. 
This seems a rather strange solution to be validated through law, which is 
obsessively concerned in the modern Western legal procedures with the 
truth and the real. The quest in the judicial process for the most accurate 
picture of reality, of facts, in order to evaluate the most equitable legal 
decision, is thoroughly pursued through an elaborate set of procedural 
norms related to the evidence. This legal mechanism is put in motion so 
that any false representations, any appearances would break in the process 
of drilling for reality. The content of the law in settling for the solution 
expressed by error communis facit jus implies that, when the truth is finally 
revealed, everything should remain unchanged, instead of a restitutio in 
integrum, which the truth of the crumbling simulacrum would require. What 
does error communis facit jus say about the law and its relation to reality and 
truth, in the light of which the restoration of reality would most 
imperatively imply a general reversal of all the consequences derived from 
the simulacrum? 

Certain answers may be derived from Baudrillard’s analysis of the dispute 
between Iconoclasts and Iconolaters, the former denying icons and 
expressing a rage against any images portraying God, and the latter being in 
favor of such representations38. For Iconoclasts, images of God would have 
been against the fundamental religious interdiction of fabricating idols, false 
representations of the Divine, and Baudrillard argues that the radical 
position of Iconoclasts against icons is not a simple expression of their 
distrust in images, which they are generally associated with. On the contrary, 
it is rather the recognition of the power of simulacra in all representations 
of God that fuels their rage, recognition of the fact that the simulacra would 
conceal not some deep truth regarding God, but the very absence of God. 
It was the intuition that the images concealed not an original, according to 
which the icons were imperfect copies, but nothing at all, that constituted 
the core of their rejection of simulacra39. The Iconolaters, on the other 

                                                           
38 Jean Baudrillard, „Simulacra and Simulations”, In op. cit., pp. 169-170. 
39 Ibidem, p. 169. 
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hand, saw in icons a simple reflection of God, and thus were able to 
venerate him by using these mediated images of the Divine. However, 
Baudrillard argues that Iconolaters, in spite of their belief in images as 
reflections of God, concealed his absence by already enacting his 
disappearance in those representations, and, as an illustration, he gives the 
example of the Jesuits, who based their worldly pursue of power on the 
disappearance of God40.  

Just as the Iconoclastic claims against images were based on the religious 
interdiction of representations of God, the claims of return to reality of the 
one deceived by the simulation are based on the legal interdiction of the 
acts concealed by the simulacrum and resulting from it – in relation to the 
cases of Ulpianus, it is the legal interdiction of a slave to act as a free man 
and become a praetor, and of a son to borrow money as a father. The 
demand for the undoing of the acts of the simulator according to the 
revealed truth hides, just as in the case of Iconoclasts, the fear that the 
reality behind the simulacra does not exist, that the very clear distinctions 
sanctioned by law, between the slave and the free man, the son and the 
father, are nothing but simulacra themselves. Since the simulacra managed 
to function as real it endangers reality itself – if a slave can produce an 
effect of reality by acting as a free man or a son by acting like a father, then 
maybe the slave and the free man, on one hand, and the son and the father, 
on the other, are interchangeable. Just as Iconoclasts feared the substitution 
of the image of God with God, so does the claimant, the one who bases his 
claims on reality against the simulacrum, fear the substitution of the slave 
with the free man, of the son with the father, ultimately of the reality with 
the simulacra.  

However, Ulpianus and the continental-European laws, following the 
solution expressed by error communis facit jus, embraced the Iconolaters’ 
perspective on simulacra – there are appearances which dissimulate reality, 
but this fact does not threaten the core of reality itself. The law can deal 
with the simulacra and maintain a clear distinction between true and false, 
reality and appearance. But if the solution of Ulpianus is similar to the game 
of representations of the disappearance of God the Iconolaters played, 
already knowing, as Baudrillard argues, that the icons no longer represent 
anything41, it is implicitly admitted through error communis facit jus that the law 
is not concerned with reality as such and that reality is not given legal effects 
because it would posses some sort of merits that imperatively require legal 
recognition. 

It is precisely the meaning of the phrase error communis facit jus that 
suggests the departure of the law from the problem of reality and truth by 

                                                           
40 Ibidem. 
41 Ibidem, pp. 169-170. 
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indicating that the ground on which the law is based is the common error, 
which functions as reality and truth since it has no transparent connections 
to either of them. The subsequent consequence is that reality and truth 
themselves are nothing but simulacra, representations which are recognized 
full legal effects by law, since they cannot be proven to be false or they 
haven’t been proven to be false yet, that is to say, their final confrontation 
to a true state of affairs in reality is indefinitely postponed. With the 
indefinite delay of meeting reality, the law recognizes through error communis 
facit jus not reality against appearances, the truth against the false or the 
reverse preference of appearances and falsehood against reality and the 
truth, but the simulation itself, which is beyond these dichotomies, and 
produces, as Baudrillard illustrated through the case of the simulation of an 
illness, true and real symptoms.  
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L’icône et l’art chrétien d’Occident 
(Entretien avec François Bœspflug* 

et réalisée par Tudor Petcu) 
 
 

TP : Tout d'abord, je vous prie de nous expliquer quelle est la signification principale 
de l'icône chrétienne surtout dans la spiritualité catholique. On sait très bien que les 
orthodoxes accordent une grande attention à l'icône, mais quelle est sa signification et son 
importance dans le monde catholique? 

 
FB: Au risque de paraître vous reprendre, je ne parlerais pas de la 

signification, dans la spiritualité catholique, de l’icône chrétienne, mais de 
l’icône orthodoxe – sinon vous avez l’air d’opposer « chrétien » et 
« catholique », alors que l’opposition, ou plutôt la distinction et la 
complémentarité, jouent entre « catholique » et « orthodoxe », à condition 
de bien entendre ces deux termes non pas au sens théologique, que chacun 
des deux mondes revendique à bon droit, mais au sens strictement 
confessionnel. Il est regrettable qu’un certain brouillard enveloppe 
désormais ces notions, au point que l’on étonne aujourd’hui les Catholiques 
en leur disant que leur foi est orthodoxe, et les Orthodoxes en les 
considérant comme confessant la foi catholique. Il est vrai que ce brouillage 
des notions ne date pas d’hier. Il est plus ancien que le Grand Schisme de 
1054 lui-même et remonte, deux siècles plus tôt, à la fin de la Crise 
iconoclaste en 843, et à ce que l’on appelle en Orient le « Triomphe de 
l’Orthodoxie », qui eût dû s’appeler de manière plus circonstanciée 
« Triomphe de l’icône » ou « des icônes »1.  

Mais venons-en à votre question. Depuis le IX
e siècle, précisément, l’on 

peut dire que l’icône orientale, pour faire bref, et de manière négative dans 
un premier temps, qu’elle n’a jamais eu la valeur et l’importance que l’Orient 
chrétien lui a accordées, celles d’une « fenêtre ouverte sur l’absolu et sur 

                                                           
* Né en 1945, est un historien du christianisme et un historien de l’art chrétien, au Moyen 
Âge en particulier. Il est professeur émérite d'histoire des religions à la faculté de théologie 
catholique de l'Université Marc-Bloch de Strasbourg après y avoir enseigné de 1990 à 2013. 
Après une thèse de doctorat consacrée à «Dieu dans l'art», soutenue en 1984, il a publié de 
nombreux ouvrages sur l’iconographie chrétienne. Il est notamment spécialiste de la Bible 
moralisée. En 2010, il a été titulaire de la chaire du Louvre, et en 2013 de la «Chaire Benoît 
XVI» à Ratisbonne. Il a été membre de la direction littéraire des éditions du Cerf de 1982 à 
1999. 
 Faculté de Philosophie de l’Université de Bucarest, email: petcutudor@gmail.com. 
1 Emanuela Fogliadini, L’Invenzione dell’immagine sacra. La legittimazione ecclesiale dell’icona al 
secondo concilio di Nicea, Milan, Jaca Book, 2015, sp. 4è P., p. 227 et suiv.  
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l’au-delà », mais aussi d’une présence si forte qu’elle a quasiment valeur 
sacramentelle, et encore d’une parole considérée comme porteuse d’un sens 
tellement obvie qu’elle s’égale à celui de l’Écriture sainte et rend visible le 
dogme, au point qu’elle dispenserait pour un peu les ministres d’avoir à 
prêcher lors de la liturgie, l’icône étant censée s’en charger.  

Pour le dire maintenant de manière positive, l’icône orientale a été 

l’objet, me semble-t-il, dans le monde chrétien de liturgie latine puis dans 

celui du catholicisme romain (je laisse pour l’instant de côté sa perception 

dans les communautés issues de la réforme, à laquelle nous reviendrons 

dans la réponse à la question suivante), de quatre perceptions principales 

successives : l’icône comme objet d’un culte excessif, ou comme modèle 

mythique, mais aussi comme repoussoir, ou enfin comme refuge et occasion 

de retrouvailles heureuses. Ces quatre perceptions ont pu tantôt coexister 

tantôt se succéder voire se supplanter.  

L’icône (comme objet d’un) culte excessif. Les théologiens d’Aix-la-Chapelle, 

autour de Charlemagne, ont contribué puissamment à la naissance, vers les 

années 800, d’une perception de l’icône comme un objet de piété dont le 

concile de Nicée II aurait encouragé non la légitime vénération, mais 

l’adoration2. Qu’une erreur de traduction soit ou non à l’origine de cet 

étrange malentendu, peu importe ici. Reste que l’icône a d’abord été perçue 

en Occident comme un objet adoré par les Byzantins, ayant conquis une 

place abusive dans leur culte, elle-même enregistrée et fixée durablement par 

les règles de comportement dans les églises, ce que l’image chrétienne 

occidentale n’aura jamais : la seule exception étant celle du crucifix et de 

l’adoratio crucis du vendredi saint (les statues de la Vierge processionnées le 

15 août ont un statut dévotionnel non cultuel). On peut donc dire que dans 

leur pratiques respectives des images à support matériel, les deux mondes, le 

catholique et l’orthodoxe, à tout le moins divergent, même si les sujets des 

deux iconocosmes sont évidemment parents, proches voisins, voire 

substantiellement identiques en leur noyau tel que circonscrit par le horos du 

septième concile œcuménique : le Christ, la Mère de Dieu (= la Vierge), les 

anges et les saints. Cette divergence amorcée sur le seuil du IX
e siècle s’est 

accentuée de siècle en siècle, surtout avec des phénomènes inconnus de 

l’Orient comme la réconciliation du christianisme latin avec la statuaire en 

ronde bosse au tournant des deux millénaires, l’exploration systématique et 

aventureuse des ressources du visible pour dire le mystère trinitaire3, la 

confiance ou du moins la liberté accordée aux artistes, la création avec les 

                                                           
2 Emanuela Fogliadini, L’Invenzione dell’immagine sacra, sp. 5è P., p. 269 et suiv.  
3 François Bœspflug, Yolanta Zaluska, « Le dogme trinitaire et l'essor de son iconographie 
en Occident de l'époque carolingienne au IVe Concile du Latran (1215) », Cahiers de 
Civilisation médiévale XXXVII, 1994, p. 181-240 
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Primitifs flamands et italiens d’un nouvel espace pictural4, la redécouverte 

de la nature morte et de la psychologie individuelle dans l’art du portrait, la 

création de la perspective linéaire, puis la Renaissance et la reprise des 

canons de l’esthétique antique, etc.  

L’icône modèle mythique. Mais voilà : l’affaire se complique, à partir du XII
e 

siècle, en raison du prestige des saintes icônes, qui fut bientôt connu de 
l’Occident par l’intermédiaire de témoins oculaires et de pèlerins, de carnets 
de dessin en circulation, de textes plus ou moins merveilleux de la littérature 
hagiographique et des nombreux récits de miracles liés aux icônes, en 
particulier aux achiropites, relayés par la renommée du Saint-Suaire, puis du 
fait de l’importation en Occident d’icônes, consécutive entre autres aux 
croisades, qui ont fait percevoir sinon les icônes en bloc du moins certaines 
d’entre elles (le Pantocrator, la Sainte Face et le Mandylion, certaines icônes 
de la Mère de Dieu conservées à Rome) comme les références proto-
typiques par excellence, des modèles indépassables dont beaucoup d’artistes 
occidentaux, de fait, vont s’inspirer, quitte à les réinventer à leur guise.  

L’icône, « art figé », et repoussoir. Cette valeur exemplaire des icônes 
n’empêcha donc pas les artistes occidentaux d’exercer leur créativité de 
manière dérégulée, ce qui conduisit vers la fin du Moyen Age et a fortiori à la 
Renaissance à creuser l’écart, jusqu’à l’éloignement réciproque, pour ne pas 
dire l’apparition d’un véritable fossé, entre l’art chrétien occidental et l’art 
des icônes. Ce fossé sera l’occasion, jusqu’à nos jours, de propos fort 
critiques de la part des théologiens orthodoxes, prompts à stigmatiser  
l’arbitraire, le subjectivisme capricieux jusqu’à l’insignifiance, la soumission 
de l’art religieux catholique au sensualisme, au naturalisme, et tutti quanti. La 
réplique ne tardera pas, les Occidentaux ne se privant pas de dire que l’art 
de l’icône est répétitif voire fixiste. D’où une troisième perception de l’icône 
en Occident, comme art pieux, figé, ayant perdu le contact avec les réalités 
du corps, du cœur, du sexe, de la psychologie, de la vie en société, de 
l’histoire, avec les canons de l’art vivant, et avec le génie de la création 
artistique libéré du poids de la tutelle ecclésiastique. Cette perception de 
l’icône a aussi entraîné sa disparition progressive et son oubli (son ban-
nissement ?) en Occident. 

L’icône comme refuge. Sa redécouverte récente relève d’une quatrième 
perception de l’icône en Occident, comme rescapée de l’oubli, planche de 
salut face au désert de l’art contemporain perçu comme décidément 
incapable (ou peu désireux) de mettre sous les yeux des œuvres lisibles et 
« priables », l’icône apparaissant dès lors comme la seule forme d’art digne 

                                                           
4 Jacques Gagliardi, La Conquête de la peinture à l’aube de la Renaissance, du XIII

e siècle au XV
e 

siècle, Paris, Flammarion, 2è éd., 2001.  
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de susciter la prière et d’avoir sa place dans les églises5. Cette redécouverte, 
en Europe de l’Ouest, est évidemment solidaire de l’exil forcé, du fait des 
lois de Lénine de 1922, d’un certain nombre se savants théologiens et/ou 
iconographes, en direction de la Grèce (Grabar), ou de Prague (le séminaire 
Kondakov), ou de Paris, cette dernière capitale étant bientôt le siège d’une 
véritable paroisse d’élite (avec des savants comme Vladimir Lossky, Serge 
Boulgakov, Nicolas Berdiaïev, etc.). Le fameux livre sur les icônes signé par 
Lossky et Ouspensky date de 1952 et paraît d’abord en allemand (Der Sinn 
der Ikonen) puis en anglais. Mais la véritable redécouverte plus ou moins 
admirative voire éblouie de l’icône dans le monde catholique se fera par la 
vague montante du « pentecôtisme catholique », qui touche le continent 
européen en 1972 et aura désormais pour principal véhicule le « mouvement 
charismatique ». Une date clef, pour l’enregistrement stable de cette 
quatrième perception de l’icône en Occident, est la parution simultanée, en 
1980, de la version complète, aux Éditions du Cerf, du fameux livre de 
Léonide Ouspensky, La Théologie de l’icône dans l’Église Orthodoxe, et d’un 
article du P. Bertrand, s.j., alors directeur de la collection « Sources 
Chrétiennes », dans la revue Les Études, s’étonnant à bon droit de la 
présence de l’icône de la « Trinité de Roublev » dans de très nombreuses 
églises catholiques.  

  
TP : Comme vous le savez, il y a quelques églises et mouvements chrétiens qui 

n'acceptent pas la présence de l'icône, considérant que les symboles ne sont pas nécessaires 
dans la relation directe avec Jésus Christ. Mais pourquoi l'icône est-elle pourtant 
nécessaire dans le monde chrétien, et quelle serait la raison pour laquelle nous ne devrions 
pas comprendre l'icone en tant qu'un symbole? 

 
FB : Effectivement, comme nous l’avons laissé entendre plus haut, les 

Églises et Communautés chrétiennes issues de la Réforme protestante ont 
contesté tout un ensemble de pratiques jugées par elles superstitieuses, celles 
liées par exemple aux images mais aussi aux reliques, aux pèlerinages, à la 
piété mariale qui, aux yeux des Réformateurs, finissaient par se faire passer 
auprès des fidèles, du fait de l’importance que ceux-ci leur accordaient, pour 
des moyens de salut autonomes par rapport au Christ, unique médiateur. 
D’où la critique incisive de certains types iconographiques (la lactation de 
saint Bernard, la Vierge au manteau) par Martin Luther, au nom de l’une de 
ses intuitions théologiques majeures, ce qu’il appelait « la justice passive », 
sous-entendu celle qui est obtenue non par les efforts humains mais par 
grâce imméritée, dans la confiance totale dans l’action rédemptrice du Christ 
en croix : c’est lui qui sauve, non les démarches volontaires des humains, 

                                                           
5 François Bœspflug, « La redécouverte de l’icône chez les catholiques. Le cas français », 
dans J.-M. SPIESER (éd.), Présence de Byzance, Gollion (Suisse), 2007, pp. 31-54 et 138-149. 
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telles leurs inclinations devant les icônes, l’accumulation de leurs mérites et 
le compte de leurs indulgences6.  

Luther finira tout de même par freiner l’ardeur iconophobe voire 
iconoclaste de ses disciples iconoclastes de la première heure (Carlstadt,  
Zwingli) et par reconnaître que les images peuvent être utiles puisque 
l’homme, être doté d’une sensibilité au visible, connaît et « éprouve » 
(s’émeut, aime, mémorise) par ses sens, en particulier celui de la vue : d’où 
d’ailleurs son encouragement des bibles à images, notamment celles  
illustrées par Cranach et Holbein : le protestantisme luthérien conserve par 
conséquent une certaine amitié pour les images religieuses et leur rôle  
potentiellement positif dans la vie chrétienne7. Jean Calvin, en revanche, 
dans les versions successives de L’Institution chrétienne, plaide vigoureusement 
en faveur d’un rapport à Dieu et à l’évangile débarrassé des images, qu’il 
exclut péremptoirement des temples comme de la vie chrétienne à coups 
d’invectives violentes, comme Jésus a chassé à coups de fouets les  
marchands du Temple. La conception anthropologique sous-jacente à sa 
prise de position est carrément pessimiste : l’esprit de l’homme est faible, il 
est naturellement fétichiste et porté à l’idolâtrie, et a tôt fait de se  
transformer en « boutique » (sic) encombrée de tout un bric-à-brac 
« indécent », qui ne convient pas (non decet) à la confession et à l’adoration du 
Dieu transcendant. La Réforme a suscité, en particulier en Suisse, mais aussi 
dans le nord de la France et les Pays-Bas méridionaux, des vagues 
d’iconoclasme. L’anglicanisme, de son côté, a mis un terme au culte des 
images – et aussi à la carrière des mystères joués sur les parvis des églises. Le 
Royaume-Uni, soit dit en passant, reste un des rares pays européens où il est 
interdit de jouer le rôle de Dieu sur la scène8…  

Les diverses « dénominations chrétiennes » issues des principaux 
courants réformateurs ont des pratiques d’images variables, en général plus 
portés à l’abstinence iconique qu’à la consommation iconophile gourmande. 
Mais ils sont tous marqués plus ou moins par l’idée centrale que le juste 
rapport à Dieu et à son Christ n’a pas besoin du relais ni du tremplin de 
l’image et gagne, même, à s’en passer. De ce point de vue, on peut parler 
d’une continuité spirituelle réelle entre judaïsme, islam et protestantismes, 

                                                           
6 Pour une bonne mise au point synthétique, voir Bernard Reymond, Le Protestantisme et les 
images. Pour en finir avec quelques clichés, Genève, Labor et Fides, 1999, à compléter par Id., Le 
Protestantisme et le cinéma. Les enjeux d’une rencontre tardive et stimulante, ibid., 2010.  
7 Sur la position nuancée de Luther en la matière, et très tranchée de Calvin, voir François 
Bœspflug, Dieu dans l’art. Sollicituni Nostrae de Benoît XIV (1745) et l’affaire Crescence de 
Kaufbeuren, Paris, Éd. du Cerf, 1984, sp. pp. 181-187.  
8 François Bœspflug, « Dieu en images, Dieu en rôles. Positions théoriques et faits 
d’histoire », dans J.-P. BORDIER, A. LASCOMBES (dir.), Dieu et les dieux dans le théâtre de la 
Renaissance, Actes du XLVe Colloque International d’Études Humanistes, Tours, Centre 
d’Études Supérieures de la Renaissance, juillet 2002, Turnhout, 2006, pp. 11-35. 
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tous d’accord pour dire que le rapport à Dieu n’a rien à gagner de 
l’instauration d’un rapport aux images. C’est dire aussi que la distinction à 
laquelle tiennent tant les chrétiens orthodoxes, celle entre l’icône (orientale) 
et l’image religieuse (occidentale) n’a aucune pertinence dans le monde de la 
Réforme. Sauf erreur, l’icône, au XVI

e siècle, en Europe, ne jouit plus d’une 
perception spécifique, elle ne suscite pas de considérations spéciales, et son 
sort est englobé (occulté voire noyé) sans autre forme de procès dans celui 
des images en général.  

 
TP: Comment définiriez vous l'évolution de l'iconographie chrétienne en Occident 

après la deuxième guerre mondiale? 
 
FB : L’idée d’évolution au singulier, appliquée au domaine que vous 

désignez, postule sans le dire qu’il serait unifié et homogène, quod est 
demonstrandum. L’historien-théologien des images a plutôt l’impression 
qu’après 1945, mis à part ce qu’il est convenu d’appeler « le renouveau de 
l’art sacré » impulsé par les Pères Couturier et Régamey (un renouveau qui, 
en raison de leur proximité avec certains courants d’art abstrait et avec des 
personnalités comme Le Corbusier, a revêtu des aspects aniconiques voire 
iconophobes), le domaine de l’art chrétien, après 1945, entre dans une phase 
d’éparpillement, d’égarement ou d’éclatement dont il est loin d’être sorti en 
2015, 70 ans plus tard. Plusieurs tendances principales peuvent être  
distinguées (nous le ferons plus loin), qui perdurent et se croisent, dans le 
plus grand désordre, sans que le magistère catholique romain, ni les évêques 
(rappelons qu’ils on été constitués responsables de l’art sacrés dans leurs 
diocèses par le concile de Trente) ni les « Commissions d’art sacré » ne 
soient en mesure d’imprimer une direction cohérente et sensée à ce qui 
apparaît dès lors comme le paradis des initiatives individuelles sans queue ni 
tête ni lendemain.  

Favorisent ce désordre plusieurs facteurs décisifs.  
D’abord le silence de Vatican II à ce sujet. On a pu établir que l’icône fut 

« une oubliée » de Vatican II9. Un seul texte conciliaire, en effet, parle 
sérieusement de l’art sacré, le chap. 7 de Sacrosanctum concilium, la 
« Constitution sur la sainte liturgie » de 196310, dont l’une des affirmations 
centrales est que « L’Église n’a jamais fait sien aucun style », principe 
audacieux et inédit, d’ouverture à l’incarnation du message évangélique dans 
les cultures diverses rejointes par la prédication missionnaire, un principe 
aux antipodes de ce que le monde unifié stylistiquement de l’icône semble 
                                                           
9 Jean-René Bouchet, « Une oubliée du concile Vatican II : l’icône », dans François 
Bœspflug, Nicolas Lossky (éd.), Nicée II, 787-1987. Douze siècles d’images religieuses, Paris, 
Éd. du Cerf, 1987, pp. 397-402.  
10 François Bœspflug, « Art et liturgie : l’art chrétien du XXIe siècle à la lumière de 
Sacrosanctum concilium », Revue des Sciences Religieuses, 78/2, 2004, pp. 161-181. 
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au contraire tenir pour principe fondamental, à savoir qu’il y a bel et bien un 
style d’Église, et un seul, qui correspond à un vouloir d’Église en phase avec 
sa prière liturgique et sa théologie, vouloir auquel l’iconographie se soumet 
lorsqu’il écrit une icône, là où l’artiste occidental, fût-il en train de peindre 
un sujet chrétien, suit son inspiration et obéit à sa sacro-sainte créativité11. 
En fait, tout semble indiquer que l’art chrétien fut le cadet des soucis du 
catholicisme de l’après-Seconde Guerre, en dépit de quelques discours 
fameux des papes Paul VI et Jean-Paul II, et du souci très répandu des 
évêques et du clergé de passer pour ouverts à la modernité artistique,  
l’ « accueil » étant depuis des décennies le maître-mot de leur attitude en la 
matière.  

Autre facteur décisif, justement, l’évolution de l’art lui-même, qui va 
progressivement délaisser l’inspiration chrétienne et s’en vanter, passer  
outre à l’injonction qui lui a été faite par Jacques Maritain d’être « lisible », 
remettre en question le figuratisme, récuser tout contrôle idéologique et le 
principe même d’un cahier des charges négocié, faire une situation de plus 
en plus inconfortable aux peintres qui se risqueraient à de déclarer des 
« peintres chrétiens ». L’inculture biblique, liturgique et théologique des 
artistes atteint progressivement un sommet, sauf rares exceptions, comme la 
très haute idée qu’ils se font de leur talent et de leur mission sociale, qui les 
rend imperméables à toute idée de formation et de service de la prière de 
l’assemblée. Culmine également l’incapacité des ministres du culte 
catholique à formuler sinon un cahier des charges stricto sensu du moins 
quelques exigences, et la conviction d’un certain nombre de prélats d’être 
rendus ipso facto compétents en matière d’art sacré par leur consécration 
épiscopale – ce qui les dispense, croient-ils spontanément, d’avoir à acquérir 
une formation en ce domaine ou, à défaut, de consulter des experts. La mise 
à l’écart des experts, alliée à un anti-intellectualisme larvé, pourrait être l’une 
des caractéristiques de la vie de l’Église catholique de l’après Vatican II (un 
concile où les experts et « observateurs » ont été omni-présents).  

Les directions divergentes de l’art sacré putativement chrétien mis en 
place dans les églises peuvent se classer, disions-nous, en cinq directions.  

La mystique du mur blanc. Il y a eu dans l’immédiat après-Seconde Guerre, 
du fait de la hiérarchie des urgences après les bombardements, reconstruire 
d’abord, décorer ensuite, une tendance à rebâtir sans souci aucun d’une 
iconographie monumentale à valeur liturgique, dévotionnelle ou didactique. 
Elle a conduit à une appréciation si positive du vide (aniconique) que l’on a 
pu diagnostiquer à juste une « mystique du mur blanc ». Celle-ci s’est alliée 
au rejet du kitsch, du « beurre esthétique » (Baudelaire) et de l’art de Saint-
Sulpice. Cela pouvait s’expliquer jusque à la fin des années Cinquante, et 

                                                           
11 Jean-Claude Larchet, L’iconographe et l’artiste, Paris, Éd. du Cerf, 2008.  
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l’on pouvait espérer qu’il n’en irait pas de même après. Or cet amour du 
vide continue de caractériser des créations prestigieuses de la fin du XX

e 
siècle ou du début du XXI

e : à preuve la cathédrale d’Évry, la seule qui ait été 
construite en France au XX

e siècle, par Mario Botta en l’occurrence, et dont 
la nudité iconique, à l’intérieur comme à l’extérieur, tient du temple réformé 
voire de la mosquée. Et ce n’est pas en recourant aux peintures abstraites de 
Kim en Joong que l’on remédiera à cette situation…  

Les églises « orthodoxisantes », depuis la redécouverte de l’icône par le 

monde catholique, se sont multipliées un peu partout dans l’Europe de 

l’Ouest, y compris à Rome : Jean-Paul II a confié à un artiste slovène, 

Marko Ivan Rupnick, toute l’ornementation de la chapelle Redemptoris 

Mater. Le style de cet artiste n’est pas exactement celui des icônes, mais il 

s’en inspire, en ignorant superbement les tendances majeures de l’art 

occidental depuis un siècle. Ailleurs, les églises liées à des communautés 

monastiques orthodoxes, comme à Chevetogne en Belgique, ou à des 

communautés charismatiques célébrant et le style orthodoxe, ou peintes par 

un artiste comme Nicolaï Greschny (1912-1985), qui a décoré plus d’une 

soixantaine d’églises dans la moitié sud de la France.  

L’éclectisme à la mode est la tendance représentée par l’église « Notre-Dame 

de toute grâce » du Plateau d’Assy. Elle consiste à faire appel à plusieurs 

artistes parmi les plus en vogue pour décorer l’intérieur d’une église. Cette 

solution a la valeur d’un manifeste consistant à faire savoir que l’Église est 

capable d’accueillir les œuvres des plus grands artistes – c’était le principal 

souci du dominicain Marie-Alain Couturier, qui a fait travailler dix-sept 

artistes différents dans ladite église de Savoie. Solution flatteuse de tous les 

amours propres, celui de l’Église et ceux des artistes, solution mondaine, qui a 

pour implication la renonciation radicale à tout programme iconographique 

unifié : quel lien spirituel ou stylistique entre un tableau de Bonnard (Saint 

François de Sales) et la tapisserie de Lurça au-dessus de l’autel, la faïence de 

façade de Léger et le Crucifix de Germaine Richier ? Aucun. Cette orientation 

cosmopolite et accumulative se retrouve par exemple à la cathédrale de 

Nevers, dont les verrières ont été confiées à cinq artistes (Raoul Ubac, 

François Rouan, Claude Viallat, Gottfried Honneger et Jean-Michel Alberola), 

sans programme théologique ni vrai souci d’unité.  

Les églises d’un artiste singulier sont une quatrième tendance, illustrée en 

France, entre autres, par la chapelle de Vence (Matisse), celle de Reims 

(Foujita), ou celle de Saint-Hugues de Chartreuse (Arcabas). On est dans ce 

cas aux antipodes de la solution précédente, au moins du point de vue 

stylistique (à condition que l’artiste ne change pas de style au fur et à mesure 

de ses interventions successives). Mais cela ne garantit pas l’existence d’un 

véritable programme iconographique, et c’est toute la différence entre les 



Interviews 

 166 

exemples que nous venons de mentionner, dont le programme n’apparaît 

pas toujours clairement, et la chapelle de l’Arena à Padoue par Giotto…  

Le repli sur le provisoire est le parti dont se contentent finalement beaucoup 
d’églises urbaines. Le temps d’une saison liturgique (carême ou temps 
pascal), ou plus bref encore d’une nuit (la Nuit des églises parisiennes), ou 
d’un jour (« Le Christ sur la chaise électrique », alias la Pietà de Paul Fryer 
exposée le vendredi saint 2009 à la cathédrale de Gap), un tableau ou une 
sculpture est exposée, ce qui transforme le lieu de culte en galerie, pour une 
gustation occasionnelle.  

 
TP: Je vous propose maintenant de discuter de la théologie de l'icone. Du ce point de 

vue, je tiens à faire référence à deux ouvrages théologiques très importants, tant pour le 
monde orthodoxe que pour le monde catholique. À savoir La théologie de l'icône 
dans l’Église Orthodoxe, par Léonide Ouspensky, iconographe-théologien bien connu, 
dont le livre est très étudié dans la théologie orthodoxe, et d'un autre côté L'icône du 
Christ. Fondements théologiques, de Nicée I à Nicée II , par le cardinal 
Christophe von Schönborn, dont les analyses sont fort intéressantes dans l'Eglise 
Catholique. Etant donné le fait que je parle de deux compréhensions chrétiennes de 
l'icône, chacune d'entre elles étant spécifique à une certaine théologie chrétienne, orthodoxe 
et catholique, quelles seraient à votre avis les principales similitudes entre ces deux 
ouvrages concernant l'analyse théologique sur l'icône? 

 
FB : Je réponds volontiers à cette quatrième question car ce sont deux 

ouvrages fondamentaux et il se trouve que j’ai été lié aux deux auteurs. 
Christophe von Schönborn, avant d’être nommé archevêque de Vienne, a 
été dominicain comme moi. Nous avons sensiblement le même âge et avons 
fréquenté à peu près au même moment les mêmes lieux de formation 
théologique, en particulier les facultés de philosophie et de théologie du 
Saulchoir. Et plus tard, lors du douzième centenaire du concile Nicée II, 
nous avons été interviewés ensemble à la télévision, lui sur son livre, et moi 
sur le mien12, par un prêtre orthodoxe, Nicolas Ozoline… En ce qui 
concerne Léonide Ouspensky, les Éditions du Cerf m’ont fait parvenir le 
« tapuscrit » de son livre en 1977 en me demandant de rédiger une note 
argumentée sur l’opportunité de le publier. Sa lecture m’a enthousiasmé et 
j’ai répondu alors, en substance : « Oui, absolument ! ». Je me flatte donc, 
personne n’est parfait, d’être pour quelque chose dans sa première 
publication en 1980 à Paris (il a été reprinté en 2003). Au passage, je 
confesse la dette à l’égard de ce peintre d’icônes et auteur du livre le plus 
complet sur la théologie de l’icône : il m’a si bien éclairé sur la spécificité de 
cet art que son livre a influencé le choix du thème de la recherche qui 

                                                           
12 François Bœspflug, Dieu dans l’art, Paris, Éd. du Cerf, 1984.  
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m’occupe depuis lors, sans parler du fait qu’il a accordé une longue postface 
à l’édition de ma thèse sur Dieu dans l’art d’Occident.  

Ces deux ouvrages ont une importance comparable, mais relèvent de 
deux genres différents. Celui d’Ouspensky est un véritable manuel, sans 
égal, sur les principales étapes de l’histoire de l’icône et de sa théologie sur la 
très longue durée. Les convictions théologiques y sont aussi nettement 
affirmées que sont solides et détaillées la documentation historique et les 
éléments d’une constante discussion avec l’art religieux d’Occident. En 
effet, Ouspensky ne se prive pas d’une forme de comparatisme parfois très 
polémique entre la théologie orthodoxe « officielle » et les évolutions de l’art 
religieux d’Occident, avec lequel il rompt des lances – l’auteur compte parmi 
ceux qui n’ont peur de rien ni de personne et en tout cas se moquent bien 
du style précautionneux. Il lui a manqué néanmoins, à mon avis, de pouvoir 
faire relire chacun de ses chapitres par un historien-théologien occidental 
qui eût été en mesure de lui présenter des objections. En particulier, son 
ouvrage passe sous silence le fait, évident pour qui voyage, observe et prend 
des notes, que certaines des décisions majeures des conciles moscovites du 
Stoglav (« concile des cent chapitres », 1551) et du Grand Concile de 
Moscou (1666), dont Ouspensky fait à juste titre grand cas, parce qu’il y voit 
une forme de résistance louable et victorieuse par rapport à la séduction 
montante de l’art religieux posttridentin sur les artistes, sont restées lettre 
morte ou du moins ont été transgressées allègrement par beaucoup 
d’œuvres religieuses monumentales en Russie et dans les Balkans. À preuve 
le nombre d’œuvre monumentales, en Russie et en Bulgarie, relevant du 
type iconographique « Paternité » condamné par deux fois, lors de chacun 
de ces deux conciles en effet.  

 
TP: Comment pourrait s'imposer l'iconographie chrétienne dans le monde 

contemporain dominé par les arts postmodernes et incohérents? 
 
FB: Les termes de votre question se font l’écho du jugement très négatif 

que les tenants de l’art de l’icône peuvent porter sur les évolutions de l’art 
en Occident. Sachez que celles-ci sont loin d’être exaltées ni même 
approuvées par tous les chrétiens latins (voir ma réponse à la question 3/). 
Indépendamment de sa formulation, votre question pose au fond la  
question de l’avenir de l’art chrétien. Je ne crois pas, pour ma part, à 
l’existence d’une quelconque recette grâce à l’application de laquelle  
« l’iconographie chrétienne », comme vous dites, serait susceptible de 
« s’imposer » dans le monde contemporain. Le verbe employé par vous, 
« s’imposer », m’intrigue. Je ne crois pas qu’une iconographie, quelle qu’elle 
soit, puisse jamais être « imposée » par décret conciliaire ou décision d’une 
conférence épiscopale. Je doute également qu’une période de l’art (l’art  
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roman, l’art gothique, les primitifs flamands, les peintres maniéristes, l’art 
baroque, les Nazaréens… ou l’abstraction lyrique de Manessier) ou qu’un 
certain nombre de types iconographiques (la Sainte Face, le Pantocrator, le 
Salvator mundi) puissent jamais s’imposer par eux-mêmes. La question se 
pose donc à moi de savoir ce que vous avez voulu dire. Avez-vous pensé à 
une décision magistérielle ou à un retour confirmé de l’art de l’icône ?  

 
TP: En fait, j'ai posé cette question en pensant au rapport (ou à l’étrangeté) entre 

l'art iconographique et les arts post-modernes, et en souhaitant approfondir avec vous le 
sens quelque peu énigmatique de ce retour de l’icône en Occident. Pourriez-vous nous en 
dire plus à ce sujet?  

 
FB: Le retour de l’icône dans la vie des communautés chrétiennes 

occidentales, il est vrai, a quelque chose de mystérieux. Je ne sache pas qu’il 
ait été prévu par quiconque, et crois savoir qu’il n’a été voulu comme tel par 
aucune instance ecclésiale. On ne programme pas ce qui, à l’échelle de 
l’Église, relève d’une sorte de lent et puissant « coup de cœur » (je suis bien 
conscient, disant cela, de forger un oxymore…). Après coup, bien sûr, on 
fait des rapprochements, par exemple avec les écrits du prince Evgueni 
Troubetskoï13, ou avec la redécouverte de l’icône de Roublev en 1904 et le 
déplacement en Russie, pour la voir, de certains de nos grands artistes, dont 
Matisse, ou encore avec la création de l’Institut Saint-Serge et la diffusion de 
la pensée des théologiens et iconographies mentionnés plus, ou la présence 
en France de personnalités comme celles du Père Grégoire Krug14 ou de 
Léonide Ouspensky15. Il n’empêche : la faveur de l’icône aurait pu rester 
durablement cantonnée aux paroisses orthodoxes d’immigration. Or, elle a 
complètement débordé leurs frontières, suscité quantité d’enseignements, de 
livres, de répliques (sur papier collées sur bois…), suivies d’exposition dans 
les lieux de culte et de prière, et a encouragé la multiplication des ateliers 
monastiques, où se fabriquent bien sûr, de l’authentique, mais aussi du 
sentimental, du doucereux et du frelaté… Il n’empêche : comme je l’ai 
suggéré, l’icône permet de renouer avec la vertu de l’image religieuse que 
saint Thomas d’Aquin a su entrevoir et énoncer dans sa Somme Théologique 
(IIIa Pars, qu. 25), à savoir qu’elle rend possible un contact, une échappée, 
un transitus animæ, un entretien de l’âme du croyant avec ce que la théologie 

                                                           
13 Eugène Troubetzkoï, Trois études sur l’icône, Paris, Ymca-Press/O.E.I.L., 1986.  
14 Moine Grégoire G. I. Krug, Carnets d’un peintre d’icônes, traduits du russe par Jean-Claude 
et Valentine Marcadé, préfacés par Valentine Marcadé et Catherine Aslanoff, Lausanne, 
L’Âge d’homme, 1983 ; Le Père Grégoire, moine iconographie du Skit du Saint-Esprit 
(1908-1969), recueil d’articles rassemblés par le Père Higoumène Barsanuphe, Éditions du 
Monastère de Korssoun, 1999.  
15 Père Simon Doolan, La Redécouverte de l’icône. La vie et l’œuvre de Léonide Ouspensky, préface 
de Monseigneur Antoine Bloom, métropolite de Souroge, Paris, Éd. du Cerf, 2001.  
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orthodoxe appelle « le prototype », c’est-à-dire le Christ, la Mère de Dieu ou 
le saint représenté. Elle ouvre sur une rencontre, un dialogue et une 
reconnaissance. C’est précisément ce qui fait sa différence essentielle avec 
l’art postmoderne qui le plus souvent est auto-référentiel, boucle le regard 
ou fixe l’attention non sur une personne sainte mais une idée ou un concept, 
sur un processus, un « déplacement », un « décalage », une provocation qui 
ne font rencontrer rien ni personne, rien d’autre le plus souvent que la 
rêverie, les marottes ou la prétention conceptuelle de l’artiste ou du courant 
dont il relève.  

 

TP: L'œcuménisme est un sujet qui a toujours attiré mon attention, mais surtout les 
relations entre l'Église Catholique et l'Église Orthodoxe, parce que je suis convaincu de 

l'unité en Christ entre ces deux Églises apostoliques, espérant qu'un jour ce rêve de l'unité 

deviendra réalité. La dernière question que j'aimerais vous poser est la suivante : croyez 
vous qu'on puisse parler de l'œcuménisme par l'iconographie de l'art chrétien? 

 

FB: J’ai parlé plus haut de l’unité substantielle des deux iconocosmes, 

occidental et oriental, et crois comme vous à l’unité en Christ des deux 

Églises, que l’on a comparées à deux poumons, aux deux poumons d’une 

mystérieuse Église indivise. Cela dit, j’ai fréquenté assez de personnalités du 

monde orthodoxe pour savoir que l’idée d’un « œcuménisme par l’art » ne 
leur est guère sympathique, et c’est un euphémisme. J’interprète leurs 

réactions comme un rejet décidé de tout compromis par hybridation des 

styles et des formes. Et je les rejoins : l’inspiration d’une image religieuse 
supporte mal les coucheries, je veux dire les amours de rencontre entre les 

façons de faire traditionnelles. Le style ne se négocie pas. En revanche, je 

crois qu’une nouvelle forme d’œcuménisme, qui existe en germe depuis 
longtemps, est à promouvoir et à développer, qui répond à des attentes très 

profondes de notre temps, à savoir la rencontre et la découverte de l’Orient 

à travers ses icônes, et réciproquement : la compréhension des images 

religieuses d’Occident en Orient. Et j’étends volontiers cette conviction, 

avec la pratique qui en découle, à la rencontre entre les trois mono-

théismes16 qui gagneraient grandement, comme les grandes confessions 
chrétiennes, à pratiquer une forme de découverte mutuelle patiente et 

attentive, où l’on se parle et apprend à se connaître non plus par mots et 

dogmes interposés, ni par les rites ni par les intérêts politico-économiques 

ou les urgences stratégiques de l’actualité, mais par les images durablement 
reçues en lesquelles se dit, tant bien que mal, l’essentiel de ce que chacune 

transmet.  

                                                           
16 François Bœspflug, Françoise Bayle, Les monothéismes en images. Judaïsme, christianisme, islam, 
Paris, Bayard, 2014.  
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Vienne le temps où la gustation des images, leur analyse, leur description, 
leur interprétation croisées, feront grandir la connaissance mutuelle et 
renforceront l’intuition qu’un même mystère est structurellement ouvert à 
des approches diverses et complémentaires. Il n’y a pas de voie unique en 
matière d’images ou d’évocation picturale de la Transcendance de Dieu. 
Quelque chose est à comprendre de la coexistence depuis des siècles de 
l’icône et de l’image religieuse occidentale, et de sa raison d’être. Quoi 
exactement ? C’est difficile à dire. Mais affirmer leur complémentarité n’a 
rien à voir avec une sorte de « relativisme iconographique », cela ne prône 
pas secrètement un retour en arrière, mais augure d’une sorte de curiosité et 
d’interaction des regards dont le monde actuel a grand besoin.  
 
  
 
 
 



Interviews 

 171 

 

Le rapport entre la philosophie et la théologie 
(Entretien avec Jean Greisch * 
et réalisée par Tudor Petcu) 

 
 

TP : Tout d’abord, je vous prie de m’expliquer brièvement quelles sont à vos yeux les 
spécificités de la théologie par rapport à la philosophie. Peut-on parler d’une vocation 
philosophique de la théologie, voire d’une théologie philosophique? 

 
JG: Je voudrais d’abord vous remercier d’avoir bien voulu m’accorder 

cet entretien sur une question qui accompagne mon itinéraire intellectuel 
depuis ses débuts et jusqu’à aujourd’hui, tout en ne cessant de se trans-
former, comme j’essaie de le montrer dans mon ouvrage actuellement sous 
presse : Vivre en philosophant. Expérience philosophique, exercices spirituels et 
thérapies de l’âme. 

Il importe d’abord de bien nous entendre sur ce que vous appelez 
« vocation philosophique de la théologie » et « théologie philosophique », 
deux notions qui n’ont que très peu de choses en commun. 

La première question, celle de la « vocation philosophique de la 
théologie », concerne le statut de la théologie chrétienne, plus précisément 
ce qu’on appelle de nos jours « théologie fondamentale » : oui ou non, la 
théologie chrétienne peut-elle se comprendre, sans faire appel, d’une 
manière ou d’une autre à la philosophie? 

La deuxième question, celle de la « théologie philosophique », concerne 
le statut de la philosophie et la manière dont elle gère, ou contourne la 
question de Dieu. 

« Comment le dieu entre-t-il dans la philosophie comme telle ? », se 
demandait Heidegger dans son célèbre article sur la « constitution onto-
théologique de la métaphysique ». Peu importe si l’on ratifie la définition 
heideggérienne de l’onto-théologie ou non, le fait est que, depuis ses débuts 
et jusqu’à aujourd’hui, la philosophie a généralement estimé que la question 
de Dieu fait de droit partie de son champ d’investigation. 

                                                           
* Né en 1942 à Koerich (Luxembourg), est prêtre de l’Église catholique. Il enseignait 
la philosophie à la Faculté de Philosophie de l’Institut catholique de Paris, dont il fut le 
Doyen de 1985 à 1994. Il fut également directeur du 3e cycle de la Faculté, où il dirigeait le 
Laboratoire de Philosophie herméneutique et de phénoménologie. Directeur de la 
« Collection philosophie » aux Éditions Beauchesne (19 volumes parus). Son champ de 
recherche est la philosophie herméneutique contemporaine et la philosophie de la religion. 
Il est spécialiste de Heidegger et Ricœur. En 2013, l'Académie française lui décerne le Prix 
La Bruyère. 
 Faculté de Philosophie de l’Université de Bucarest, email: petcutudor@gmail.com. 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/1942
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koerich
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Luxembourg_(pays)
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophie
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Institut_catholique_de_Paris
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Heidegger
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Ric%C5%93ur
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prix_La_Bruy%C3%A8re
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prix_La_Bruy%C3%A8re
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Dans mon ouvrage récent : Du Non-autre au Tout autre, j’ai tenté de relire 
l’histoire de la philosophie moderne, de Nicolas de Cuse jusqu’à Heidegger 
et Derrida, dans cette optique. 

Mais revenons d’abord à la question de la vocation philosophique de la 
théologie. 

Dans mon propre itinéraire philosophico-théologique, l’année décisive à 
cet égard fut l’année universitaire 1965/66 au cours de laquelle je suivais le 
cours de métaphysique d’Emmerich Coreth à la Faculté de théologie de 
l’Université d’Innsbruck en Autriche, tout en m’initiant à Hörer des Wortes de 
Karl Rahner, dont j’ai récemment préfacé la nouvelle traduction française. 17 

On ne peut, stricto sensu, parler de « vocation » que dans un contexte de 
parole adressée à quelqu’un, sommé de répondre. Si nous définissons, 
comme le suggère Rahner, la « religion » comme « simple écoute de la libre 
parole révélée de Dieu lui-même », la question du rapport de la « philo-
sophie » et de la « théologie » devient celle de savoir si l’homme peut, et « en 
quel sens, découvrir en lui une “oreille” le disposant à écouter une possible 
révélation venant de Dieu, avant même d’avoir de fait entendu cette 
révélation ». 

Emboîtant le pas d’Aristote, de Thomas d’Aquin et de Heidegger, 
Rahner soulignait que l’âme est « d’une certaine manière tout » (anima est 
quodammodo omnia). Si « l’homme est esprit, situé de par son essence devant 
le Dieu inconnu, devant le Dieu libre, dont le “sens” ne peut pas être 
déterminé à partir du sens du monde et de l’homme », l’âme ou l’esprit ne 
sont pas des faits de nature, mais riment avec l’historicité. Même quand 
Dieu ne dit rien ou quand l’homme croit que Dieu « ne lui dit plus rien », 
son silence demeure une parole, comme le souligne le magnifique recueil de 
prières : Worte ins Schweigen du même Rahner qui m’accompagnait dans mon 
année d’études en théologie fondamentale à l’Université d’Innsbruck. 

La question directrice de Hörer des Wortes : « peut-on, dans une réflexion 
métaphysique, déterminer à bon droit l’homme dans son essence comme 
celui qui doit attendre, dans son histoire, une révélation possible de ce Dieu 
que la métaphysique lui montre comme l’inconnu par essence ? », a une 
portée existentielle et pas seulement purement intellectuelle. 

Même si Rahner ne met pas en question la scientificité de la théologie et 
de la métaphysique, pour lui, ni l’une ni l’autre discipline ne sont un luxe 
intellectuel, une sorte de « violon d’Ingres » dont on peut jouer au gré de ses 
humeurs. 

La question cruciale de l’« anthropologie métaphysique » de Rahner : 
« qu’est-ce que l’homme, cet étant qui doit écouter, ou mieux encore, doit 
tendre l’oreille, dans son histoire, à une révélation qui pourrait venir du 

                                                           
17 Karl Rahner, L’auditeur de la parole. Ecrits sur la philosophie de la religion et sur les fondements de 
la théologie, Œuvres 4, Paris, Ed. du Cerf, 2013, pp. 7-20. 



Interviews 

 173 

Dieu qui dépasse le monde et qui est libre ? », emprunte le long détour 
d’une « ontologie générale », qui a la forme d’une « ontologie de la potentia 
obædentialis à une libre révélation de Dieu ». L’homme, compris méta-
physiquement, « est cet étant qui, dans son histoire, tend l’oreille vers la 
parole du Dieu libre. Ainsi seulement il est ce qu’il doit être ». 

Il me semble que nous sommes aujourd’hui invités à repenser chacun 

des termes contenus dans cette thèse de Rahner. 
Je propose d’entendre le terme de « potentia » en un sens analogue à la 

« phénoménologie de l’homme capable » sur laquelle Paul Ricœur achevait 

son œuvre philosophique. Dans la longue liste des capacités humaines (ou 
des « capabilities » au sens de Martha Nussbaum et d’Amartya Sen), l’écoute, 

sous-entendue dans la définition de l’homme comme « sujet capable 

d’écouter une révélation et de lui offrir le oui de tout son être », écoute qui 
est en même temps une obéissance, est certainement l’une des capacités les 

plus étranges, mais aussi, d’après Rahner, la plus fondamentale de toutes. 

Pour bien des sourds-muets spirituels, c’est là une parole dure à entendre 

et même pour ceux qui l’acceptent, elle peut prêter à malentendu, si on 
oublie que la réflexion sur la « vocation philosophique de la théologie » est 

inséparable d’un discernement critique. 

L’historicité est un trait constitutif de notre être-au-monde, car ce n’est 
pas accidentellement, mais essentiellement, que nous fondons notre 

existence sur des événements historiques dont nous ne cessons d’interroger 

la signification. Ni le relativisme historique, ni le scepticisme historique n’en 
viendront jamais à bout. 

La « vocation philosophique » de la théologie compris en ce sens, est 

nécessairement également une « vocation ontologique », ce qui ne veut pas 
dire que la théologie doive se convertir en ontologie pour être philoso-

phiquement respectable. 

Il faut simplement prendre acte du fait que, de toutes les questions que 
l’homme peut se poser, celle de l’être est la plus essentielle, c’est-à-dire la 

plus nécessaire, et, par le fait même, également la plus « questionnable ». 

Si nous nous la posons, ce n’est pas parce que l’être fait partie des  

innombrables objets de notre curiosité théorique, mais parce qu’elle  
s’impose à nous, la plupart du temps indirectement et explicitement mais 

parfois aussi explicitement. 

Pour l’homme en tant qu’il est esprit, l’être est fondamentalement 
lumineux. En parlant d’une « luminosité de l’être », Rahner fait écho aux 

nombreux auteurs médiévaux qui interprètent le verset psalmique : « Dans 

ta lumière nous verrons la lumière », en un sens ontologique, comme le font 
Thomas d’Aquin et Avicenne, aux yeux de qui l’être est le premier  

intelligible (primum quod cadit in intellectum), c’est-à-dire le garant ultime de 

toute intelligibilité. 
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Si l’être en soi (y compris l’ensemble de ses manifestations : la vie, 
l’agir, la volition et la décision), est « lumineux », c’est-à-dire intelligible, 
si donc tout ce qui peut être peut être compris, du moins en principe,  
l’irrationalisme n’a plus aucune « raison d’être » et « l’onto-logie » mérite bien 
son nom. 

Parce que la question de l’être est la « plus catholique » (c’est-à-dire la 
plus universelle) de toutes les questions, la seule capable de donner un sens 
précis au « quodammodo omnia », la capacité de s’enquérir de l’être comme tel, 
en sa totalité, procure à l’anthropologie son fondement métaphysique : 
l’homme est le seul étant qui, par essence, est obligé de se poser la question 
du sens de l’être et qui, en affrontant cette question, découvre sa propre 
« questionnabilité ». 

Ni l’animal ni Dieu ne se posent la question de l’être. L’animal ne le fait 
pas, parce qu’il en est incapable ; Dieu ne le fait pas, parce qu’il n’a pas 
besoin de se la poser. Le fait qu’il s’agisse d’une question « purement 
humaine » nous apprend quelque chose d’essentiel sur la finitude et la 
précarité du Dasein. Elle nous dit comment le « quodammodo omnia » doit être 
entendu à l’échelle humaine, comment l’ouverture absolue sur l’être en sa 
totalité, autrement dit la transcendance, est actualisée par un esprit fini, pour 
lequel finitude rime nécessairement avec réceptivité et sensibilité. 

Interroger l’être comme tel ne peut se faire qu’en distinguant ce qui 
relève de l’ontique (les propriétés des étants) et de l’ontologique (les manières 
d’être). Ce travail de discernement et de différenciation incombe, lui aussi, à 
l’homme. 

Peut-être n’avons-nous pas encore pris la pleine mesure de la percée 
accomplie dans l’ouvrage de Rahner. Si l’être est le premier intelligible et 
si, dans n’importe quel acte de connaissance, Dieu est déjà connu 
implicitement, « l’ouverture au monde » se transforme en ouverture à un 
Dieu, compris comme « libre inconnu ». « Cette ouverture sur Dieu », 
affirme Rahner, « n’est pas un événement qui pourrait se produire à volonté, 
dans l’homme, de temps à autre ». Elle est au « contraire « la condition de 
possibilité de ce qu’est l’homme, de ce qu’il doit être, et de ce qu’il est dès 
toujours même dans sa vie quotidienne la plus perdue. Il est homme 
uniquement parce qu’il est dès toujours sur les chemins de Dieu ; qu’il le 
sache explicitement ou non, qu’il le veuille ou non, car il est toujours  
l’ouverture infinie du fini sur Dieu. » 

Rahner en tire une conséquence qui mérite qu’on s’y attarde, pas 
seulement parce qu’il y va de la possibilité de réconcilier la liberté et la 
compréhensibilité, mais en raison de sa portée métaphysique générale : 
« C’est (…) dans l’amour de Dieu, et en lui seul, que le contingent est 
compris. Ainsi l’amour apparaît-il comme la lumière de la connaissance. 
Une connaissance du fini devient aveugle si elle n’admet pas qu’elle peut se 
réaliser uniquement dans l’amour. » 
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En ajoutant que « tout homme a le Dieu qui correspond à son 
engagement et au mode de cet engagement », Rahner nous alerte en même 
temps sur les enjeux éthiques de sa thèse métaphysique. 

La conception que Rahner se faisait de la transcendance de l’esprit, fixe 
un rendez-vous important aux phénoménologues contemporains, confrontés 
au problème de la donation du phénomène à même notre réceptivité 
sensible et matérielle, à celui de la reconnaissance du fait que la sensibilité 
est une « faculté de l’esprit et pour l’esprit », et, enfin, à celui d’une saisie 
proprement humaine de la donation du phénomène, comprise à la lumière 
de l’être. 

Si « c’est par la parole que tout étant peut être révélé dans le phénomène » 
la notion de « Parole de Dieu » cesse d’être un schème mythique qui ne 
résiste pas à un sobre examen des faits linguistiques. 

Le beau titre : « auditeurs de la parole » recèle la promesse d’une 
théologie authentiquement œcuménique qui, tout en mettant en avant la 
réceptivité positive de l’homme à une révélation, ne la transforme pas en 
a priori matériel, dictant à Dieu les conditions de sa révélation. 

En précisant que, la théologie, entendue comme simple écoute de la 
parole de Dieu, « existe, parce que Dieu parle, et non pas parce que 
l’homme pense » et « qu’en elle c’est Dieu qui apparaît, et non pas, comme 
dans toute autre science, l’homme », Rahner lance en même temps un défi 
aux philosophes contemporains de la religion. 

 
TP: Dans la première question j’ai voulu mettre en évidence la vocation philosophique 

de la théologie. A présent j’aimerais qu’on parle de l’héritage théologique de la  
philosophie. Personnellement, je suis convaincu de la nécessité de la conscience théologique 
pour la philosophie, parce que sans une telle conscience la philosophie elle-même serait 
vide. Donc, comment est-il possible de trouver une présence de la conscience théologique 
dans la philosophie et comment devons-nous la comprendre? 

 
JG: A supposer qu’on puisse parler d’une « vocation philosophique » de 

la théologie, au sens « rahnérien » explicité ci-dessus, on peut aussi, comme 
vous le faites, s’interroger sur une possible « conscience théologique » de la 
philosophie. Encore ne faut-il pas se payer de mots, au risque de dire que le 
philosophe fait de la théologie, comme le Monsieur Jourdain de Molière fait 
des vers sans s’en rendre compte ! 

Vous avez raison de parler d’un « héritage théologique » de la philo-
sophie occidentale. Comme je l’ai déjà suggéré plus haut, cet « héritage » ne 
consiste en rien d’autre que dans le fait que, dès les Présocratiques, et 
jusqu’à aujourd’hui, les philosophes se sont intéressés à la question de Dieu, 
sans demander leur autorisation aux théologiens et sans se résigner à la 
déléguer aux théologiens sous prétexte que ceux-ci seraient plus compétents 
qu’eux. 
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Qu’on parle en ce sens d’une « conscience théologique de la philo-
sophie » me paraît tout à fait légitime, mais à condition de bien s’entendre 
sur le sens de cet adjectif. 

Rien ne nous garantit que la « conscience théologique » des philosophes 

soit « naturellement chrétienne ». Prenez Totalité et Infini de Levinas. Dans 
une page mémorable du livre, qui m’a toujours interpellé, Levinas affirme 

que « l’âme », ou ce qu’il désigne comme « la dimension du psychique », est 

« naturellement athée » 18. « Athée », elle ne l’est pas parce qu’elle nierait 
l’existence de Dieu, mais parce qu’elle vit « en dehors de Dieu », séparé de 

lui, et ce n’est que sous cette condition qu’elle peut également entrer en 

relation avec Lui, ce qui est la signification originelle du terme « religion ». 
Il n’y a donc pas d’âme « naturellement chrétienne ». Pascal a raison : 

chrétienne, elle ne le devient que par la grâce divine. Cela vaut aussi bien 

pour la « conscience théologique de la philosophie ». « Théologienne » – au 

sens chrétien de ce mot, la philosophie ne le devient que sous des 
conditions particulières et, même alors, selon des modalités qui ne se 

laissent pas toutes, loin de là, subsumer sous ce que, dans les années 30 du 

dernier siècle, on appelait « philosophie chrétienne ».  
 

TP: Je ne pourrai jamais oublier les démarches philosophiques du Pape Jean Paul II, 

qui a apporté beaucoup de nouveautés à la phénoménologie chrétienne du vingtième siècle, 
comme l’a fait Edith Stein aussi. La manière dont le Pape Jean Paul II, a défini la 

conscience humaine et l’expérience personnelle et a instauré un rapport fort entre la pensée 

philosophique et la pensée théologique. Aussi, je retiendrai pour notre dialogue son 
encyclique bien connue dont le titre était Fides et Ratio, similaire jusqu’à un certain point 

de vue à celle du Pape Leon XIII, Aeterni Patris de 1879. Croyez vous que cette 

encyclique du Pape Jean Paul II puisse être un modèle pour le rapport entre la philosophie 
et la théologie? 

 

JG: Pour moi aussi, la contribution du philosophe polonais Karol 

Wojtyla, devenu le Pape Jean-Paul II, au renouveau de la phénoménologie 
du vingtième siècle fut décisive, tout aussi décisive que Endliches und Ewiges 

Sein d’Edith Stein qui était mon livre de chevet au début des années 1960 

dans mon approche tâtonnante de la métaphysique. 
De part et d’autre, on a affaire à une tentative de renouveler le question-

nement métaphysique en mobilisant pour cela les ressources de la phéno-

ménologie husserlienne. Tout en professant moi-même une conception plus 
« herméneutique » que « transcendantale » de la phénoménologie, je persiste 

à croire en la nécessité de maintenir une connexion forte entre la rigueur de 

la description phénoménologique et la quête d’une métaphysique.  

                                                           
18 Emmanuel Levinas, Totalité et Infini. Essai sur l’extériorité, La Haye, Nijhoff, p. 29. 
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La célèbre Encyclique Fides et ratio est l’expression magistérielle la plus 
éclatante d’un pari semblable. On ne comprend la percée qu’elle opère en la 
relisant sur l’arrière-plan d’autres Encycliques pontificales traitant du rap-
port entre philosophie et théologie, à commencer par Aeterni Patris, sans 
oublier l’Encyclique antimoderniste Pascendi Dominici gregis (1907) de Pie X 
qui, pendant plus de cinquante ans, handicapait la relation des catholiques à 
la modernité et dont les effets institutionnels étaient aggravés par le  
« Serment antimoderniste », abrogé en 1967 par le Pape Paul VI. 

Ce n’est qu’en comparant Fides et ratio à ces autres documents 
magistériels qu’on prend la mesure des progrès accomplis. Personnellement, 
je suis surtout sensible à l’entrée en matière « sapientielle » de l’Encyclique, 
dans laquelle il me semble retrouver la « griffe » personnelle de Jean-Paul II.  

 
TP: Est-il nécessaire d’insister sur la méditation rationnelle en tant que principale 

caractéristique de la théologie chrétienne? 
  
JG: Qu’appelez-vous « méditation rationnelle » ? Peut-être voulez-vous 

parler de la nécessité d’une « médiation rationnelle ». Dans ce cas, ma 
réponse ne souffre pas l’ombre d’un doute : cette nécessité est inscrite dans 
un texte fondateur du Nouveau Testament : « … sanctifiez dans vos cœurs 
le Seigneur Christ, toujours prêts à la défense contre quiconque vous 
demande raison (logon didonai) de l’espérance qui est en vous. Mais que ce 
soit avec douceur et respect, en possession d’une bonne conscience … » (2 
P, 3, 15-16). 

Ces versets de la deuxième Epître à Pierre s’adressent à une communauté 
en proie à la persécution. Ce qui importe dans ces situations de crise, que 
certaines communautés chrétiennes dans le Proche Orient sont entrain de 
vivre dans toute leur cruauté, c’est d’abord la qualité du témoignage 
personnel et ensuite seulement la qualité et la rigueur du raisonnement ! 

Les théologiens qui se réclament de ces versets pour justifier la nécessité 
d’une « théologie fondamentale », voire d’une « apologétique », n’ont pas 
tort. L’exigence de « rendre raison » de l’espérance, mais également des deux 
autres « vertus théologales » : la « foi » (fides quaerens intellectum) et la 
« charité » est incontournable, sous peine de sombrer dans un fanatisme 
aveugle, dont nous ne voyons que trop bien les ravages qu’il cause de nos 
jours dans certaines régions du monde. 

J’ajouterai ceci, qui est la grande leçon que j’ai retenue de mon maître 
Stanislas Breton : au-dessus de la tête du philosophe ou du théologien en 
quête de « médiations rationnelles » plane en permanence l’épée de 
Damoclès du grand Signe de Contradiction qu’est la Croix, un défi  
permanent aussi bien pour ceux qui sont en quête de signes de puissance 
que pour ceux qui sont en quête de Sagesse. Aussi tout philosophe et tout 
théologien doit-il périodiquement faire son examen de conscience en 
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méditant à nouveaux frais les versets 17 à 25 du premier chapitre de la 
Première Epître de Paul aux Corinthiens qui nous avertit solennellement et 
dramatiquement à « ne pas réduire à néant la Croix du Christ » (v.17). 

Certaines « médiations rationnelles » me semblent en effet équivaloir à 
des réductions à néant. Gardons-nous toutefois de transformer le Signe de 
Contradiction en guillotine, c’est-à-dire en interdiction de penser. La Croix, 
elle aussi, donne infiniment à penser, car si ce n’était pas le cas, comment 
l’apôtre des Gentils pourrait-il parler d’une « sagesse de Dieu » et conclure 
son exhortation en proclamant que « ce qui est folie de Dieu est plus sage 
que les hommes, et ce qui est faiblesse de Dieu est plus fort que les  
hommes » (v.25) ? 

 
TP: Vous êtes bien connu pour l’attention que vous avez accordez à la philosophie 

du Martin Heidegger. De ce point de vue il serait nécessaire que nous nous concentrions 
sur quelques œuvres importantes de vous, comme par exemple : La Parole Heureuse. 
Martin Heidegger entre les choses et les mots, Ontologie et Temporalité. 
Esquisse d’une interprétation intégrale de Sein und Zeit ou L’Arbre de Vie 
et l’Arbre du Savoir. Les racines phénoménologiques de l’herméneutique 
heideggérienne. Étant donné toutes ces recherches et à partir de l’herméneutique 
heideggérienne, pourrions nous parler d’une théologie heideggérienne, par rapport aux 
analyses sur le Dasein? 

 
JG: Il est vrai que j’ai passé beaucoup de temps en compagnie de 

Heidegger – trop peut-être, me reprocheront certains – et que je n’ai pas 
encore fini de m’expliquer avec lui. 

J’ai commencé par mettre le pied à l’étrier dans ma thèse : La Parole 
heureuse, dans laquelle je m’intéressais à ce qu’on pourrait appeler la « philo-
sophie du langage » de Heidegger (expression partiellement trompeuse, car 
le « langage » n’est pas un thème d’étude parmi d’autres de Heidegger ; il 
nous introduit au cœur même se sa pensée). 

Les deux autres ouvrages que vous mentionnez (le premier qui est une 
interprétation intégrale d’Etre et Temps et le second qui se focalise sur les 
premiers enseignements de Heidegger à Fribourg-à-Brisgau de 1919 à 1923) 
ont pour dénominateur commun de s’intéresser à l’audacieuse reformulation 
« herméneutique » (plus que d’une « reformulation » il s’agit d’une véritable 
« refondation », impliquant un inévitable « parricide ») que Heidegger 
propose de la phénoménologie husserlienne. Nous n’en avons pas encore 
fini de nous expliquer avec la percée décisive que Heidegger a opérée dans 
son analytique du Dasein, encore que je me demande de plus en plus si 
celle-ci doit nécessairement graviter autour du pivot du « souci »). 

Je n’oublie pas pour autant, s’agissant du « dernier » Heidegger, la très 
étrange « theiologie du dernier Dieu » qu’il esquisse dans les Beiträge zur 
Philosophie. Pour résumer en quelques lignes la question autour de laquelle 
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gravitent mes analyses textuelles dans Le Buisson ardent III et Du Non-autre au 
Tout autre 19, je dirai que je n’ai toujours pas saisi comment Heidegger qui, 
dans sa célèbre conférence sur la « constitution onto-théologique de la 
métaphysique », semble avoir expulsé une fois pour toutes « le dieu » de la 
philosophie, en est venu à concevoir cette énigmatique figure d’un « dernier 
Dieu », au sujet duquel il affirme explicitement qu’il est « le tout autre par 
rapport à tous ceux qu’il y eut jusqu’ici, en particulier le Dieu chrétien » ! 

En ce sens, ma réponse à votre question de savoir s’il peut y avoir 
une « théologie heideggérienne » qui viendrait se greffer directement sur 
l’analytique heideggérienne du Dasein est clairement négative : il ne saurait y 
avoir de telle théologie, parce que, comme Jean-Yves Lacoste ne cesse de le 
souligner, le Dasein est « naturellement athée ». Mais précisément pour cela 
aussi, l’analytique du Dasein représente un défi constant pour la pensée 
chrétienne.  

  

                                                           
19 Le Buisson ardent et les Lumières de la raison, vol. III, Paris, Ed. du Cerf, 2004, p. 638-730 : 
Du Non-autre au Tout-autre. Dieu et l’absolu dans les théologies philosophiques de la modernité, Paris, 
PUF, 2012, p. 330-349. 
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Jad HATEM  
   

La spontanéité du dernier poème  
selon Marina Dumitrescu 

(Marina Dumitrescu, Platoşa nevăzută, București: Editura Vinea, 2015) 
 
 

 

 

Parce que l’homme est un être des limites, il y a toujours pour lui  
l’expérience vécue ou anticipée d’une réalité ultime. Derniers: par exemple, le 
jour de l’agonie et le mot qu’on y prononce. Ou le jugement. Ou encore, 
l’amour qu’éprouve un cœur épuisé, le mandat non renouvelable et de 
manière générale, l’irréconductible. Et pour le poète aussi, il y a des derniers : 
de ceux qu’il partage avec le reste des humains et, particulièrement, son 
testament : un poème qui porte à l’ouvert le conclusif, que ce soit par son 
intellect, son âme, son cœur ou ses viscères. Convient-il de multiplier les 
agents? Et sera-ce en les combinant sous le titre englobant d’esprit ? Ou 
alors en les faisant se succéder, quitte à ce que le lecteur devine où l’intellect 
s’est investi, où l’âme, où le cœur et où les viscères? Mais n’est-ce pas trop 
accorder au Je poétique ? Ne convient-il pas, dès lors qu’on fait appel à la 
notion d’inspiration, d’introduire la notion de passiveté ? Quel statut alors 
consentir au dernier poème ? La passiveté étant retenue, un balancement est 
constatable entre deux pôles, relatif et absolu : soit le poème est composé à 
la faveur du concours de deux activités, consciente (qui récapitule toute 
l’existence) et inconsciente (qui s’imagine naître et naître), auquel cas  
l’inconsciente se donne comme passive (ou subie : la Vie, la Muse, le 
démon, etc.), soit il se donne comme entièrement reçu à l’instar d’un texte 
prophétique qui, venu entièrement d’ailleurs, gagne en vérité à la mesure de 
l’effacement de son transmetteur, cet être fini. Mais il y a encore un mode 
de la passiveté qui, selon Marina Dumitrescu, devra valoir uniquement pour 
le dernier poème, passiveté du poète qui ne se rapproche de sa possibilité 
extrême que pour favoriser l’auto-production du poème: 

 
Un jour viendra 
Où le dernier poème 
S’écrira de lui-même,  
Libre 
Tel un oiseau dans l’air,  
Poésie de la sortie des branches vides 
Qui se remplira 
De l’incandescence du crépuscule marin, 
Les mots anciens passeront alors au tamis,  
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Les opaques d’un côté,  
Les diaphanes de l’autre,  
Alors, les flots de ma mer 
Se soulèveront en prononçant 
Leur sentence1. 
 

Le dernier poème, celui du moins qui se déclare tel, se propose comme 
un parachèvement de toute la production comme de toute l’existence. C’est 
pour ainsi dire le poème des poèmes. Pas nécessairement le meilleur, le 
mieux venu et d’une seule coulée. Sa marque est la pleine spontanéité au 
moment où toute activité est remise à la vérification. Liberté est laissée aux 
mots de se chercher entre eux et d’entrer en composition. Poésie libre 
comme l’amour libre. Mais à l’instar de l’amour, poésie qui condamne 
l’artifice et l’arbitraire car les mots soudain rapprochés doivent donner 
l’impression qu’ils ont été au fond, en vérité et en esprit, unis dès la 
fondation du langage. C’est cela qui est signifié par la naturalité de la liberté 
de l’oiseau qui est du ciel, ce qui ne veut pas dire qu’il est dans l’espace au 
lieu d’être confiné dans une cage, mais qu’il est simplement : dans son 
élément (pareil à un poisson dans l’eau) comme un poème n’est pas moins 
poème d’être un sonnet plutôt qu’une épopée. Ce que représente l’air 
céleste, le donne à deviner la révocation des « branches vides », celles par 
lesquelles ne passe plus la respiration de la sève : espace de l’émotion pure, il 
se rapporte au cœur et à l’âme à l’exclusion de l’intellect. Alors que celui-ci 
est dans la seule reconnaissance, n’intelligeant que ce qu’il sait déjà et qui 
possède sa nature, de ceux-là nul ne connaît la prospérité, le cœur étant 
aventureux et l’âme toujours nouvelle se donnant forme à elle-même en 
regard du monde inquiétant. Il importe donc au dernier poème de 
sévèrement faire le tri comme à un jugement dernier : mots opaques ou 
diaphanes, ces deux extrêmes (de l’impénétrable hermétisme et de la facile 
transparence), sont à exclure dès lors qu’usés ou inopérants. Or ils ne le 
sont pas davantage qu’une vie qui s’achève dans la reprise des mêmes gestes 
et croyances. Le dernier poème s’écrit avec le dernier souffle.  

Il y a un premier poème – qu’inaugure le premier amour – dont la 
puissance radiolaire provient d’une aurore, une aurore marine, la vie qui 
éclot absolument. De l’esprit la philosophie enseigne qu’il est le souffle de 
l’amour. Le tout dernier poème émet également une lumière, mais  
seulement à partir du « crépuscule marin », vie qui lance son cri au moment 
de se refermer pour se cacher dans son rayonnement fossile. Et ce qui doit 
alors advenir comme dernier poème, c’est le jugement exemplaire que le 
cœur et l’âme (« ma mer ») prononcent, jugement qui, n’ayant d’œil que 

                                                           
1 L’Invisible cuirasse, tr. J. Blanchard, Bucarest, Éditions Vinea, 2015, p. 97 (traduction 
modifiée). 
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pour l’essentiel, s’écrira de lui-même, secrète clarté, avant que la parole fasse 
défaut.  

 
APPENDICE : 
 
LE POÈME DANS SA VERSION ORIGINALE 

 
Va fi o zi 
când se va scrie de la sine 
ultimul poem 
liber ca pasărea cerului,  
poezia ieşirii 
din crengile goale 
se va umple 
de incandescenţa 
apusului marin,  
fostele cuvinte 
se vor alege unele 
de altele, cele 
grele de o parte, cele  
diafane de cealaltă parte,  
valurile marii mele aunci 
se vor înteţi, glăsuind 
verdictul2. 

                                                           
2 Platoşa nevăzută, București, Editura Vinea, 2015, p. 94. 
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