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Introduction 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The thematic section from this issue of the journal includes some of the 

texts presented during the National Colloquium Rewritings of Tradition. Identi-

ties and hermeneutical uses. It is the 10th edition of the Colloquium organized 

by the Center for Hermeneutics, Phenomenology and Practical Philosophy 

of the Faculty of Philosophy and Social-Political Sciences, “Alexandru Ioan 

Cuza” University of Iași. Each of the previous encounters addressed a phe-

nomenon or a concept (game, body, power, intersubjectivity, public sphere, image and 

text, the European idea, interpretation or justice) and the participants were invited 

to address it from the perspective of their respective research fields, but 

with sufficient theoretical and methodological openness to leave room for 

debates, questioning and polemics. The organizers have suggested a herme-

neutical approach to integrate the results of these discussions, without omitting 

the critical or analytical perspectives. These results (collective volumes or 

special journal issues) have always found consistency and coherence from 

the way the questions were formulated rather than from the answers given 

to them and from the dialogue that resulted rather than from the initial 

positions assumed. 

This year’s edition has focused upon the phenomenon of tradition, as the 

aim and basis of identity, but also as a discursive form always assumed 

differently in the history of European thinking (as a legitimizing discourse, 

as a burden of thought, as a mere rhetorical bricolage or as a horizon of 

meaning). A couple of questions have arisen from this plurality. The call for 

papers of the colloquium mentions some of them: What does it take for me to 

survive a change, and still be myself at the end of it ? How do we live together with our 

different identities ? At the same time, how are collective identities formed, of a community 

or of a nation, cultural or spiritual ? How is something transmitted, and why is something 

else lost, forgotten ? 
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The three sections of the colloquium (Tradition and Identity. Historical and 

Philosophical Perspectives, Aesthetics and Hermeneutics, Cultural Heritage) covered 

nearly 60 participants who responded, each in a distinct manner: from the 

perspectives of cultural studies, of literature and literary studies, of political 

and communication sciences, of philosophy and history, psychology, or 

sociology. The discussions after each presentation (and, of course, the cof-

fee breaks, the real “speculative moments” of the colloquium) surpassed, as 

always, the limitations and boundaries of disciplines, making visible the need 

to formulate unifying questions and the freedom of dialogue. The central 

section of this issue of Hermeneia captures a couple of moments from it. 

Florina Rodica HARIGA 

Ioan Alexandru TOFAN 
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Romulus BRÂNCOVEANU * 
 

When Does “Tangible” Meet “Intangible” ? 
Some Reflections about the Relation between 
the Tangible and Intangible Cultural Heritage 
 
 

Abstract: Cultural heritage is classified by UNESCO as being of two kinds: tangible 
and intangible. Is this classification only a bureaucratic tool destined to describe the 
sorts of cultural heritage or does this distinction reflect a real division of cultural 
heritage? Starting from these questions, this article argues that cultural heritage in 
its entirety is, actually, intangible and constructed. Tangible and intangible cultural 
heritages meet in the public domain: cultural heritage is a form of public appro-
priation and consists in the transformation of the tangible and intangible objects 
and facts in public goods of a special kind. To the pieces of cultural heritage com-
munities attach outstanding universal value. The appropriation of objects and facts 
into the public domain is not only a complex activity of conceptualization and 
institutionalization, but also a part of a social ontological process in which the cul-
tural heritage becomes an important part of social reality endowed with its own 
characteristics and functionality. 
 

Keywords: cultural heritage, tangible cultural heritage, intangible cultural heritage, 
public good, public appropriation, outstanding universal value, sensus communis.  

 
 
Cultural heritage (CH) seems to be a self-understood notion. But the 

institutionalization of the CH notion as referring to tangible objects and, 
further, the extension of its connotation to conducts and practices of indi-
viduals and communities as intangible components of it, was a difficult  
negotiating process and took a long time. At present, those interested in the 
domain define institutionally what tangible cultural heritage (TCH) and 
intangible cultural heritage (ICH) are by working with actually canonical  
definitions. We could find the working definitions of both TCH and ICH, 
in a great deal of UNESCO declarations. For example:  

 

CH is the legacy of physical artefacts and intangible attributes of a group or 
society that are inherited from past generations, maintained in the present and 
bestowed for the benefit of future generations. TCH includes buildings and 
historic places, monuments, artefacts, etc., which are considered worthy of 
preservation for the future. These include objects significant to the archaeology, 

                                                           
* Professor, PhD, Faculty of Philosophy University of Bucharest, Romania; 
e-mail: romulus.brancoveanu@filosofie.unibuc.ro 
 Acknowledgement: This paper was supported by the research project PATCULT#RO 
(“Platforma pluridisciplinară complexă de cercetare integrativă şi sistematică a identităţilor 
şi patrimoniului cultural tangibil şi nontangibil din România”), PN III-P1-1.2-PCCDA-
2017-0686, 52PCCDI/2018, funded by UEFISCDI 
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architecture, science or technology of a specific culture. Tangible heritage  
includes buildings and historic places, monuments, artefacts, etc., which are 
considered worthy of preservation for the future. These include objects  
significant to the archaeology, architecture, science or technology of a specific 
culture. (UNESCO 2018b) 
 

And: 
 

1. The “ICH” means the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, 
skills – as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces 
associated therewith – that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals 
recognize as part of their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, 
transmitted from generation to generation, is constantly recreated by com-
munities and groups in response to their environment, their interaction with 
nature and their history, and provides them with a sense of identity and 
continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity. 
For the purposes of this Convention, consideration will be given solely to such 
intangible cultural heritage as is compatible with existing international human 
rights instruments, as well as with the requirements of mutual respect among 
communities, groups and individuals, and of sustainable development. 

2. The “ICH”, as defined in paragraph 1 above, is manifested inter alia in 
the following domains: 

(a) oral traditions and expressions, including language as a vehicle of the 
intangible cultural heritage; 

(b) performing arts; 
(c) social practices, rituals and festive events; 
(d) knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe; 
(e) traditional craftsmanship. 
3. “Safeguarding” means measures aimed at ensuring the viability of the 

intangible cultural heritage, including the identification, documentation, research, 
preservation, protection, promotion, enhancement, transmission, particularly 
through formal and non-formal education, as well as the revitalization of the 
various aspects of such heritage. (UNESCO 2018a, 5-6) 
 

The working (and, practically, canonical) definitions were adopted after 
years of elaboration of the CH original concept. The Venice Chart (1964) 
used and understood the CH notion as referring only to “monuments and 
sites” (Bouchenaki 2005). The acknowledged necessity to protect ICH has 
been undervalued and neglected for a long period of time by UNESCO 
bodies. For example, a Protocol to the Universal Copyright Convention proposed 
by the Bolivian delegation in order to protect folklore failed in 1973. At that 
time, perhaps the crushing of ancient practices, values and ways of life  
under the assault of modernization seemed an inevitable process. But the 
reservations linked to the inclusion into CH of the ineffable, intangible and 
only behavioural and spiritual elements belonging to the day-to-day life of 
individuals and communities could be explained by the difficulty of a  
national or international forums and organizations to conceptualize suitably 
and operationalize bureaucratically the immaterial and leaving things. Someone 
could think that at first glance we possess all the instruments, conceptual, legal 
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and bureaucratic, for the assimilation of material objects into CH, but we are 
not able to integrate in it the immaterial facts, subsisting only in our minds, 
reproduced only by our behaviours, and usually considered only in relation 
with their utility in everyday life. The integration of the immaterial facts into 
the CH requires each of us not only to imagine individually how those facts 
could be thought as having the same status as material things, but also to 
construct them publicly as real existences. The suitable solution for this 
dilemma was to coin two categories of CH, TCH and ICH, the former 
offering us the conceptual possibility of inclusion of the immaterial cultural 
facts into the CH. With the concept of ICH, we had not only to change our 
minds in order to accept the real existence of such kinds of facts and the 
possibility to store them, but also to conceive organizational frames and 
bureaucratic instruments to actually do that. To this end, in 1982, UNESCO, 
which assumes the role of International Protector of the world CH, grouped a 
Committee of Experts on the Safeguarding of Folklore that included a special Section 
for the Non-Tangible Heritage in the Recommendation on the Protection of Traditional 
Culture and Folklore, adopted in 1989. (Bouchenaki 2005). This Recommendation 
can be considered the first and inaugural big step on the way to identify and 
work out national and international mechanisms for protecting both TCH 
and ICH at national and international level. The Washington International 
Conference in June 1999, organized jointly by UNESCO and the Smithsonian 
Institute, was the next forum with a great contribution to defining a more 
inclusive and comprehensive CH concept. Starting with this, the opportunity 
developed to add to the ICH not only imaginary products, more or less 
resistant over time, but also knowledge and values involved in production, 
the creative processes and practices, as well as the modes of interaction 
providing social recognition and integration for the songs, tales, dances and 
others similar belonging to immaterial aspects of a determined community. 
Since then a lot of research and actions aimed to refine the conceptualization 
and institutionalization of the ICH. The abovementioned working definition 
of ICH is derived from the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage 2003, Paris, 17 October 2003 (UNESCO 2018a, 3-9). This 
Convention showed, evidently, that, on the one hand, the TCH was some-
thing formed by material, very palpable components, monuments, artefacts, 
natural landscapes and human significant material products, since on the 
other hand, ICH was taken to consist of immaterial facts, processes and 
practices of individuals and communities.  

Obviously, the clarity of concepts in use is very important for custodians 
of both TCH and ICH because their safeguarding decisions should have the 
conceptual framework as a first basis. In this article I do not intend to 
question the conceptual framework used by national and international  
custodians of CH, and particularly the one proposed by UNESCO, but only 
to discuss from a philosophical point of view some aspects of the comprehensive concept of 
CH, tangible and intangible, claiming that, to a greater or lesser extent, both TCH and 
ICH could be considered as intangible in order to be understood in their nature. This is 
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only a theoretical reflection without any direct and practical relation with 
the catalogues, lists and UNESCO criteria for TCH and ITC. My question 
“How could we interpret or, to be more straightforward, what is the nature 
of CH, tangible and intangible?” considers these catalogues, lists and criteria 
as undeniable facts. This implies that it is not the mission of philosophy to 
validate and decide, and perhaps not even to question, what the local,  
national and international governances value as TCH and ITC. It is an  
inevitable fact that the components of CH are established by communities, 
states and international organizations, according with their own values and 
interests. Philosophy must take and does take resulting catalogues and lists 
of CH as facts and proceeds theoretically in its reflection about the nature 
of CH, as TCH or ICH. However, by asking such questions, philosophy 
could aim to contribute to the clarification of misunderstandings as those 
appeared around the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural, 
Natural Heritage from 1972 (World Heritage Convention) (UNESCO 2005) about 
the Westernization of heritage1 or to provide a better understanding of so 
called “cultural criterion” used to identify the outstanding universal value (OUV) 
which determines “the inscription of properties on the World Heritage 
List”: “[To] be directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, 
with ideas, or with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of outstanding 
universal significance.” (The Committee considers that this criterion should 
preferably be used in conjunction with other criteria.) (UNESCO 2005, 52).  

 

* 
 

In terms of Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage 
Convention an OUV “means cultural and/or natural significance which is so 
exceptional as to transcend national boundaries and to be of common 
importance for present and future generations of all humanity” (UNESCO 
2005, 46). An object or fact achieving this status becomes a piece of TCH 
or ICH, mentioned by various catalogues and lists. This process could be 
seen as a transition of an object and fact from the non-public to the public 
domain. I consider this transition from non-public to public domain to be 
essential in the process through which an object or fact becomes a piece of 
CH. For the objects and facts in question, this transition counts as a social 
ontological mutation. 

For such a transition from the non-public to public domain to be possi-
ble, the object and fact must be somehow previously considered as having 
or being able to receive an OUV. Someone must claim that and requests 
recognition for this claim. The act by which an object or fact receives an 
OUV could be seen as an act of attaching values to objects or facts (we 
attach value to a fact) or as an act of sharing values (we subjectively share or 
adopt a value referring to a fact as being our value). An objective concep-
tion of value involving the attachment of values to objects or facts is more 
suitable to be adopted as explanation for the way in which we succeed to 
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consider objects and facts as having OUV, because we frequently consider 
something to be of an OUV even if we do not share it as a value in itself 
(perhaps even if we reject it). For example, we claim that some relics of the 
communism era have OUV, but only in order to show to the future genera-
tions the abnormalities of this political regime – and, at the same time, 
rejecting these values. To conclude, the criterion does not request to attach 
to an object or fact the values we share, but rather values which have an 
outstanding importance for different reasons we could identify and argue as 
being a basis for decisions we make in this regard. In both cases the values 
we attach to object or fact are intangible and transfer this intangibility to the 
material object and immaterial facts which become part of CH as TCH and 
respectively ICH. I reiterate that this intangibility does not follow from the 
subjectivity of values, but from the fact that in both cases we are dealing 
with collective attachment of values, tacit or not, to objects or facts. As 
Toulmin (1971, 195) maintains with regard to the collective uses of the con-
cepts, we can interpret the two ways to consider an object or fact as OUV 
as Darstellung and Vorstellung. We represent something in terms of Darstellung 
when we display publicly “what it comprises or how it operates” like a the-
atrical representation, while Vorstellung suggests the private, psychological 
representation, in our inward minds. So, to attach value to object and facts 
means darstellen these facts. People modify their behaviour and orient to 
pieces integrated into TCH, seeing in these pieces other things they had 
seen before they collectively decided on those objects and facts as having 
the new quality to be of OUV. But how could we attach an OUV to facts, 
to those kinds of entities able to be integrated to the ICH, which are by 
their nature immaterial?  

 

* 
 

I advance the idea that the answer to this question is intellectually  
analogous to the way in which we collectively assign artistic character to a 
very innovative and surprising object or fact which an author, curator or 
editor simply wished to be considered a work of art. In these terms, 
Duchamp’s Fountain should be a very good example. Thus, the way in which 
we consider that an object or fact meets the attributes of an artistic work 
could be seen as similar with the way we consider or decide that an object 
or fact could be part of the CH. A community and even more a universal 
community can validate such claim by vote, for example, spontaneously 
accepting the claim as entitled or simply legally based on decisions of many 
or few. We can consider these cases as explanatory for the present 
UNESCO TCH and ICH lists and catalogues. Moreover, even if a whole 
community validates the artistic character of an object or fact by vote or 
legally, there remains the possibility for someone to deny such validation in 
the name of, say, aesthetical precepts. The same could happen in the case of 
CH. So, for such OUV to be validated we need to gather not only the 
complete or incomplete, perhaps, the majoritarian vote of a community, but 
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also some criteria which belong to a justificatory theory or something like this 
in order to accept that validation is a legitimate one.  

Before exposing some justificatory theories related to the way we assign 
OUV to objects and facts and assimilate them into the public domain, I will 
give two examples of conceptualization and institutionalization of CH, the 
first one regarding the history, perhaps incomplete, of the notion of ICH, 
and the second one regarding a Romanian monument, Biserica din Densuş, 
(Romanian church), with a particular history of its adoption as OUV by its 
own community of believers. I consider these examples as relevant for the 
mode of appropriation to the public domain of non-public objects and 
facts. The first example is general and could be seen as a pattern for explicit 
public appropriation, and the second for the tacit way. The first example 
also has the merit of demonstrating the way in which the concept of CH is 
embraced by the idea of public appropriation. 

 

* 
 

In an excellent analysis published in Journal of Cultural Heritage, M. Vecco 
demonstrates that the term of ICH is a result of a process in which the term 
heritage added the immaterial and public aspects of its meaning (Vecco 2010). 
Through this process heritage shifted from its use related with personal, private, 
in any case, non-public material objects, to the uses related to immaterial 
and public objects and activities. This semantic transformation has been 
made possible by the emergence into the public discourse of the idea of the 
appropriation in the public domain of various private objects. 

Giving examples for such transformation, Vecco shows that patrimoine, 
the French word for CH, passed through 5 periods of particular uses: 
1790-1791, 1930-1945, 1959, 1968-1969, and 1978-1980, until having acquired 
the signification French language gives it at present (Desvallées 1995, Vecco 
2010, 321). In its first use, on October 4, 1790, somebody called François 
Puthod de Maisonrouge tried to convince some people to transform their 
family heritage into national one. This could be the very beginning for the 
communal understanding of the heritage which will develop subsequently. 
After the French Revolution, the goods and property of the king were 
considered public goods and nationalized (Vecco 2010, 321). Heritage as a 
sort of public appropriation seems to appear again much later in the first 
Euripide Foundoukidis’s use of artistic heritage concept in 1931 (Vecco 2010, 
321). This new use showed that heritage could be not only material, but also 
immaterial and yet appropriated by the public. The immateriality and the 
public character seemed strengthened mutually during these semantic trans-
formations. This is confirmed after years in the decree 59-889/July 24, 1954 
adopted while André Malraux was Minister of Culture, who regulated the 
use of term patrimoine culturel in relation with culture and the public domain, the 
cultural values of fine arts being interpreted as belonging to artistic property 
or national property (Vecco 2010, 322). The years 1978-1980 firmly estab-
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lished the term patrimoine, both the public and administration adopting it in 
order to indicate the pieces belonging to the CH. Yet the semantic trans-
formation of the term has been accompanied by an institutionalization 
process. I will mention a few references by M. Vecco in the analysis I use 
here. First of all, the Athena Charter (1931) acknowledged the importance of 
the conservation of the artistic and archaeological heritage, but “without 
defining it” (Vecco, 2010, 322). Further, a more comprehensive and refined 
definition of heritage appeared in the International Charter of Venice in 1960  

 

(…) the historic monuments of generations of people remain to the present day 
as living witness of their age-old traditions. People are becoming more and 
more conscious of the unity of human values and regard ancient heritage as a 
common heritage. The common responsibility to safeguard them for future 
generations is recognized. It is our duty to hand them on in the full richness of 
their authenticity is found. (Vecco 2010, 322)  
 

It is important here that ‟historic monuments” include not only the great 
works of art, but also “more modest works of the past which have acquired 
cultural significance with the passing of time” (Vecco 2010, 322). The interest 
that people show in the modest testimonials of the past thus became an 
index of possible OUV. Additionally, the conservation of heritage developed 
as an important theme of the international documents of the organizations 
involved in establishment of the international strategies with regard to CH. 
The Hague Convention of 1954 regarding the protection of cultural heritage in 
the case of armed conflict referred to cultural property and the necessity of its 
protection (Vecco 2010, 322) and strengthened the intangible dimension of 
the things that are usually seen only in their material aspect. Otherwise, The 
Hague Convention of 1954 is also considered the first place where the English 
word cultural property appeared, but only to be soon replaced with CH. (Prott 
& O’Keefe 1992, 312). After that, the organizations with responsibilities 
and initiatives in the conceptualization and institutionalization of CH came 
to be more numerous and the definitions they forged became subtler. So, in 
1972, the Charter of the Council of Europe proposed the soil as part of world 
heritage, referring to the soil “understood as a limited and fragile resource” 
(Vecco 2010, 322). Same year, the UNESCO Convention on the Protection of 
World, Cultural and Natural Heritage added the “wholes” to the monuments of 
exceptional value which had to be preserved3. The same comprehensive 
understanding of CH can be found in The Charter for the Protection of Historic 
Cities (Washington Charter 1987, ICOMOS) which proposed both tangible 
and intangible values to be safeguarded. In the same line of treating the 
tangible and intangible aspect of the objects which need to be protected The 
Burra Charter (ICOMOS, 1982) also stayed (Vecco 2010, 233).  

These documents and others that followed consolidated the idea that not 
only the intrinsic qualities of the objects or facts supposed to be protected 
are important, but that it is also the interest of communities in adopting 
them as infrastructure of their identity that gives those things value.  
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“Gradually, talk is about a heritage that is not tangible but also intangible, 
and therefore is not closely linked to the physical consistency of the heri-
tage” (Vecco, 2010, 233). For example, The Krakow Charter (2000) inter-
preted the monuments as “a support to memory. In it, memory recognizes 
the aspects that are pertinent to human deeds and thought, associated with 
the historic timeline” (Vecco 2010, 323). The last contribution to the gen-
eral meaning of the CH seems to be the addition to the ICH the concept of 
living human treasure (Vecco 2010, 324) referring to the individuals that have 
some abilities and traditional knowledge, and are able to carry out traditional 
activities and perpetuate them.  

To conclude, the history of the uses of CH with its patrimoine as French 
variant demonstrates that the condition for an object to be included into the 
CH is to be appropriated in the public domain. This does not mean to 
be expropriated from private property, but only to be declared as being 
of/having OUV by collectively or public procedures.  

 

* 
 

There is in Romania, in Transylvania, in the village of Densuş, a special 
monument well known as Biserica din Densuş (the Church of Densuş). Its age 
and origins have been a matter of contention between historians for a long 
time. Biserica din Densuş is famous not only for the interest historians, 
architects, and theologians had in it over time, but also for the lack of criti-
cal thinking with which all those treated it (Rusu 2008). This is a diagnosis 
of a historian who tried to put in order the numerous opinions about the age 
of the monument, its constructors, architectural characteristics and develop-
ments over time, as well as its religious destiny split between the branches of 
Romanian Orthodoxy, Romanian Orthodox Church and Romanian Church 
United. Architecturally, Biserica din Densuş, mixing medieval and Roman 
elements, has some features which make it strange. The shrine is placed to 
the South, while the Christian Orthodox churches have it to the East, other 
components as diaconicon, lateral chapel and pronaos (vestibule) are also 
strangely and originally set. In addition, the walls are built by remnants of 
ancient romans temples, colonnades, sculptures, stones and bricks with 
Roman inscriptions the original constructors took up from the nearby Roman 
capital of Ancient Dacia, Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa. The peculiarity 
of the construction made some observers consider that Biserica din Densuş is 
actually a Roman temple or mausoleum transformed in Church. Over time, 
Biserica din Densuş suffered not only the hardships of the history itself or 
political events, but also from the interventions of different restaurateurs 
and unprofessional archaeologists. Currently, Biserica din Densuş is greatly 
valued by the community, village authorities, and the Romanian nation. But 
during its history it was at a very little distance from demolition even by the 
believers whose property it was. For example, “after the middle of the 
nineteen century, Biserica din Densuş had to be demolished. The villagers in-
tended to destroy the church thinking to build a larger one. The catastrophe 
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has been stopped by authorities which, later in 1878, put it under the pro-
tection of the monuments law” (Rusu 2008, 127). Nevertheless, the com-
munity of Densuş is currently proud of monument and consider it as 
invaluable part of their cultural heritage and identity.  

The history of the uses of word patrimoine, the institutionalization of CH 
and the episode of demolition regarding Biserica din Densuş, through which 
communities become aware about their CH are forms of public appropria-
tion of a certain kind. This appropriation is neither a nationalization process 
of taking over some objects or facts from private property and move them 
to public one, nor creation or recreation of a common good by communi-
ties or collective decisions. It is a case reconsideration through which ob-
jects and facts are raised up to the status of OUV adopted as public good. 
This recognition is, simultaneously, behavioural, cognitive and institutional.  

But which is the mechanism that supports the new perspective towards 
objects and facts and transforms them by attaching an OUV in CH? Is it 
something located in the things themselves or is it something which tran-
scends the existence of things, material or immaterial? Do things become 
over time more important for people? Or is something changing in people 
and their relations with things, and with one another as a community or 
individuals, readopting those things with an existence apart in their world 
and refusing to abandon or to throw them?  

 

* 
 

There are at least three viewpoints from which we could deliver answers 
to such questions: from anthropological, cognitive and from social ontology 
points of views. In each of these visions I am interested only in the mecha-
nism they suggest for my purpose to identify justificatory theories for  
attaching OUV to objects and facts and not to present, discus or confront 
them. If someone says that these perspectives are not only various, but 
rather eclectic, I will say that here the eclecticism is needed in order to 
throw lights towards different parts and surfaces of our problem in a way 
we could not find using another methodology. I will present below one by 
one the answers originated in three visions. These answers should be con-
sidered both justificatory theories for the way in which we attach OUV to 
tangible or intangible objects and facts, and conclusions of this article.  

i) From an anthropological point of view, the whole CH could be inter-
preted as imagined, and in these terms intangible, much the same way in 
which Benedict Anderson maintained that nations are imagined political 
communities: “because the members of even smallest nations will never 
know of their fellow members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the 
minds of each lives the image of their communion” (Anderson 2016, 7). 
Nations and the pieces of CH, are Darstellungen, these sort of representations 
which are public not individual and serve the need to collective life of indi-
viduals in time. Evidently, our interactions as individuals take place mutually 
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only in space, but there is symbolic interaction also in time. Simple individ-
ual interaction in space has a lot of imagined elements, be these those linked 
to the representations of ourselves as members of a nation. In time, the 
imagined is dominant in our experience of others. The imagined involving 
interaction in time unfolds practically only in the plane of intangible because 
we interact with individuals from the past and perhaps from the future only 
in a very constructed cognitively and socially way. For this construction to 
be possible even the tangible objects as monuments must be reconsiders as 
Darrstelungen of the past time. Time is the place when tangible meets intan-
gible and becomes in turn intangible. In these terms the TCH and ICH 
offer tools for people of a determined society and era to interact with other 
individuals not only in space, synchronically, but also in time, diachronically.  

ii) John Searle pioneered in the last years in social ontology, developing 
his initial and original theory of speech acts based on the distinction between 
facts and institutional facts. Searle recently restated that all institutional facts 
are produced linguistically (Searle 2010). The institutional facts are cases of 
creation of a reality by representing it as existing. So, we create things with 
words representing them as existing, and related with them as real exis-
tences, facts. (Searle 2010, 93). In this case the place where the things cre-
ated by words exist is our minds. But we could encounter in society institu-
tional facts whose existence is only symbolic and which are not created by 
language. Searle supposes that we could imagine a tribe which builds a wall 
around its territory. The wall controls access to the territory of the tribe in 
virtue of his structure, being very massive and high to be climbed easily by 
outsiders. Over time, the wall disappears remaining only a line that contin-
ued to be recognized by insiders and outsiders as a boundary line. Searle 
considers that in this case the remains of wall play their functions as bound-
ary not in virtue of their physical structure, “but in virtue of the fact that is a 
collective recognition or acceptance by the people involved both inside and 
outside the line of stone.” (Searle 2010, 93). The example of Searle could be 
considered an explanation of the way the tangible transforms into the intan-
gible. This could happen tacitly by transformation of an object or fact in 
symbols collectively recognized. The status of an object and fact can be 
changed tacitly, but also by certain declarations which establish constitutive 
rules for the future. According to Searle’s theory of institutional facts, a new 
status of an object can also be produced linguistically by statements through 
which people declare that object X since now counts as Y in a certain con-
text. The declarations of different reunions or those of international organi-
zations regarding could be considered as these kind of constitutive rules and 
CH as a deposit of institutional facts. Symbols and declarations are also the 
second place where tangible meets intangible or tangible is reinforced and 
subsists over time. 

iii) For Kant sensus communis is a faculty of aesthetical knowledge with 
both historical and public dimensions. Aesthetically, sensus communis explains 
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the aesthetic judgement that is essentially judgement of taste. Kant’s defini-
tion of sensus communis is the following:  

 

By “sensus communis”... must be understood the idea of a communal sense, 
i.e., a faculty for judging that in its reflection takes account (a priori) of everyone 
else’s way of representing in thought, in order as it were to hold its judgement 
up to human reason as a whole and thereby avoid the illusion which, from 
subjective private conditions that could easily be held to be objective, would 
have detrimental influence on the judgement (Kant 2006, 173-174).  
 

We could adopt Kant’s idea of sensus communis for explaining the estab-
lishment and functioning of the CH. For Kant, sensus communis is not a col-
lective one, that is a sense a collective, a community as a whole, attaches to 
an object or fact, but public or communal, that is every individual as indi-
vidual attaches the sense to a particular object or facts. In Kant’s terms 
public means to be shared by all individuals as individuals and not by collec-
tives or communities as a whole. Yet, the publicness, the fact of being pub-
lic, exists only to the extent that individuals are members of a community, 
that is individuals orient reciprocally their conduct and judgement about 
objects and facts. In my interpretation, Kant does not refer only to the con-
tingent communities, but also to all the individuals existing in time, to all 
historical communities. When he says that by sensus communis we need “to 
account (a priori) of everyone else’s way of representing in thought”, he 
means that we need to be aware that our conduct and judgement in relation 
with the sense we attach to objects and facts has a universal dimension. As 
aesthetic experience does constitute only as public experience (a Robinson 
Crusoe might not try to adorn his house) and, in the same way CH, TCH 
and ICH, must be public. This condition of publicness is more obvious for 
ICH, because ICH exists only insofar as it is considered and subsists in in-
dividual minds. ICH is both an inner and outer aspects of our internal life. 
For Kant, sensus communis is not a concept from the sphere of cognition, but 
related to the sphere of representation, internal mind representation. By 
representations (Vorstellungen) we do not receive information from the ex-
ternal world, but represent an object that subsists only in our mind, as in the 
case of pleasure and pain. Even when a representation transmits some in-
formation about an object present in the external world the representation 
of object belongs to the subject and reproduce none of the characteristics 
of the object it represents. So, sensus communis does not inform us about the 
world but create the possibility to have representations about it, being a way 
to thinking publicly (offlenliche Denken) and not a way of knowledge. Because 
the intersubjective control of our judgements is impossible and we judge 
only about object existent in our minds, in order to be rational we need, as 
Kant says, presuppose by reflection the possible judgement of others re-
garding the same object or fact represented only mentally and check in our 
minds if they will judge in the same way. In Kant’s words we need to take 
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“account (a priori) of everyone else's way of representing in thought, in order 
as it were to hold its judgement up to human reason as a whole” (Kant 
2006, 173). This a priori account could offer also a way to understand and 
justify the way we confer OUV to immaterial entities, facts, that exist only 
behaviourally or only in our representations. By integrating them in the ICH 
we replicate them as Darstellungen and create the possibility to inner repre-
sentation to be replicated in a public way. The communal or collective uses 
of concepts by individuals is a third place where the tangible meets the  
intangible. 
 
Notes 
 

1 The concept of heritage as regarding a shared heritage of humanity and its universal 
value must be not only an object of the dispute regarding the Westernization or 
non-Westernization of this notion, but a possible way to understand the nature of CH in 
its division as TCH and ICH (Byrne 1996).  
2 However, regarding the “wholes”, Georg German (quoted in Vecco 2010, 322) shows 
that the idea of the whole linked to monuments and their environments is not a new one, 
as we could believe still 1578 Camillo Bolognino, suggested that San Petronio Church must 
be treated together with his environment.  
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Métaphores de l’esprit:  
camera obscura et l’illusion de l’utilisateur 

 
 

Metaphors of Mind: camera obscura and user illusion 
 
Abstract: The mind, source of knowledge (and error), has been investigated by 
philosophers to reveal its structure and mechanisms. Incognoscible, and for the 
fact that it is itself a knowledge-making forum, the mind was endowed in episte-
mological discourse with a ghostly reality, especially through metaphors. Two of 
these have attracted my attention: first, the metaphor of the camera obscura, present 
from Kepler, Descartes, Malebranche to Locke, I regard it as an emblem for how 
the mind was understood in modern epistemology (up to Kant); the second, meta-
phor of the user illusion, is present at Tor Nørretranders and Daniel Dennett, an 
emblem for the way the mind is understood today in naturalized philosophy. The 
goals of this research are: first, understanding the structure of the mind models 
behind the two metaphors; secondly, highlighting the consequences which the two 
metaphors have had on the issues regarding knowledge and structure of interiority; 
thirdly, emphasizing that the mind and consciousness will be able to overcome 
metaphorical problems only as problems of science. 
 
Keywords: metaphor, mind, consciousness, interiority, user illusion, camera obscura, 
ghost in the machine, society of mind. 

 
  
I. Préliminaires 
 

A la fin de son ouvrage Consciousness Explained (1991), Daniel Dennett 
évalue les résultats de sa tentative de proposer un nouveau type d’explication 
concernant le phénomène de la conscience et, implicitement, l’esprit; après 
avouer que sa théorie est loin d’être complète, il caractérise son propre effort 
comme une démarche de remplacer une théorie métaphorique de l’Esprit, 
celle du Théâtre Cartésien, par une théorie métaphorique différente, à savoir 
de l’Illusion de l’Utilisateur. Concrètement, tout ce qu’il aurait fait en effet 
était d’avoir remplacé une famille de métaphores Ŕ du Théâtre, du Témoin, de 
l’Observateur Interne Central Ŕ par une autre famille de métaphores Ŕ du 
Software, des Machines Virtuelles, des Esquisses Multiples. Bien qu’on soit 
tenté de dire que, en fin de compte, ce ne fut qu’une guerre des métaphores, 
Dennett attire l’attention que les métaphores sont plus que des métaphores, 
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elles sont des instruments de réflexion. Essayer de penser l’esprit et la  
conscience en l’absence des métaphores est pour le philosophe une chose 
impossible. (Dennett 1991, 455) 

Si l’on spéculait autour des raisons pour lesquelles les philosophes sont 
condamnés à traiter en clef métaphorique les théories et les modèles pour 
l’esprit et la conscience, on pourrait esquisser au moins trois explications 
alternatives: en premier lieu, l’esprit et la conscience ne sont pas des entités 
réelles, mais des fictions conceptuelles, de simples assomptions du discours 
philosophique; par conséquent, l’impression de problème réelle, de profon-
deur philosophique, ne peut être créée que par une sur-licitation métapho-
rique du langage ou de la capacité d’argumentation. En second lieu, l’esprit et la 
conscience sont des entités réelles, mais fondamentalement mystérieuses: ils 
sont soit taillés dans une substance aux propriétés spéciales (Descartes), soit le 
résultat de la manifestation de certaines propriétés substantielles différentes (David 
Chalmers), soit un mystère impénétrable de la nature (Collin McGinn). Dans 
tous ces cas, discuter sur l’esprit et la conscience signifie essayer de saisir dans 
la pensée discursive, dans les termes d’une connaissance explicite, un mystère, 
une entité se soustrayant à toute tentative de connaissance systématique. Le 
résultat en est un compromis, une métaphore ou un set de métaphores fonc-
tionnant pour indicateurs approximatifs vers un continent mystérieux. En 
troisième lieu, l’esprit est une entité naturelle, sans rien de mystérieux, dans le 
principe, que les sciences naturelles peuvent modeler et expliquer. Malheureu-
sement, ces chapitres-là de la physique, de la biologie ou des neurosciences 
cognitives qui nous permettraient de comprendre l’esprit comme fait naturel 
ne sont pas encore assez bien précisés. Tôt ou tard, il y aura une théorie ou 
un set cohérent de théories scientifiques qui expliquera l’esprit humain et le 
situera à côté des autres phénomènes naturels (Paul Churchland, Roger 
Penrose, John Searle, Daniel Dennett, e.a.). Peu importe laquelle des alterna-
tives présentées apparaît comme la plus plausible, ce qui est certain c’est que 
la machine à produire des métaphores de la philosophie semble avoir pleine-
ment fonctionné depuis avant même l’Age Moderne et jusqu’à nos jours, 
quand il a été question d’examiner en jargon philosophique l’esprit humain. 
Des métaphores telles chariot tiré par deux chevaux, intellect actif, lumière de la raison, 
esprits animaux, homunculus, camera obscura, théâtre intérieur, tabula rasa, iceberg, fan-
tôme dans la machine, chambre chinoise, machine de calcul, société de l’esprit, machine 
virtuelle, illusion de l’utilisateur, centre de la gravitation narrative, etc. ont essayé 
d’imaginer et de mettre en relief un aspect ou l’autre du fonctionnement de la 
réalité mentale.  

Le but de cette succincte étude est d’analyser deux des métaphores de 
l’esprit mentionnées ci-dessus, de la chambre noire et de l’illusion de l’utilisateur. Le 
choix des deux métaphores n’est pas fortuit: on pourrait considérer le recours 
à la première métaphore, de la chambre obscure, comme le moment inaugural 
de l’âge de l’esprit, âge où l’esprit a gagné un espace distinct, de l’intériorité, 
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soumis à des règles et des restrictions. L’apparition de ce type d’espace dans la 
réflexion philosophique a été décisive pour la genèse de l’idée de sujet 
épistémique au sens moderne du terme. La métaphore a une présence discrète 
dans les œuvres de Kepler, Descartes, Malebranche, Locke et Newton. Mais 
la manière de penser sous-jacente à cette métaphore a produit des mutations 
importantes dans la philosophie de la connaissance et la (méta)physique de 
l’intériorité. Elle sera reprise et remise dans le contexte par Marx (pour lequel 
l’idéologie est une camera obscura offrant une image renversée de la réalité, une 
image distordue et fausse) et par Freud (pour lequel l’inconscient est une 
sorte de camera obscura). Par ailleurs, la métaphore de l’illusion de l’utilisateur 
indique la fin d’une manière de concevoir la philosophie de l’esprit, centré sur 
l’éclaircissement du statut d’entités mystérieuses (qualia, la conscience), en 
annonçant l’évacuation des entités métaphysiques et la naturalisation des 
débats autour de l’esprit. La popularité de cette métaphore se doit en partie à 
l’auteur danois de littérature scientifique, Tor Nørretranders; celui qui a 
imposé la métaphore dans l’espace des discussions philosophique a été Daniel 
Dennett. En quelque sorte, la métaphore philosophique et la manière sous-
jacente de penser ont été anticipées par la métaphore du fantôme dans la machine 
de Gilbert Ryle et par la métaphore de la société de l’esprit de Marvin Minsky.  

En paraphrasant Dennett, finalement, il est profitable d’étudier les méta-
phores philosophique parce que derrière elles sont coagulée des manières de 
penser alternatives. Dans ce contexte, tandis que la métaphore de la chambre 
obscure cache le début de la réflexion systématique sur l’intériorité, la méta-
phore de l’illusion de l’utilisateur annonce l’évacuation de l’intériorité (subjec-
tive) en tant que réalité ontologique. Il ne reste qu’une réalité épistémique de 
l’intériorité, la perspective de la première personne. Le mécanisme par lequel 
ce changement se produit est l’évacuation de la conscience en tant que réalité 
substantielle et la transformation de l’ego en centre de la gravitation narrative. 
Mais prenons-les un par un. 

 
II. La métaphore de la chambre noire 

 
Avant de devenir une métaphore incorporée au vocabulaire philosophique, 

camera obscura a été premièrement un artefact, un dispositif par l’intermédiaire 
duquel on pouvait projeter l’image d’une chose ou d’un paysage. Essentiel-
lement, c’était une boîte à dimension variable, hermétiquement clos, avec 
seulement un petit trou dans l’une des parois où l’on installait d’habitude une 
lentille. A travers la petite ouverture pénétraient dans la boîte les rayons de 
lumière reflétés par l’objet vers lequel était orientée la chambre; sur la paroi 
opposée à l’orifice se formait une image renversée de l’objet visé. Au principe, 
la chambre noire est un phénomène naturel, connu depuis l’Antiquité même. 
Ce fut Ibn al-Haytham qui a construit la première chambre noire artisanale; le 
savant arabe décrit dans son ouvrage De Optica (Caire, 1012-1021) les diverses 
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utilisations de la camera obscura et il est le premier à se servir de ce syntagme 
(en arabe, Al-Bayt al-Muthlim). (Russell 2000, 663) Roger Bacon décrit la 
manière dont on peut observer en toute sécurité une éclipse de soleil à l’aide 
d’une chambre noire; au XVème siècle, Leonardo Da Vinci construit une camera 
obscura afin de mieux comprendre la façon dont l’œil fonctionne. (Bailey 63, 
1989) Depuis la Renaissance, ce dispositif optique est utilisé par nombre de 
peintres Ŕ Caravaggio, Van Eyck, Anthony van Dyck, Rembrandt, Vermeer, 
Canaletto Ŕ pour réaliser des peintures aussi détaillées et réalistes que pos-
sible. L’intérêt actuel pour camera obscura est dû principalement au peintre 
britannique David Hockney qui, dans son étude Secret Knowledge: Rediscovering 
the Lost Techniques of the Old Masters (1994), offre de forts arguments en faveur 
de la thèse conformément à laquelle, depuis la première moitié du XVème 

siècle, beaucoup d’artistes occidentaux ont utilisé des dispositifs optiques Ŕ 
lentilles, miroirs, camera lucida, camera obscura Ŕ pour des projections, à l’aide 
desquels ils ont réalisé des dessins et des peintures d’un réalisme photo-
graphique. (Hockney 2001, 18-200) 

Comme simple dispositif technique d’observation et de projection de 
l’image, camera obscura n’aurait trouvé sa place que dans une histoire de la 
technique, à côté d’autres dispositifs tels la lanterne magique, le stroboscope, 
le daguerréotype, le kinétoscope, l’appareil photographique, l’appareil de 
projection; mais la camera obscura a eu également un destin philosophique. A ce 
que Johnatan Crary l’affirme aussi, pendant plus de deux siècles, camera obscura 
a été métaphore philosophique, dispositif expérimental dans la science op-
tique et dispositif technique utilisé dans des activités culturelles. (Crary 1990, 
29) L’aventure philosophique de ce dispositif commence avec les efforts de 
comprendre le fonctionnement de l’œil par analogie à une chambre noire. 
Johannes Kepler remarque l’analogie entre la formation de l’image à l’intérieur 
d’une camera obscura et la projection renversée de l’image sur la rétine. (Kepler 
2000, 51). De plus, il établit avec certitude le fait que les images formées sur la 
rétine sont fondamentales pour tout le procès de la vision. Mais, comme le 
souligne Daniel Schmal aussi, la chambre noire devient une métaphore philo-
sophique fertile dans l’apologie de Galilée écrite par Kepler; à partir de 
l’analogie entre camera obscura et le fonctionnement de l’œil, Kepler essaie de 
diminuer la distance entre les instruments artificiels et les organes sensoriels 
humains. Vu qu’il possède des principes de fonctionnement identiques, tout 
acte d’observation Ŕ qu’il soit réalisé ou non par l’intermédiaire d’un instru-
ment Ŕ contient toujours un élément artificiel, susceptible de distordre les 
phénomènes observés. (Schmal 2015, 85) Par conséquent, il est incorrect de 
rejeter les observations effectuées avec des instruments optiques; les mêmes 
erreurs pourraient apparaître dans le cas du fonctionnement de l’œil aussi 
bien. Peter Dear explique davantage le tournant épistémologique qu’impose 
Kepler lorsqu’il relativise les différences entre camera obscura et l’œil: la position 
épistémologique aristotélicienne, partagée par les adversaires de Galilée, 
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s’opposait aux observations instrumentales parce que, par l’interférence active 
et par la création de conditions artificielles, on aurait perturbé le cours naturel 
des phénomènes. Dans ces conditions, les expériences auraient produit 
des résultats trompeurs (Dear 2006, 110). Si l’œil est une sorte de camera 
obscura, alors toute observation directe impose des conditions artificielles; 
si l’on doute les résultats de l’observation instrumentale, il faudrait douter 
également les résultats de l’observation directe. Dans peu de temps, la  
position de Kepler allait avoir gain de cause: la méthode de la science mo-
derne s’avérerait être constructive: elle manipule et élimine des éléments de la 
situation où l’observation se réalise. Aussi, par observation et par expérience, 
un espace artificiel se délimite où l’on examine les choses conformément à 
une méthodologie stricte. (Schmal 2015, 85-86) Compte tenu que certains 
instruments (optiques) fonctionnent à la manière des organes sensoriels, il ne 
serait justifié (que dans la mesure où l’on n’accepterait les données des 
organes sensoriels (de l’œil)) de n’accepter ni les données offertes par les ins-
truments d’observation. Dans les termes de Deleuze et de Guattari, camera 
obscura devient à l’aube de l’Age Moderne un mélange entre une figure épis-
témologique dans un discours sur l’ordre et un objet appréhendé dans la 
logique de pratiques culturelles et scientifiques. Autrement dit, la chambre 
noire devient un assemblage, étant à la fois un ensemble mécanique et un 
ensemble de l’énonciation, mécanisme et figure textuelle, un endroit où une 
formation discursive rencontre les pratiques matérielles. (Crary 1990, 30-31)  

Selon le diagramme du système visuel qu’il présente dans son Traité de 
l’Homme, Descartes décrit la formation des images sur la rétine en accord avec 
le modèle exposé par Kepler dans Ad vitellionem paralipomena (1604) et dans 
son ouvrage ultérieur, Dioptrica (1611). La différence serait que, d’après 
Descartes, chaque fibre du nerf optique se projette-t-elle d’un endroit sur 
chaque rétine dans une location spécifique sur la doublure du ventricule 
cérébral ipsilatéral. De là, chaque point correspondant à un œil se projette 
dans la glande pinéale au même endroit que le point correspondant à l’autre 
œil, pour former une image unifiée d’un objet. (Howard & Rogers 1995,  
11-12) Lorsqu’il reprend le mécanisme de la formation de l’image sur la rétine, 
Descartes reprendra implicitement la métaphore de la camera obscura aussi 
bien. Dans La Dioptrique (1637), cette métaphore devient explicite. D’abord 
Descartes dresse une analogie entre l’œil et la chambre noire: il demande ses 
lecteurs d’imaginer une pièce close, avec un trou dans l’un des murs et une 
lentille placée dans cet orifice; derrière la lentille, à une certaine distance, une 
feuille de papier est fixée de sorte que l’image des objets extérieurs s’y forme. 
Descartes allait dire que cette pièce-là représente l’œil, le trou, c’est la pupille 
de l’œil, et la lentille représente l’humeur cristalline. (Descartes 2010, 686-687) 
Mais ce qui suit dépasse une simple analogie. Le philosophe conseille le 
lecteur de faire une expérience insolite: prendre l’œil d’une personne qui vient 
de décéder ou l’œil d’un bœuf ou d’un autre animal de grande taille et, après 
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avoir coupé les trois membranes derrière l’œil, l’utiliser comme lentille dans 
l’ouverture d’une chambre noire. Si l’on fait ainsi et l’on regarde la feuille 
blanche, on verra une image représentant en perspective naturelle les objets 
qui se trouvent à l’extérieur. (Descartes 2010, 686-687) Par l’insertion 
dans une camera obscura, l’œil, source, à côté des autres sens, de sensations 
trompeuses, est transformé en dispositif de représentation objective. L’œil 
emprunte un peu de la impersonnalité et la précision d’un instrument de 
mesure, camera obscura est transfigurée, devenant un esprit humain dans lequel 
on peut regarder.  

A ce que Jonathan Crary le soulignait lui aussi, tandis qu’au centre de la 
méthode de Descartes il y avait le besoin de transcender les incertitudes de la 
perspective humaine et les confusions sensorielles, la métaphore épistémique 
de la chambre noire est parfaitement congruente à son effort de fonder la 
connaissance humaine sur une vision purement objective sur le monde. 
(Crary 1990, 48) Qui plus est, considère-t-il le théoricien américain, l’ouverture 
de la chambre noire correspondrait à une perspective unique, mathématique-
ment définie, qui établit la position de l’individu entre Dieu et le monde. L’œil 
de la chambre noire offre une vision sur le monde analogue à l’œil de Dieu. 
Loin d’être un simple œil mécanique, l’œil de la chambre noire est un œil 
métaphysique infaillible. (Crary 1990, 48) La perspective objective doit être 
monoculaire, obtenue par un œil avec une position mathématique bien défi-
nie, et c’est l’œil de la chambre noire qui est le plus qualifié à l’obtenir. Selon 
le modèle de la chambre noire, la disparité binoculaire physiologique de 
l’homme a été corrigée par Descartes à l’aide de la capacité monoculaire de la 
glande pinéale: avant de toucher l’âme, les deux images provenant de l’œil 
sont confondues dans une image unique. Ainsi, l’image qui atteint l’âme pos-
sède la perfection de l’image formée à l’intérieur de la camera obscura sur la 
feuille de papier derrière la lentille.  

On pourrait utiliser la métaphore de la chambre noire comme argument 
en faveur soit d’un réalisme direct cartésien (si l’esprit fonctionne avec la 
précision d’une chambre noire, l’homme a donc un accès direct au monde 
extérieur), soit d’un réalisme indirect (les sensations, les images résultant de la 
projection intérieure du monde extérieur forment un voile qui, finalement, 
enveloppe le monde). Daniel Schmal considère que la métaphore de la 
chambre noire chez Descartes peut être entendue dans un sens épistémolo-
gique qui transgresse la dispute réalisme direct Ŕ réalisme indirect. Selon sa 
perspective, ce qui compte dans le fonctionnement d’une chambre noire est la 
manière dans laquelle elle réarrange les données physiques dans un espace 
clos. Si l’on parcourt la première page du Traité de la lumière, on voit que 
Descartes ne croyait pas à la correspondance mécanique entre les idées, les 
sensations et les objets extérieurs. Tout comme les mots qui peuvent trans-
mettre des sens à propos des choses, sans qu’il y ait aucune ressemblance 
entre le mot la chose, de même, la nature aurait-elle pu établir un signe qui 
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nous fasse sentir la lumière bien que ce signe-là n’aie rien de similaire avec la 
sensation respective. (Descartes 1906, 4-5) Par conséquent, pour Descartes, la 
représentation ne signifie pas forme similaire ou similarité, mais un système 
subtil de correspondances et de différences entre deux classes données de 
modifications mentales et matérielles. (Schmal 2015, 80) Dans cette logique, 
on arrive à comprendre mieux la métaphore de la chambre noire: la manière 
spécifique de disposition des points lumineux dans une image formée à 
l’intérieur d’une chambre noire (de façon bidimensionnelle, renversée, mais 
en conservant en quelque sorte la structure des objets devant l’objectif) nous 
signale le fait que tout acte de perception du monde extérieur est « un proces-
sus de reconfiguration des informations sensorielles conformément à un set 
de règles définies par la perspective de l’observateur. » (Schmal 2015, 84) La 
perception ne signifie pas une internalisation passive d’informations, mais une 
reconfiguration de celle-ci conformément à des règles et des codes propres à 
l’intériorité.  

Sarah Kofman, dans Camera Obscura of Ideology (1999), ira même encore 
plus loin avec les conséquences de cette manière de penser, en affirmant une 
position radicale: il n’y a pour Descartes nulle ressemblance entre l’objet et les 
images formées dans l’esprit en vertu du fonctionnement de l’œil. Les images 
sur la rétine sont perspectivistes, bidimensionnelles et renversées. Si l’homme 
voit de la façon qu’il le fait, c’est grâce à l’esprit et non aux yeux. La vision 
implique une estimation, un calcul, des opérations internes, non seulement la 
mise en ordre de données extérieures; donc, en quelque sorte, il faut que 
l’homme devienne aveugle pour qu’il connaisse. Comme Descartes le disait 
lui aussi dans la Sixième Méditation, l’esprit, quand il réfléchit, se tourne vers 
soi-même et considère quelqu’une des idées qu’il a en soi (Descartes, AT VII, 
73) La métaphore de l’esprit en tant que chambre noire nous conduit, selon 
Kofman, vers une position opposée par rapport à celle-là qui entend la 
connaissance comme processus de perspective, comme réflexion intérieure 
des objets extérieurs. (Kofman 1999, 52-53) La source de la connaissance 
véritable c’est la lumière reçue de Dieu et non des choses extérieures, bien 
que l’esprit, par calcul et estimation, arrive à produire des idées. Dan cette 
perspective, on pourrait dire que l’esprit est une camera obscura métaphysique 
dont la lentille est orientée non vers le monde extérieur, mais vers la divinité. 

Tandis que chez Malebranche, dans les Entretiens sur la métaphysique et sur la 
religion, la métaphore de la chambre noir est à peine suggérée, l’obscurité de 
l’intériorité étant considérée comme un refuge devant l’assaut des sens, 
l’espace adéquat pour consulter notre raison, chez John Locke, la métaphore 
de la camera obscura est explicitement utilisée pour souligner le régime de 
fonctionnement de l’intellect. Ainsi, dans son Essai sur l’entendement humain, IInd 

Livre, Chapitre 11, 17e paragraphe, Locke affirme:  
Je ne prétends pas enseigner, mais chercher la vérité. C’est pourquoi je ne 

puis m’empêcher de déclarer encore une fois, que les sensations extérieures et 
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intérieures sont les seules voies par où je puis voir que la connaissance entre 
dans l’entendement humain. Ce sont là, dis-je, autant que je puis m’en 
apercevoir, les seuls passages par lesquels la lumière entre dans cette 
chambre obscure. Car, à mon avis, l’entendement ne ressemble pas mal à un 
cabinet entièrement obscur, qui n’aurait que quelques petites ouvertures pour 
laisser entrer par dehors les images extérieures et visibles, ou, pour ainsi dire, 
les idées des choses: tellement que si ces images venant à se peindre dans ce 
Cabinet obscur, pouvaient y rester, et y être placées en ordre, en sorte qu’on 
pût les trouver dans l’occasion, il y aurait une grande ressemblance entre ce 
cabinet et l’entendement humain, par rapport à tous les objets de la vue, et 
aux idées qu’ils excitent dans l’esprit. (Locke 2009, 294) 

John Locke s’écarte de l’artefact appelé camera obscura, mais il est le plus 
près de l’entendement métaphorique de l’esprit comme camera obscura et 
des principes de la connaissance comme principes de fonctionnement de la 
chambre noire. On peut facilement en deviner la raison: son empirisme 
fondationnaliste avait besoin d’une équation symbolique qui soutienne le 
caractère de confiance de la perception visuelle et des jugements perceptuels; 
les images obtenues par perception sont des représentations de confiance du 
monde extérieur. Comme le souligne Lee Bailey aussi, Locke a fait le bond de 
l’entendement de la chambre noire comme œil artificiel, à l’entendement de 
l’intellect comme chambre noire (Bailey 1989, 68). En outre, par l’intermédiaire 
de la métaphore camera obscura, une autre métaphore bien plus fameuse dans la 
philosophie de Locke, l’esprit humain comme tabula rasa, gagne sa significa-
tion complète: sur la tabula rasa sont affichées des images du monde extérieur 
obtenues par le mécanisme de la camera obscura. Tabula rasa est la paroi 
intérieure de la chambre, opposé à l’ouverture. La combinaison des deux 
métaphores nous offre une maquette du fonctionnement de l’intellect chez 
Locke. Dans les termes de Crary, par les deux métaphores complémentaires, 
« Locke propose un moyen de visualisation spatiale des opérations de 
l’intellect. » (Crary 1990, 42) De plus, dit Crary, il conviendrait de tenir 
compte également du fait que dans l’Angleterre du XVIIème siècle, être dans la 
Chambre signifiait être dans le Cabinet d’un juge ou d’une personne à titre 
officiel. Donc, pour Locke, les transmissions sont transmises de l’extérieur 
vers l’intérieur, dans la Chambre, dans le Cabinet de l’esprit, devant l’instance 
appelée Intellect, pour audience et pour évaluation. En d’autres mots, Locke 
confère également un rôle juridique à l’observateur qui se trouve dans la 
chambre noire. (Crary 1990, 42) 

Si l’intellect lockéen est une chambre noire incarnée, alors on n’obtient 
seulement la clarification de mécanismes épistémologiques, ou seulement des 
arguments en faveur d’un réalisme direct, mais l’on identifie également l’une 
des racines qui ont conduit, à l’Age Moderne, à la genèse de l’idée de  
subjectivité en tant qu’espace intérieur limité, qui implique une conscience 
individuelle, isolée du monde extérieur. Dans les traces de Ernst Tuveson, 
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Lee Bailey croit que la métaphore de Locke de la chambre noire a été un 
paradigme de la subjectivité contenue, concrétisée. La métaphore de l’esprit 
de Locke, à côté du dualisme de Descartes, implique une subjectivité isolée 
incapable de sortir de sa chambre, qui ne peut pas regarder par la fenêtre de 
sa chambre obscure, ne peut regarder que les images. (Bailey 1989, 68-69) On 
retrouve quelque chose de l’idée d’une subjectivité isolée, enfermée dans sa 
chambre sans fenêtres, possédant un certain degré de suffisance, dans la 
manière dans laquelle Leibniz a conçu l’idée de monade.  

Dans Philosophy and the Mirror of the Nature (1979) Rorty souligne le fait 
que, avant Descartes et Locke, il n’y avait jamais eu un modèle de l’esprit 
humain entendu comme espace intérieur où les idées et les peines soient, 
en égale mesure, soumises à l’examen par un Œil Intérieur. La nouveauté 
qu’introduisent les deux philosophes a été celle d’un « espace intérieur 
unique » où toute pensée Ŕ depuis les sensations perceptuelles et jusqu’aux 
vérités mathématiques, les règles morales et l’idée de Dieu Ŕ devienne objet 
de l’observation interne, de la réflexion. Selon Rorty, même si l’idée d’une 
scène intérieure est à retrouver sous des formes diverses dans la pensée 
antique déjà ou médiévale, elle n’est jamais devenue, jusqu’à l’Age Moderne, 
un problème philosophique d’importance. L’ampleur de l’enjeu dérivait de la 
question que Descartes avait soulevée dans sa Première méditation concernant la 
mesure dans laquelle une image ou une représentation constitue vraiment la 
représentation d’une chose extérieure. Autrement dit, est-ce que les images et 
les représentations intérieures nous offrent l’accès direct aux choses ou est-ce 
qu’elles forment un « voile des idées » isolant l’intériorité des représentations 
de l’extériorité des choses ? (Rorty 1979, 49-51) Rorty voit dans cette question 
le noyau génératif pour tous les problèmes de l’épistémologie moderne. Il est 
difficile à démontrer que la métaphore de la chambre noire a été la source 
principale de l’idée d’espace intérieur subjectif, du théâtre cartésien, mais elle a 
indubitablement offert la principale catégorie par laquelle on a pu imaginer le 
Théâtre cartésien.  

Quand, avec le XIXe siècle, la subjectivité intérieure a commencé à être 
valorisée dans l’espace des sciences comme psychique, le façonnage de l’esprit 
comme camera obscura a été maintenu de manière tacite ou explicite. Il suffirait, 
dans ce sens, d’invoquer les modèles de l’esprit élaborés dans l’espace 
psychanalytique et béhavioriste; pour les premiers, la chambre noire devient 
la cave ou la chaudière sous pression de l’inconscient, pour les derniers 
l’acceptation tacite de la métaphore de la chambre noire transforme l’esprit 
dans une boîte noire.  

Pour conclure, on pourrait dire que la métaphore de la chambre noire a eu 
au moins quatre conséquences distinctes dans la philosophie moderne: en 
premier lieu, elle a contribué à esquisser des explications concernant le 
fonctionnement de l’œil et la possibilité de la vision; en deuxième lieu, en met-
tant en discussion la relation entre les sens et les instruments scientifiques 
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d’observation, a facilité les débats autour du degré de confiance qu’on peut 
accorder aux données des observations et des expériences, activités inhérentes 
à la nouvelle logique épistémique, de la recherche scientifique; en troisième lieu, 
elle a contribué décisivement à la naissance de l’idée moderne de sujet épis-
témique en soulignant le fait que l’information internalisée est ordonnée et 
codée selon un set de règles propre au sujet; la perspective de la camera obscura 
devient la perspective dans laquelle le sujet épistémique fini regarde le monde; 
en quatrième lieu, la métaphore de la chambre noire a facilité l’imagination et la 
genèse de l’idée d’un espace intérieur, de la subjectivité, opposé à l’espace 
extérieur, de l’objectivité. Cet espace intérieur devient un espace de la 
recherche de la certitude, une sorte de laboratoire où l’intellect analyse, calcule 
et réfléchit sur les images projetées de l’extérieur.  

 
III. La métaphore de l’illusion de l’utilisateur 

 
Comme nous l’avons dit au début de cette investigation, la métaphore de 

l’illusion de l’utilisateur a été utilisée simultanément et indépendamment 
par l’écrivain danois de littérature scientifique Tor Nørretranders et par le 
philosophe Daniel Dennett. Nørretranders appelle illusion de l’utilisateur 
l’incapacité de la conscience de transmettre toute l’activité qui se produit 
derrière l’expérience consciente. Le moi conscient fonctionne comme un 
masque, offrant au monde extérieur une image cohérente et consistante de 
l’activité de l’esprit; ainsi, on dissimule la diversité, l’hétérogénéité et le 
nombre immense de traitements inconscients de l’information. La version sur 
le monde avec lequel opère est une version déjà éditée et interprétée par 
des traitements automatiques. Bref, la conscience serait un phénomène de 
surface, une profondeur expérimentée comme surface. Par conséquent, 
l’illusion de l’utilisateur est l’image incomplète, incorrecte, métaphorique sur la 
manière dont l’esprit humain fonctionne. Illusion de l’utilisateur est la cons-
cience elle-même, pour nous-mêmes, mais pour le monde extérieur égale-
ment. Le nom de l’illusion de l’utilisateur est l’Ego, considère Nørretranders. 
L’Ego et la conscience sont des illusions créées par les activités hétérogènes 
de calcul et de simulation du cerveau. Mon ego conscient est l’illusion de 
l’utilisateur pour moi-même. (Nørretranders 1999, 283-293)  

Pourtant, dans la cristallisation de la métaphore que proposent les deux 
auteurs on retrouve des parcours théoriques différents. Les racines théoriques 
de la métaphore de l’illusion de l’utilisateur proposée par Nørretranders 
sont non-philosophiques; l’auteur danois analyse notamment des théories 
de physique, la théorie de l’information, la science de la complexité et les 
neurosciences. D’autre part, la métaphore de l’illusion de l’utilisateur  
proposée par Dennett se coagule sur une filière philosophique inaugurée par 
Gilbert Ryle et continuée par Marvin Minsky, étant consolidée par des 
données de la biologie, les neurosciences, la science des ordinateurs. Dans son 
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ouvrage The Concept of Mind (1949), Ryle propose la métaphore du fantôme dans 
la machine, métaphore qui dérive de la critique de la théorie cartésienne de 
l’esprit et, implicitement, de la critique de la solution cartésienne au problème 
de la relation entre l’esprit et le corps. La critique s’appuie sur ce qu’on appelle 
l’erreur de catégorie, conformément à laquelle les choses appartenant à un certain 
genre sont présentées comme appartenant à un autre genre. Pour résumer, 
Ryle considère qu’il n’y a pas d’entité pareille à l’esprit, substantiellement 
différente et distincte par rapport au cerveau. Toutes les actions qu’on serait 
enclin à attribuer à un esprit (les actes de volition, de cognition ou les 
décisions morales) ne sont que des événements physiques qui naissent dans le 
cerveau. Si l’on pense dans la lignée cartésienne, en considérant l’esprit 
quelque chose d’autre qu’une somme d’événements cérébraux, on com-
mettrait une erreur de catégorie. Alors, dans le sens cartésien, l’esprit n’est 
qu’un fantôme (une entité imaginaire) qui erre à travers la machine du 
cerveau. La métaphore de Minsky, la société de l’esprit, est proposée en vertu 
d’une logique similaire, à laquelle on ajoute l’analogie entre l’activité cérébrale 
et le fonctionnement d’un ordinateur: l’activité de l’esprit est, en réalité, le 
fonctionnement du cerveau; mais cette activité est l’activité d’une diversité de 
mécanismes cognitifs fonctionnant en parallèle, donc chaque esprit est une 
véritable société de l’esprit. Minsky introduit le terme d’agent pour nommer les 
mécanismes cognitifs les plus simples qui exécutent des tâches sans penser; le 
résultat est une structure semblable à une société, capable d’actions qu’on 
pourrait nommer intelligentes. Chaque agent est, par analogie à un logiciel, 
une simple sous-routine ou structure de données; bien qu’ils puissent agir 
indépendamment aussi bien, les agents sont connectés et composés dans des 
systèmes plus grands appelés sociétés d’agents. Ensemble, les sociétés d’agents 
peuvent remplir des fonctions plus complexes que tout agent singulier, et, 
finalement, elles sont capables de produire de nombreuses habilités qu’on 
attribue à l’esprit. La métaphore de Minsky offre une perspective crédible sur 
la complexité de l’esprit, traditionnellement attribuée à une seule faculté 
cognitive centrale, l’intellect ou la raison.  

Il convient de comprendre la métaphore de l’illusion de l’utilisateur et les 
efforts de Dennett d’expliciter l’esprit dans la suite des tentatives de Ryle et de 
Minsky de construire, sous la coupole de métaphores philosophiquement 
significatives, des modèles naturalisés de l’esprit. Si l’on suit la chaine 
argumentative dans Consciousness Explained, le premier pas dans l’introduction 
de la nouvelle métaphore est d’esquisser un nouveau modèle de la conscience, 
des Esquisses multiples. Conformément à ce modèle, tous les types de 
perception, tous les genres de pensée ou d’activité mentale se réalisent dans le 
cerveau par des processus parallèles d’interprétation et d’élaboration des 
apports sensoriels. (Dennett 1991, 111) Le modèle d’un traitement multiple, 
parallèle et distribué de l’information qui se produirait dans le cerveau, déjà 
esquissée par la métaphore de la société de l’esprit est destiné à remplacer le 
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modèle du Théâtre Cartésien, les opérations cognitives déroulées dans un 
Quartier Général. L’activité du Processeur central est remplacée par des 
activités de traitement, d’interprétation et de rédaction multiples, activités 
distribuées dans des parties différentes du cerveau. Un second pas dans la 
cristallisation de la métaphore de l’illusion de l’utilisateur est le moment où 
Dennett décrit le cerveau comme machine virtuelle, un ordinateur à même de 
produire des simulations infinies des conditions extérieures d’environnement, 
de rouler de nouveaux meme et de changer l’architecture et les performances 
cognitives à la suite de ces traitements. Par exemple, bien que notre cerveau 
n’ait pas été projeté pour traiter des textes, à présent la plupart de son activité 
consiste dans le traitement des textes. (Dennett 1991, 225) Un troisième pas a 
été de suspendre les différences ontologiques entre la perspective de la 
première personne et la perspective de la deuxième personne (ou de la 
troisième); la différence entre ce qu’un sujet perçoit à propos de soi et ce 
qu’un observateur externe perçoit n’existe qu’au niveau épistémique, et non 
ontologique. La conclusion serait que ce que les philosophes de l’esprit 
appellent qualia n’existe pas. (Dennett 1991, 369-411) Enfin, le dernier 
élément d’infrastructure de la métaphore de Dennett de l’illusion de  
l’utilisateur c’est comprendre le soi, non en tant qu’âme ou esprit mais comme 
fiction, abstraction, point d’intersection des histoires qu’un corps traverse ou 
qu’un cerveau invente, un centre de la gravitation narrative. (Dennett 1991, 
429-431; Dennett 2013, 331-340). L’illusion de l’utilisateur est l’illusion de 
l’existence d’un Ego et de la Conscience, car le cerveau est un processeur 
d’information qui passe avec succès un test Turing. L’Ego, la Conscience, la 
Subjectivité, ce sont des métaphores utiles pour décrire l’interaction avec un 
être humain lorsqu’on n’a pas accès aux événements à l’intérieur de son 
cerveau. On n’est pas familiarisé avec les opérations réelles dans l’esprit, on 
ne connaît pas la façon dont le cerveau articule sa magie, on ne connaît que 
ses opérations telles qu’elles nous apparaissent, exprimées par des métaphores 
interactives. (Dennett 1991, 309-314) 

Le modèle de l’esprit proposé par Dennett et inclus dans la métaphore de 
l’illusion de l’utilisateur a suscité beaucoup de critiques, en partie justifiées: en 
premier lieu, la négation de la consistance ontologique de la conscience et sa 
transformation dans une entité pelliculaire contraste avec les expériences de 
conscience quotidiennes; en deuxième lieu, la négation de la réalité de la 
subjectivité contrevient à l’expérience directe d’entités subjectives (arôme, 
sons, couleurs, douleurs, phantasmes, etc.) (Nagel 2017); en troisième lieu, un set 
d’instruments cognitifs et l’intersection des histoires que le cerveau se dit 
n’arrivent pas à produire un Soi (Clark 2002, 194-204); en quatrième lieu, en 
traitant de manière physicaliste l’action humaine, Dennett semble suggérer qu’il 
y a une correspondance directe entre les processus internes (neurochimiques, 
biologiques) et les résultats qui constituent des actions, chose difficile à 
accepter (Osman 2014, 35). Quand même, ce n’est pas la justesse de ces 
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critiques qui compte ici, mais le constat de la résistance manifestée par les 
philosophes contre l’utilisation du nouveau groupe de métaphores.  

En définitive, comme il l’a d’ailleurs avoué, Dennet, par sa démarche, a 
remplacé une série de métaphores philosophiques, à savoir celles regroupées 
autour de la métaphore du Théâtre Cartésien, par une autre série de 
métaphores, regroupées autour de la métaphore-ombrelle de l’Illusion de 
l’Utilisateur. Outre la substitution d’une série de métaphores par une autre, 
Dennett, dans les traces de Ryle et de Minsky, a essayé de remplacer un 
modèle de l’esprit par un autre. Le modèle cartésien de l’esprit, tacitement 
accepté même à nos jours, était conçu à l’Age moderne sur la dichotomie 
espace intérieur Ŕ espace extérieur, sur la différence qualitative entre 
l’intérieur et l’extérieur, sur le rôle central, autoritaire, de l’intellect dans la 
cognition. Dans le modèle d’esprit proposé par Dennett il n’y a pas de 
différence entre l’activité du cerveau et l’activité de l’esprit. En deuxième lieu, il 
n’y a pas une dichotomie qualitative entre un espace intérieur et un espace 
extérieur; il existe seulement une différence épistémologique entre la  
perspective de la première personne et la perspective de la deuxième 
personne. En troisième lieu, dans le modèle que Dennett propose, l’esprit est 
décentré, il ne possède pas un processeur central ou un espace central de 
travail; le traitement de l’information qui arrive au cerveau se réalise de 
manière distribuée, par l’implication automatique des sets d’instruments 
cognitifs. En quatrième lieu, on ne peut pas étiqueter les actes de cognition 
comme étant conscients, parce que la plupart sont automatiques, et la  
conscience n’est autre qu’une illusion de l’utilisateur qui n’a pas accès aux 
traitements réels dans le cerveau.  

 
IV. Conclusion 

 
Entre la métaphore de la chambre noire et la métaphore de l’illusion de 

l’utilisateur il existe, au-delà des différences découlant du contexte culturel 
où elles ont été articulées et des fonctions qu’elles remplissent dans les 
philosophies où elles ont apparu, une grande asymétrie: la première est une 
métaphore philosophique positive, qui nous aide à nous imaginer la manière 
dont l’œil et l’esprit fonctionnent, tandis que la deuxième métaphore est 
négative. Plus précisément, la métaphore de Dennett nous transmet que les 
personnages traditionnels qui évoluaient dans le drame du Théâtre de l’esprit Ŕ 
l’Intellect, la Conscience, les Passions, l’Ego, l’Espace intérieur de la ré-
flexion Ŕ ne sont que des métaphores qu’il convient d’évacuer, éliminer de la 
discussion en tant que simples fictions. Comme il l’admet lui-même, ses nou-
veaux concepts sont toujours des métaphores philosophiques; bien qu’elles 
sont bien plus proches a domaine de la recherche scientifique, si on les 
entend dans la manière désirée par Dennett, on sait que, finalement, il faut les 
jeter par-dessus le bord. Tel que l’esprit est modelé par les métaphores de 
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Dennett, il devient évident qu’expliquer l’esprit n’est pas une affaire philoso-
phique, mais scientifique. Les discussions philosophiques à propos de l’esprit 
seront toujours métaphoriques; mais l’esprit est une partie de la réalité natu-
relle (et culturelle). Les discussions métaphoriques sur l’esprit comme frag-
ment de la réalité naturelle peuvent être significatives, mais non explicatives; 
de pareilles discussions seront toujours trop loin de la pluralité, l’hétérogénéité 
et de la concrétude des mécanismes de l’esprit. L’esprit est une assomption 
ontologique du sens commun, de la philosophie et des sciences naturelles 
(biologie, neurosciences, sciences cognitives, etc.); pour cette raison, on con-
tinuera de parler de l’esprit dans la vie quotidienne aussi bien que dans la 
philosophie. Mais le seul type de pratique intellectuelle qui possède les ins-
truments et les méthodes capables, au principe, de saisir les mécanismes 
cognitifs particuliers qui se trouvent derrière les métaphores philosophiques, 
c’est la recherche scientifique. Selon John Searle, si l’on est préoccupé par la 
réalité et la vérité, il n’existe pas une perspective scientifique parmi d’autres 
perspectives, une réalité scientifique parmi d’autres genres de réalité ou une 
vérité scientifique parmi d’autres espèces de vérité. Il n’y a que des faits qu’o 
connaît ou non. (Searle 2014, 303) Les métaphores philosophiques peuvent 
jouer le rôle d’un guide transcendantal de la recherche, un guide qui peut, au 
mieux, indiquer la direction, mais non dessiner une carte détaillée.  
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Tradition and Identity – the Prodigal Son  
and His Brother 

 
 
Abstract: “Saint John was a very good shepherd for his Lord. One day, a lamb was 
lost. He got back and, while looking for it, he ran across waters and fields [...] for 
three days and three nights. When he got it, he kissed the lamb’s feet: – Poor lamb, 
said John, you must have hurt your legs so bad when you ran away. If it were another man, 
he would have sacrificed the lamb immediately. Then God made him a saint”. This 
is, according to Noica, the Romanian version of the prodigal son. Where do we 
start from? Where we arrive through all this with the help of Noica, this is what I 
am trying to answer, shortly, through this text.  
 
Keywords: parable, the brother of the prodigal son, sons’ father, redemption, 
freedom, tradition, identity. 

 
  

About the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15, 11-32) it is said that it is 
enough for our redemption if all the scripture were lost. It has, in itself, a 
dance between tradition (often broken) and identity (often not assumed). 
Here we are:  

 
11. A certain man had two sons: 12. And the younger of them said to his father, 
Father, give me the portion of goods that falleth to me. And he divided unto 
them his living1. 13. And not many days after the younger son gathered all 
together, and took his journey into a far country, and there wasted his 
substance with riotous living2. 14. And when he had spent all, there arose a 
mighty famine in that land; and he began to be in want. 15. And he went and 
joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent him into his fields to 
feed swine. 16. And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the 
swine did eat: and no man gave unto him. 17. And when he came to himself3, 
he said, How many hired servants of my father's have bread enough and to 
spare, and I perish with hunger! 18. I will arise and go to my father, and will say 
unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and before thee , 19. And am no 
worthier to be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired servants. 20. And he 
arose and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way off, his father 
saw him, and had compassion, and ran4, and fell on his neck, and kissed him. 
21. And the son said unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in thy 
sight, and am no worthier to be called thy son. 22. But the father said to his 
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servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his 
hand, and shoes on his feet: 23. And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill it; and 
let us eat, and be merry: 24. For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was 
lost, and is found. And they began to be merry. 25. Now his elder son was in 
the field: and as he came and drew nigh to the house, he heard music and 
dancing. 26. And he called one of the servants and asked what these things 
meant. 27. And he said unto him, Thy brother is come; and thy father hath 
killed the fatted calf, because he hath received him safe and sound. 28. And he 
was angry, and would not go in: therefore, came his father out, and intreated 
him. 29. And he answering said to his father, Lo, these many years do I serve 
thee, neither transgressed I at any time thy commandment5: and yet thou never 
gavest me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends: 30. But as soon as 
this thy son was come, which hath devoured thy living with harlots, thou hast 
killed for him the fatted calf. 31. And he said unto him, Son, thou art ever with 
me, and all that I have is thine. 32. It was meet that we should make merry and 
be glad: for this thy brother was dead, and is alive again; and was lost, and is 
found. 

 
Some specifications are needed to better understand the text and its 

context. There is no bigger shame for a Jew than to be a pig farmer. For 
instance, in Egypt, where people worshipped animals, only the pig farmers 
were not allowed to enter the temple. A Jewish saying specifies: “cursed be 
he who raises pigs”.  

Then “the best robe” (“Bring forth the best robe and put it on him” / 
Cito proferte stolam primam et induite illum) was a sign of honor and 
distinction. The “ring” (“and put a ring on his hand”/ et date annulum in 
manum ejus) was a sign of authority (the eldest son received the ring when 
father died – “And Pharaoh took off his ring from his hand, and put it 
upon Joseph's hand, and arrayed him in vestures of fine linen, and put a 
gold chain about his neck”– Genesis 41, 42 – Tulitque annulum de manu sua, et 
dedit eum in manu ejus: vestivitque eum stola byssina, et collo torquem auream 
circumposuit. Concerned “shoes” (“and shoes on his feet”/ et calceamenta in 
pedes ejus) the meaning is: I receive you back, says the father, but not as a 
servant but as a son. Shoes are sign of freedom. In the East, shoes used to 
be a luxury; only servants walked in bare feet. The “fatted calf” not “the fat 
calf” (vitulum saginatum) was kept aside for holidays. 

The question at hand is “the ethical landmark in Noica’s thinking” (Vieru 
2002, 12-13; Vieru 2009, 463-468). Noica did not write a treaty of ethics as 
he wrote one of ontology. In Noica, the systemic spirit prevails over the 
systematic one. Therefore, even in “The Parable of the Prodigal Son and of 
This Son’s Brother, in the interpretation that Noica makes, speaks about 
two moral behaviors and, as such, about two ethics. Between these two 
ethics, the contradiction is, indeed, unilateral” (Vieru 2009, 466). In this 
case, Noica can certainly be a moralist but in no way an ethicist.  
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Both sons (because they are both sons rather than brothers) are wrong. 
They never wrong, however, in the same manner, even if they wrong in the 
same time. One’s mistake is to ignore and to ignore himself if he doesn’t 
know God. This matter gives him the motivation and puts forth the stake. 
He looks for his identity by paying the price of sacrificing the tradition. He 
leaves in the world to look for God. Therefore, he tried not to ignore 
himself but instead to look for himself. And, the very ignorance that  
condemns him and throws him in sin is the same that saves him, because 
his ignorance is one of blamelessness. It is not a sin to be ignorant, as 
Greeks state. Pride is the problem, and the prodigal son is not a proud one. 
Unknowing and blameless, the prodigal son is forgiven. Noica ask himself: 
“God might save him, who knows?” (Noica 1992, 2). 

As I said, the other one is in the wrong too, but not because he does not 
know but because he does, and he remembers. The prodigal son’s brother 
knows God and, therefore, he knows himself. But not completely! For him 
to respect tradition, he has to be satisfied with an identity cut in half. 

Father loves the same the prodigal one and the wasted one: “He loved 
them both, the eldest and the cadet; maybe less the cadet than the eldest, 
but the difference was so small he didn’t even realize it himself” (Papini 
1922, 191). Father’s love is understood differently by the two brothers. The 
more the father loves his prodigal son, the more the wasted son hates his 
brother. The Father’s son has different effects over the two sons. For the 
prodigal son, it is a heavenly love, for the wasted son it is a diabolical one. 
The father, like in some sort of ontological balance, is ready to be generous 
to both. It follows that the sons’ reaction generates the father’s attitude who 
is willing to trespass both tradition and obsession for identity. When he runs 
to meet his son, he breaks the tradition. When he overlooks his sons’ stub-
bornness, he preserves their identity by breaking the tradition again.  

The prodigal son’s brother submits to the command and he sees the 
father more as a master than a father. If he is given orders a lot, he submits 
a lot. He knows how to submit; he is only submission. Even if he doesn’t 
know that, he cannot convert submission into love. His incapacity is fun-
damental, his incapacity to love. He doesn’t know how to love, and he can-
not rejoice in another person’s joy. In this moment, the wasted son is angry 
instead of being saddened, and the father saddens without being upset. 
Noica asks himself: “God might save him, who knows?” (Noica 1992, 26). 

The prodigal son’s brother is an ideal citizen, but he is always sad and 
sullen. He performs a bad consolation speech in which we can see “the 
sadness of not having sinned. Sadness which includes, from time to time, 
angels and almost always mediocre people. The first of these is the prodigal 
son’s brother.” (Noica 1990, 17). And then, the prodigal’s son brother takes 
refuge in the field where he reads Cicero. Always, the wasted reads Cicero, 
but I don’t know why. I have the feeling that his preferred reading is De 
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officiis! He might be a model citizen and an exemplary individual but not a 
model person. He capable of respect but is incapable of love. 

The question is not: who between the two is the best. It is not who 
wrongs less because, in essence, none of them is right until the end. 
Therefore, we might say none of them is good. But the truth is that both are 
alive and live fully (indeed, each in his own manner). Both represent, more 
or less, each and every one of us. These brothers live in all of us, Christians, 
hidden or in plain sight. Noica comments: “The prodigal son says: Thank 
you, Lord, to have given me the taste of voluptuousness, the thirst of pride, the envy, the 
hypocrisy and the hate. With them, no one is great. Without them no one is alive.” 
(Noica 1990, 37). And the prodigal son insists: “If I succeed in my sin, it is 
all right: I have voluptuousness; if I don’t succeed, it is also well: I have the 
virtue.” (Noica 1990, 96).  

Here is the way one sins from voluptuousness and the other one, the 
wasted, from pride. Therefore, they both sin and both are guilty of the sin 
of curiosity. “The prodigal son sins from the open curiosity of the  
adventurer and the brother of the prodigal son from the petty curiosity of 
the repressed.” (Noica 1990, 27) 

After finishing Cicero, the prodigal son’s brother took Voltaire and said: 
That’s well said, but we need to work our fields/Cela est bien dit, mais il 
faut cultiver notre jardin (Voltaire 2005, 130). “The saying became proverbial 
and provoked numerous contradictory discussions.” (Spânu 2009, 260). The 
garden does not belong only and with priority to the prodigal son’s brother. 
It targets the realm of possibility, and that is why it is fertile. The prodigal 
son feels great here too, even more than his brother.  

The problem is as follows: can the two of them be ethically judged 
together or separately? Noica says they cannot. “None of them can be ethi-
cally judged. The good brother incorporates the ethics. But, all by himself, 
the prodigal son could write one, as ethics are a simple perspective over life. 
And the living Christianity was never covered in a unique perspective.” 
(Noica 1992, 28). I therefore understand why Noica could not write ethics 
even if he wanted to! And this is how he passed from ethics to ontology, if 
we are to accept the “Becoming” as the prodigal son and the “Being” as the 
settled son. The unilateral contradiction passes from one register to another 
without any kind of paradox! Anyway, “who says becoming intro being admits 
more than the mere fact about the being not contradicting the becoming. 
He or she would have to admit that, in return, the becoming can contradict 
the being when the becoming is not into being, therefore, creating a unila-
teral contradiction” (Noica 1998, 53). This contradiction should find itself 
at hand for the contemporary conscience, but it isn’t! Noica himself gets 
trapped by it and becomes a failed theologian. He gets saved but not com-
pletely, by Rafail, Noica’s son. He gets saved even less by Alexandru, caught 
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in a Hegelian “dodge”. “When a winner asks you to pray for him, then he 
offers you his victory.” (Noica 1990a, 7)6.  

I said that Noica was a failed theologian. I will explain myself through 

several Parmenidean permutations of occurrences. The being cannot con-

tradict the becoming, but the becoming can contradict the being when the 

becoming is not into being; this is what Noica says. Now, let us replace, in 

Noica’s paradigm, “being” with “God” and “becoming” with “world”. 

Where does that bring us? If God cannot contradict the world (and He 

can’t!), the world can contradict God when the world is not into God.  

 

The parable of the prodigal son appears only in Luke, and the Gospel of 

Luke does not rely on purely biographical criteria. Its purpose is to get a 

deepened reading of events that were accomplished in the person of Christ. 

With Jesus, there is a plan in history that unfolds with the very end of  

people’s redemption. Not randomly, Luke is considered the theologian of 

salvation’s history. He emphasizes the activity and the daily action of 

redemption, the fact that redemption involves a permanent effort and 

perseverance, both tradition and identity. Therefore, the idea of the prodigal 

son’s parable is as follows: repentance is never too late for any of us.  

We can easily notice that the prodigal son’s brother, when he speaks with 

his father about his brother, never says my brother but Your son. Like in 

ontological compensation, the father never says, my son but he always says, 

your brother. But the prodigal son’s brother doesn’t understand that! And 

“when people say, they love each other like brothers, people say the very thing 

that should not be said. It is rare that brothers really love each other […] 

Instead of brotherly love, let us say fatherly love: we will be less in error.” 

(Papini 1922, 192). In all probability, Noica’s pragmatism was far from 

ethics, and this is the reason he never wrote any. Plato didn’t write 

some Ethics either. But, Aristotel, “the best mind” from the disciples,  

compensated. Parables, epics, myths are not really far from these forms of 

communication. In the parable, the narration (like in the song and in the 

myth) replaces the argument. The epic metaphysically surpasses the logical 

argument, the epic “doesn’t give something to think about without giving 

something to live”. “The discourse is argumentative, the narration is 

indicative” (see Pleşu 2012, 12-13, 17-18). 

 
Notes 

 
1 There are at least two problems here: sharing the fortune and disobedience. The law of 
inheritance tells about the sharing of fortune between the sons, the first born having a 
double portion of the inheritance (this means two thirds of total cf. Deuteronomy 21, 15-17: 
15 “If a man has two wives, one beloved, and another hated, and they have born him 
children, both the beloved and the hated; and if the firstborn son be hers that was hated: 16 
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Then it shall be, when he maketh his sons to inherit that which he hath, that he may not 
make the son of the beloved firstborn before the son of the hated, which is indeed the 
firstborn: 17 But he shall acknowledge the son of the hated for the firstborn, by giving him 
a double portion of all that he hath: for he is the beginning of his strength; the right of the 
firstborn is his. Then, the prodigal son is disobedient toward the father, as well as the other 
son. To be fair, we are here in front of angry sons. We notice that in Deuteronomy 21, 18-21 
it is said: “18. If a man has a stubborn and rebellious son, which will not obey the voice of 
his father, or the voice of his mother, and that, when they have chastened him, will not 
hearken unto them: 19. Then shall his father and his mother lay hold on him, and bring 
him out unto the elders of his city, and unto the gate of his place; 20. And they shall say 
unto the elders of his city, This, our son, is stubborn and rebellious; he will not obey our 
voice; he is a glutton and a drunkard. 21 And all the men of his city shall stone him with 
stones, that he die: so shalt thou put evil away from among you; and all Israel shall hear and 
fear”. The two of them do not risk a lot; they risk it all. It is only a father’s kind of love 
generosity that preserves their being. 
2 The passage to remember is “he wasted his fortune by living in debauchery” – kai ekei 
dieskoprise ten ousian autou zon asotos / dissipavit substantiam suam vivendo luxuriose”. Three words 
get our attention. The fortune, a term translated with ousia / substantia (fundamentally, it is 
about a Father’s being which is the same as a Son’s being. But the sons do not know that, 
one is immature, the other is stubborn. Then we have the verb diaskorpizo for wasting. The 
meaning is one of ontological disease, of spreading, of vicious settlement, of life without expectation of 
saving. This connects everything with the third term asotos (without salvation = a– soteria) 
“The adjective sôs derived from the noun soteria (“salvation”) is connected with the latin 
sanus which means that man’s salvation is a state of ontological health of the soul” (Lemeni, 
2018, 1-3) They also refer to (Pleşu 2012, 262-263). 
3 “And when he came to himself” – In se autem reversus – it means: the a– soterical situation 
passed, salvation is close, and it is in us, “Thy faith hath saved thee” – Fides tua te salvam 
fecit – Luke 7, 50 (the moment with the woman who sinned). The words are equal in power 
with those used in the moment of the woman who bled, Matthew 9, 22: “thy faith hath 
made thee whole.” – Fides tua te salvam fecit. 
4 “In the Semitic culture, an honorable man never runs. The clothing of that time was such 
that one could not run without lifting up the lower part of his clothes. This implied the 
uncovering (deemed impudent) of the legs. The father accepts this gesture. Therefore, 
thanks to the compassion, he admits an undignified posture” (Pleşu 2012, 267). He,  
therefore, breaks tradition in order to acknowledge the identity of the recovered son.  
5 We are still witnessing of a battle of adverbs: “never, an absolute temporal negation, a 
negative adverb (numquam) used twice by the prodigal son’s brother (Luke 15, 29 – 
“neither transgressed” and “never”)” and always – semper, a temporal absolute affirmation, a 
positive adverb used only once by the father of the two angry sons (Luke 15, 31). Once for 
the father is more than twice for the eldest son. The son at home sees himself as a servant 
and his father as a master, but the father only sees him as a son. 
6 We dealt with this problem in an ethical perspective in (Adămu ț 2011). Now the 
emphasis is moved to the theological aspect, without suspending the ethical.  
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On Tradition: Phenomenological Exercises and Historical Reconstructions 

 

Abstract: The main aim of this text is to perform an analysis of the tradition from 
a phenomenological point of view. The tradition is a totality in which one tries 
to inserate oneself, with the purpose to find its meaning. For this reason one 
interiorises outer tradition. The layers of meaning of the inner tradition that we 
may encounter are: 1) the layer of our habitualities, that we encounter in ourselves 
in a passive, unreflected way; 2) the conscient encounter with this layer of the inner 
tradition; 3) in an onthological meaning, the encounter with the tradition consists 
in understanding the presence within us of the formal structure of the tradition; 
4) the conscious understanding of one’s own tradition takes place when we submit 
our own tradition to a genealogic exercise (Nietzsche) or to a teleologico-historical 
reflection (Husserl) or to a destruction (Heidegger) through which its origins in a 
lifeworld become obvious and it is purified of the sediments appeared in time; 
5) by discovering the pure possibilities offered by tradition, its assuming becomes 
possible; 6) from a pragmatic point of view, the assuming of the tradition varies 
according to the place granted to tradition according to the epoch and to the form 
of life.  
 

Keywords: tradition, identity, habitualities, phenomenology, hermeneutics, Husserl, 
Heidegger, Gadamer. 
 
 

Sens historiques de la tradition 
 
Les sens de la tradition varient d’une époque à l’autre. Dans son sens fort, 

la tradition serait une structure donnée de manière définitive dès le début de 
l’existence de l’homme et gardée précieusement tout au long de l’histoire. Ce 
sens de la tradition, de donnée inaltérable, qui n’est située ni dans le temps ni 
dans l’espace, est encore évoqué dans certains débats d’idées du XXe siècle, 
par des auteurs comme René Guénon, Antoine Faivre, Mircea Eliade, 
Henry Corbin, Julius Evola. Pour tous ces auteurs, la tradition signifie de la 
cohérence et le fait de garder des connaissances originaires. Avec un sens 
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pareil, la distinction entre Tradition et traditions est obligatoire, le pluriel 
désignant l’aspect spatial et temporel, à savoir l’aspect concret, de ces données 
invariantes. La connaissance traditionnelle n’est pas médiée par le mental in-
dividuel ou collectif, tandis que la connaissance scientifique ou philosophique 
se réalise par l’intermédiaire de nos schémas mentaux. Il y a des considéra-
tions de ce type dans l’œuvre de René Guénon (1994), par exemple, pour qui 
les traits de la Tradition primordiale, d’origine divine, sont: l’universalité des 
principes et de ses vérités, la déductibilité à partir d’un nombre de principes 
de toutes les connaissances et applications humaines, aussi bien que sa 
cognoscibilité exclusivement par une intuition intellectuelle. 

La modernité illuministe a renoncé au sens fort de la tradition, son 
esprit critique ayant favorisé l’apparition d’une « tradition anti-traditionnelle » 
(Calinescu 1987, 65). C’est une tradition – puisque c’est la première époque 
douée d’une immense volonté de recherche de son « propre », exprimé comme 
un nouvel élément, différent par rapport aux époques antérieures. En plus, 
elle possède l’illusion d’avoir le pouvoir d’acquérir une parfaite conscience de 
soi, en tant que nouveau paradigme apparu sur la scène du monde. Mais elle 
est tout à la fois anti-traditionnelle. Quoiqu’à la recherche de sa propre 
identité, elle met en question tout ce qui vient d’être conquis, n’étant pas 
à même de s’en tenir à une seule figure identitaire. Quoique de manière 
différente, la modernité sociale s’érige également contre la tradition. A  
l’encontre de ce qui est transmis, la raison instrumentale (la raison dirigée vers 
un but) occupe le devant de la scène. Max Weber, qui en fait une description 
ample, la met en relation avec le déclin de la religion et de la métaphysique 
classique. La situation équivaut toujours avec le rejet de l’autorité et de la 
tradition, sa conséquence étant le fait d’assumer entièrement la doctrine du 
progrès. La confiance dans les possibilités de la science et de la technique 
augmente, ainsi que l’orientation vers le pragmatisme, le culte de l’action et du 
succès (Calinescu 1987). Le principe de la modernité sociale pourrait être que 
toute chose peut être dominée par un calcul rationnel. Il n’y a plus de secrets 
pour l’homme. Le monde est à sa portée. Il n’a qu’à le connaître, le dominer 
et le transformer par le biais de la technique. Mais la société, elle aussi, est à sa 
portée, et les expériences scientifiques – réalisées au nom de la raison – ne 
tarderont pas à apparaître. La disparition de toute force transcendante, 
incalculable, soutient un immense processus de désenchantement du monde 
(Weber 1967, 17). 

De toute évidence, le romantisme a réhabilité l’idée de tradition, ayant 
découvert que la raison ne devait pas s’opposer aux préjugés. Ces derniers 
sont, de toute manière, inévitables, et le fait de les accepter représente un acte 
parfaitement rationnel, comme le montre Gadamer. En même temps, l’idée 
de tradition refait son apparition grâce à la redécouverte de la présupposition 
du tout par la philosophie romantique du langage (Herder, Wilhelm von 
Humboldt), mais aussi par l’herméneutique romantique (Schleiermacher). 
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Dans la plus pure de ses expressions, on rencontre cette présupposition chez 
Hegel. Dans La logique, § 82, on apprend que le spéculatif ou le rationnel po-
sitif est « unité de déterminations particulières » (Hegel 1992, 120). Autrement 
dit, cette vaste instance, que Hegel appelle raison positive, comprend en soi 
toutes les oppositions, tout en les dépassant et s’avérant être de la sorte une 
totalité concrète. Elle n’est donc pas un tout déjà constitué, immuable et inva-
riant. Par contre, elle a sa propre vie, assurée par la dialectique ou le rationnel 
négatif, un « pouvoir universel et irrésistible ». Cette dernière est «ce passage 
immanent au-delà », il s’agit donc d’un principe du mouvement, de l’activité, 
et âme de toute connaissance (Hegel 1992, § 81, 119). Comme infini ou non 
conditionné, le spéculatif n’est pas un tout configuré de manière définitive, 
mais un tout qui acquiert par soi-même sa propre vie. C’est justement le con-
flit des interprétations qu’il sous-tend qui lui assure un sens véritable. Cette 
idée inspirera Gadamer, lorsqu’il aura essayé de réhabiliter des termes comme 
tradition et préjugé. Il prêtera attention au fait que la tradition est réellement 
un préalable de notre compréhension, mais un préalable qui ne nous déter-
mine pas entièrement à partir du passé, étant étroitement lié à la situation 
présente de l’interprète. Ainsi, la tradition retrouve sa propre vie historique 
par la dépendance d’une appropriation et d’une interprétation sans cesse re-
nouvelées (Gadamer 1990a, 401). Elle prétend être assumée et entretenue, 
son acceptation consistant à la soumettre incessamment à la critique. Celle-ci 
se réalise lorsque l’interprète applique les données transmises à sa propre 
situation. En fait, ce n’est pas seulement l’horizon du présent qui confère de 
la vie à ce préalable de notre compréhension, mais aussi l’avenir, tout comme 
on l’apprend dans quelques pages de Heidegger (1972, § 65, 323-331). C’est 
justement ce dernier horizon temporel qui devient à présent constitutif de la 
compréhension de soi de l’homme, y compris du recouvrement de son passé 
et de son présent. Par l’entremise d’auteurs comme Hegel, Heidegger et 
Gadamer, le sens de la tradition comme jeu permanent de forces opposées 
s’impose. Elle n’est plus placée de manière exclusive dans l’horizon du passé, 
mais elle se constitue par la relation permanente avec le présent et l’avenir. 

Enfin, le troisième sens explique la tradition par deux mécanismes qui 
appartiennent plutôt au régime privé: la tentative de chaque auteur de 
modifier son propre soi et le désir de redécrire une instance plus vaste, qui 
comprenne le tout. On rencontre cette idée chez Harold Bloom, qui envisage 
de défendre le « canon occidental » de la littérature. Dans ce dessein, il prend 
comme point de départ la conviction que la littérature n’est pas seulement du 
langage, c’est de la volonté figurative, et plus précisément, la volonté des 
auteurs d’être différents par rapport à la tradition, aux métaphores et aux 
images des prédécesseurs (Bloom 1994, 6, 12). Selon Bloom, la tradition n’est 
pas le processus de transmission bénigne, mais le conflit entre le génie du passé 
et l’aspiration présente (Bloom 1994, 8-9). Ainsi, un auteur est canonique 
justement par son étrangeté, qui découle de la profondeur du soi, signe de la 



Sur la tradition. Exercices phénoménologiques et reconstructions historiques 

 46 

confrontation avec sa propre finitude. L’idée se trouve chez Rorty lorsqu’il 
thématise la manière d’être de l’ironiste libéral. Celui-ci croit à la contingence 
du langage, étant intéressé plutôt par la différence et la nouveauté de son 
vocabulaire que par sa justesse et la convergence avec le passé (Rorty 1989, 
77). Il ne voit dans la succession des systèmes philosophiques que des 
« substitutions graduelles, tacites, d’un ancien vocabulaire par un nouveau 
vocabulaire ». Il poursuit le changement de l’image de soi, la re-création de 
soi. « Nous, les ironistes, nous espérons que par cette redescription continue, 
nous pourrons configurer le meilleur soi qui puisse être ». En dehors de cette 
caractéristique, les ironistes théoriciens (Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger) sont 
tentés de redécrire également le tout dont ils sentent qu’ils font partie – 
l’Esprit, l’Europe, l’Etre (Rorty 1989, 100-121). 

Dans toutes ces situations, la tradition reste une instance plus vaste où 
l’homme essaie de s’insérer. Ainsi, il peut participer à un sens plus compré-
hensif que celui strictement individuel. Et il exerce de la sorte son pathos 
intégrateur, sans renoncer à sa propre liberté. Autrement dit, la tradition peut 
être cette entité englobante qui puisse justifier les actes des hommes (comme 
le faisaient jadis des principes comme Dieu, l’être, l’esprit ou l’histoire). 

 
De la tradition extérieure à la tradition intérieure 

 
Pour thématiser quelque chose du point de vue phénoménologique, il 

est nécessaire que cette chose se montre, apparaisse, se donne. Si l’on veut 
comprendre du point de vue phénoménologique la tradition, on doit se poser 
la question: dans quel sens la tradition est-elle un phénomène ? Quelles sont 
ses manières d’apparition ? Autrement dit, où est-ce qu’on rencontre plus 
précisément la tradition ? En quoi et par quoi se montre-t-elle ? 

Tout d’abord, il paraît que nous entrons en contact avec la tradition par le 
biais des livres d’histoire. Mais cette chose qu’on y retrouve n’est pas la 
tradition même, mais une idée de la tradition: une explication du concept de 
tradition, de la pluralité des traditions, de leur rapport avec différents espaces 
culturels, de la manière dont ils influencent nos vies. On apprend dans les 
livres qu’il y a une tradition chinoise et une tradition mexicaine, une tradition 
russe et une tradition française. En même temps, on peut apprendre qu’il y a 
une tradition européenne et une tradition asiatique ou, au moins dans les 
livres d’histoire de la philosophie, qu’il y a une tradition occidentale et une 
tradition orientale, une tradition continentale et une autre analytique, et les 
exemples peuvent continuer. La manière livresque de prendre contact avec 
la tradition peut nous placer sur une fausse piste, tout en nous créant 
l’impression que la tradition désigne quelque chose d’extérieur. 

Tout en poursuivant la voie livresque, on n’entre probablement pas en 
contact dans un premier temps avec notre propre tradition, mais avec les 
traditions des autres. Mais ce contact – appelons-le épistémologique – est-il 
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une véritable rencontre ? Et comment est-il possible, en définitive ? Et quel 
est cet aspect en nous qui vient à la rencontre d’une tradition étrangère ? Ne 
la percevons-nous pas seulement de notre point de vue ? Et notre propre 
perspective sur le monde n’est-elle pas déjà impliquée dans un tel contact 
extérieur avec les traditions des autres ? Autrement dit, le contact avec 
les traditions étrangères a lieu du point de vue de notre tradition ? Bien 
évidemment. Vue comme quelque chose d’extérieur, la tradition est comprise 
comme objet intentionnel, pouvant être un objet de la simple observation ou 
même un objet d’étude. 

Mais qu’en est-il du contact avec notre propre tradition ? Lorsqu’on la 

découvre au moment des fêtes, ou en comprenant la culture populaire, ou en 
connaissant le fait que notre propre tradition prédétermine – ou au moins 

favorise – certaines manières d’agir, certaines sensibilités propres, notre 

manière de nous situer dans le monde, alors est-on plus près d’elle ? Malheu-
reusement, non. L’introduction même de l’idée de causalité dans l’explication 

du rapport avec sa propre tradition trahit le même regard extérieur sur celle-

ci, tout en menant à sa compréhension comme phénomène de type objet. 

Cette manière de comprendre la tradition comme objet extérieur est 

propre aussi bien à l’attitude naturelle, naïve, qu’à l’historiographie moderne. 

Car dans l’historisme du 19e siècle, le rapport à la tradition est purement 

méthodologique. L’idéal de ce courant de pensée était celui de connaître de 
manière objective le passé, et, par conséquent, le passé devait être traité 

comme un objet situé à distance du sujet connaisseur, une distance que le 

sujet peut parcourir grâce à l’empathie. La tradition – et sa propre tradition 
même – est donc comprise en l’occurrence comme quelque chose d’extérieur 

(Gadamer 1990a, 201). 

Par contre, la pensée phénoménologico-herméneutique conçoit la tradition 
comme pure intériorité. Ce changement de perspective a été possible grâce au 

dévoilement de la dimension historique de l’être humain. Nous ne sommes 

pas les maîtres de l’histoire, par contre, nous sommes de simples moments 

dans le survenir de l’histoire. L’idée apparaît tout d’abord sous la forme d’une 

réplique que le graphe Yorck donne au bien plus connu philosophe allemand 

Dilthey. Par la suite, elle est analysée par Heidegger, qui met l’accent sur 
l’enjeu ontologique du problème de l’histoire. Ecrire de l’histoire n’est  

possible que dans la mesure où on devient conscients de l’historicité de l’être 

humain, qui est un existentiel du Dasein. Gadamer va plus en profondeur de 

cette approche, tout en redéplaçant l’attention sur le concept de tradition. 
L’histoire nous précède, elle devance notre réflexion, tout comme le montre 

également Paul Ricœur. Avant d’appartenir à nous-mêmes, nous appartenons 

à l’histoire. C’est pourquoi la rencontre avec l’histoire, et, de manière 
implicite, avec la tradition, ne se passe pas seulement de temps en temps, 

suite à un effort méthodologique particulier. Ce n’est pas la rencontre de 
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quelque chose d’extérieur. Par contre, nous sommes à tout moment des êtres 

historiques, nous portons l’histoire en nous et nous pouvons la découvrir 
même dans notre pure intériorité1. Notre rapport à n’importe quel type 

de réalité est donc possible en vertu de notre historicité et, grâce à cette 

structure, le rapport au monde est médié par l’histoire concrète que nous 
portons en nous à tout moment. 

 

Facettes de la tradition intérieure 
 

La tradition est la manière dont l’histoire devient concrète. Notre rapport à 

l’histoire est médié par la tradition. Pour relier les deux facettes de la tradition 

dévoilées jusqu’ici, il faut dire que la rencontre avec la tradition extérieure 
n’est possible que grâce à la tradition qui existe en nous, de la tradition 

comprise comme structure intérieure du sujet. Cette structure formelle 

comporte à la fois un aspect concret, comprenant la couche des préjugés et 
des croyances nourries par chacun d’entre nous. Mais de quelle manière va-t-

on à la rencontre de cette couche de profondeur, qui est déjà à l’œuvre avec 

chaque rapport que l’on a avec le monde ? 
Pour employer la terminologie de la phénoménologie husserlienne,  

l’intériorité est la totalité des actes intentionnels du moi. Ceux-ci sont soit 

présents, réalisés maintenant, soit passés, ces derniers étant gardés dans la 
conscience potentielle, dans une sorte de dépôt des actes déjà accomplis, sur 

lesquels on peut revenir par la réflexion (qui les transforme toutefois en objets 

intentionnels), mais qui sont tout à la fois un fondement des habitualités sur 
lesquelles s’appuient les actes intentionnels réalisés à présent. En l’absence de 

ce fondement, toute expérience du moi serait tout à fait nouvelle (Husserl 

2012, § 27). Si en ce qui concerne la perception on peut comprendre facile-

ment ce mécanisme par des exemples, on doit admettre qu’en dehors des 
habitualités de la perception, il y a également les habitualités de nature axiolo-

gique, de type normatif, mais aussi affectif, etc. La réalisation des actes inten-

tionnels qui présupposent des valeurs, normes, affects n’est possible que sur 
le fondement d’une continuité que le moi présent possède par rapport aux 

habitualités liées aux valeurs, normes, affects, etc. Ces dernières ne sont 

néanmoins pas seulement celles réalisées dans le passé de sa propre vie, mais 
aussi celles que l’on reçoit de l’extérieur, de la tradition extérieure de la com-

munauté, du groupe, de la société, etc. Ces dernières sont déjà intériorisées de 

manière inconsciente ou consciente, dans ce dernier cas ayant affaire à une 
sélection, à des choix et au fait d’assumer. 

Selon Gadamer, la tradition nous interpelle. Il y a un jeu entre l’étrangeté 

(Fremdheit) et la familiarité (Vertrauheit) de la tradition par rapport à nous 
(Gadamer 1990a, 300). Ses réponses, qui paraissent toutes faites au premier 

abord, sont en fait des questions qu’elle nous adresse. Ce sont des questions 
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qui, une fois assumées, nous mettent en question de manière radicale, à 

l’encontre des fausses certitudes de première instance, en nous poussant à 
nous élever à la hauteur du monde qu’elle nous révèle. L’appartenance à 

une tradition, donc notre conditionnement, est un élément de la vérité 

même (Gadamer 1990b, 41). Par cette idée, Gadamer reprend un thème 
heideggérien: la réflexion sur ses propres conditionnements n’empiète pas sur 

le caractère scientifique de l’analyse historique. Par contre, c’est justement la 

prise de conscience de l’endroit où l’on se trouve (« ce que nous sommes 
nous-mêmes et ce que nous pouvons entendre du passé ») doit être considé-

rée comme la marque du caractère scientifique. La situation herméneutique 

est interrogative, affirme Gadamer, car chaque énoncé doit être regardé 

comme la réponse à une question. Découvrir la couche interrogative au-delà 
des énoncés équivaut à casser la sphère égalisatrice des préconceptions quoti-

diennes. C’est justement ce que Heidegger nommait destruction phénomé-

nologique. Le dessein en est de nous faire approprier l’histoire, à savoir la tra-
dition intérieure, telle qu’elle est transmise par l’intermédiaire de la langue que 

nous parlons et dans laquelle nous vivons (Gadamer 1990b, 50). L’idée est 

exposée par Gadamer aussi bien dans le vocabulaire heideggérien que dans 
celui hégélien: la manière dont la tradition survient dans toute compréhension 

(donc dans tous nos rapports avec le monde) est conçue selon le modèle de la 

présence de la substantialité dans toute subjectivité (Gadamer 1990a, 307). 
L’enjeu en est le problème de la limitation de la conscience individuelle 

par un sujet plus large – chez Gadamer, la conscience de l’histoire des effets 

(wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewuβtsein) –, construit probablement selon le concept 
hégélien d’esprit objectif (Grondin 1994, 59)2. 

La rencontre avec la tradition intérieure se dévoile donc sur plusieurs 

niveaux: 1) En premier lieu, c’est la rencontre réalisée de manière passive, non 

réfléchie, avec la couche de nos habitualités. 2) Ensuite, c’est la rencontre 
consciente avec cette couche de la tradition intérieure, lorsqu’en y réfléchis-

sant, on prend conscience de son existence en nous. 3) La rencontre avec la 

tradition comporte également un sens ontologique, quand on comprend la 
présence en nous de la structure formelle de la tradition. 4) La compréhension 

consciente de sa propre tradition, telle qu’elle est à l’œuvre en nous, a lieu 

lorsqu’on soumet sa propre tradition à un exercice généalogique (Nietzsche) 
ou à une « réflexion téléologico-historique » (Husserl 1996, 1) ou à une 

destruction (Heidegger 1972, § 6, 19-27) destinée à mettre en évidence ses 

origines dans un monde de la vie et, tout à la fois, à la purifier des sédiments 
apparus au long du temps. 5) Ce n’est qu’ainsi, ayant découvert les possibilités 

pures offertes par la tradition, que devient possible le fait de l’assumer. 6) La 

présence de la tradition en nous, la manière dont elle est à l’œuvre tiennent 
d’un mécanisme complexe. Le fait d’assumer la tradition diffère en fonction 

de la place accordée à la tradition d’une époque à l’autre, d’une forme de vie à 
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l’autre. Elle est effective d’une certaine manière si l’on croit au pouvoir de la 

tradition de transmettre des données immuables et d’une tout autre manière si 
l’on considère qu’elle a un caractère contingent, tout en se construisant dans 

la sphère privée de chacun. 

Qu’est ce qui est transmis, après tout, par l’intermédiaire de la tradition ? 

En l’occurrence, l’analyse heideggérienne met au clair le problème. Si ce qui 

est transmis était une sorte de « dépôt » des objets et des idées du passé, la 

tradition ne serait que quelque chose de muséal, une simple collection de 

curiosités du passé que nous pourrions considérer comme extérieures. Au-

trement dit, inspiré par l’analyse heideggérienne, le rapport à la tradition ne 

serait pas authentique. En fait, ce sont les possibilités du passé qui sont 

transmises vers nous. La tradition est un réservoir des possibilités que l’on 

assume par réitération et vers lesquelles on se projette de manière authentique 

(Heidegger 1972, § 74, 382-387). Elle a un sens transcendantal: elle rend 

possible notre expérience dans le monde. Elle nous confère un monde à 

l’intérieur duquel nous sommes invités à habiter. 

Les possibilités que l’on assume sont celles qu’on peut rencontrer en tant 

que telles, donc celles qui se trouvent à notre portée. Il n’y a que ces possibi-

lités qui font partie de notre monde. De la sorte, on peut expliquer l’aspect 

spatial des traditions, leurs noms en termes géographiques. A la seule préci-

sion près que les proximités ne sont pas seulement spatiales, mais aussi tem-

porelles, historiques, politiques, culturelles, etc. C’est pourquoi les traditions 

sont également nommées en termes historico-politiques, comme, par exemple, 

les traditions nationales. Il s’agit d’un simple accident historique, tenant de la 

manière particulière dont le monde est rangé du point de vue politique. 

Ensuite, elles sont nommées selon les configurations culturelles ou spirituelles, 

comme la tradition continentale ou analytique, ou la tradition orientale et 

occidentale. 

Si la tradition signifie garder ce qui reste d’important du passé (Gadamer), 

c’est parce que le fait de la garder présuppose assumer de manière répétitive 

les possibilités essentielles du passé, ces possibilités qui nomment ce qui est 

« universel » (Heidegger 1972, 395). Mais de quelle manière peut-on avoir 

accès à cet universel de la tradition ? Avant tout, la voie vers l’universalisation 

nécessite la compréhension de sa propre finitude. Ce n’est que de la sorte que 

devient possible la formation individuelle (Bildung), le fait de s’élever au-dessus 

de son propre soi particulier (Gadamer). Cette voie vers l’universalité présup-

pose la médiation entre passé et présent, nommée par Gadamer « fusion des 

horizons ». Mais qu’est-ce qui nous garantit que les possibilités gardées du 

passé sont les possibilités essentielles ? Est-ce que la fusion contrôlée des 

horizons est suffisante ? Est-elle une sorte d’état de veille (expression que 

Gadamer emprunte au jeune Heidegger) sur la médiation entre passé et 
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présent ? Cette forme de vigilance est-elle suffisante pour comprendre 

comment la tradition peut être assumée de manière authentique ? A mon avis, 

non. D’ailleurs, Heidegger avait déjà averti que le fait d’assumer de manière 

authentique le passé (ce qui a été de manière essentielle) ne pouvait être 

réalisé en prenant comme point de départ le passé même, et dans une 

moindre mesure le présent. Au contraire, l’accès à ce que le passé a d’essentiel 

n’est possible qu’en partant de l’avenir authentique, car ce n’est qu’ainsi que 

l’être humain s’ouvre vers ses possibilités pures. C’est pourquoi la réponse 

heideggérienne est en l’occurrence plus forte que celle gadamérienne, étant, je 

dirais, incontournable: l’ouverture vers les possibilités authentiques du passé a 

lieu dans une disposition affective tout à fait spéciale, dans laquelle, ayant 

dépassé sa situation habituelle au milieu de l’étant, le Dasein réussit à rester 

face à face avec sa possibilité la plus pure.  

La tradition est donc le fondement de la continuité, mais elle s’active par 

une sélection et, en particulier, par le choix de soi que l’homme opère, donc 

par une critique de soi et une différence par rapport à soi qu’il a le devoir de 

marquer.  
 

Notes 

 
1 Nietzsche écrivait à son tour dans Humain, trop humain (II, § 223), que « nous avons besoin 

de l’histoire car le passé répand en nous ses mille vagues. » (Nietzsche 1999, 477) 
2 Sur l’hégélianisme de Gadamer, cf. Fruchon 1994. 
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Tradition and spiritual master. André Scrima 
 

Abstract: This article discusses the multiple meanings of spiritual tradition, fol-
lowing the texts of André Scrima like The Time of the Burning Bush. The Spiritual 
Master in the Orthodox Tradition. The main idea of Scrima’s book is to understand the 
tradition as a living process of transmiting the truth, rather than a substantial form 
of history, as it is very often conceived. Thus, the spiritual tradition does not 
encompass texts and remnants of the past, but the living search for spiritual 
meanings, following the traces that this meaning leaves in time and on the surface 
of objects. In the same time, the opposition between tradition and heresy is 
secondary in this perspective, since what matters is the inclusive force of thadition, 
its way of understanding the other and open a dialogue with him.  
 
Keywords: tradition, spiritual master, trace, history, André Scrima. 

 

 
Introduction 

 
En début du premier volume de son ouvrage The Christian Tradition. A 

History of the Development of Doctrine, Jaroslav Pelikan fait la remarque que le 
terme de « tradition » a pris contour dans l’histoire du christianisme principa-
lement par opposition au terme d’« hérésie », d’où aussi son apparence 
immuable, atemporelle:  

 

There is a sense in which the very notion of tradition seems inconsistent with the 
idea of history as movement and change. For tradition is thought to be ancient, 
hallowed by age, unchanged since it was first estabhshed once upon a time. It 
does not have a history, since history implies the appearance, at a certain point in 
time, of that which had not been there before. According to the Ecclesiastical 
History of Eusebius, orthodox Christian doctrine did not really have a history, 
having been true eternally and taught primmitively; only heresy had a history, 
having arisen at particular times and through the innovations of particular  
teachers. (Pelikan 1971, 7) 
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Alors, dans ce contexte, on assimile (au moins en partie) la tradition au canon, 
à la version officielle d’une vérité, au repère axiologique ou épistémique 
assumé et reconnu en tant que tel d’une communauté.  

Je vais essayer de proposer en ce qui suit une alternative à cette manière 
substantialiste de concevoir la tradition (et que, d’ailleurs, Pelikan le problé-
matise lui aussi). La « sortie de l’histoire » peut transformer en vestige muet, 
impersonnel, en objet opaque ce qui en fait s’oppose originairement à cette 
manière d’être: la vie de l’esprit, celle qui constitue le contenu ultime de la tra-
dition spirituelle, au moins dans son acception chrétienne. Dans quelques de 
ses textes, le Père André Scrima suggère cette alternative. Son approche n’est 
pas historique mais Ŕ pour le citer Ŕ phénoménologique.  

La tradition, au sens qu’on va lui attribuer ici, s’oppose à toute façon 
exclusive de considérer la vérité. Elle ne définit pas par limitation et  
différenciation, mais par force d’inclusion. En d’autres mots, la vérité d’un fait 
ne consiste pas, dans le domaine de l’esprit, dans sa capacité de triompher 
dans une dispute sur d’autres vérités, mais dans sa capacité de faire ces 
dernières se reconnaître en elle, voire communiquer par elle. En corollaire de 
cela: la tradition chrétienne est essentiellement œcuménique, hospitalière, 
toujours attentive envers l’autre, universelle dans le sens tendre et discret de la 
lumière matinale qui inonde peu à peu tous les coins du monde. En deuxième 
lieu, la tradition est essentiellement une « transmission », un acte vivant de 
renouvellement d’un message originaire, en permanence actualisé. Un second 
corollaire survient ainsi: la tradition n’est jamais vieill(i)e. Dans la mesure où 
elle est fidèle à sa substance, elle est mobile et fluide, en refusant le statut 
ontologique clos de l’objet. Enfin, on pourrait faire encore une affirmation 
préliminaire, que ces marques définitoires de la tradition spirituelle, qui 
l’opposent aux autres types de traditions conçues comme fidélité envers un 
canon dérivent en réalité d’un fait unique: à savoir que le « sujet » de la 
transmission d’une leçon de l’esprit, c’est l’esprit lui-même. Donc, les formes 
concrètes de la tradition, sa matérialité ne représentent qu’un repère ou 
un langage d’un message se formulant au-delà d’elles, dans une iconomie 
(iconomy) transcendante. Bref:  

 

La paradosis (comme d’autres formes aussi de vie traditionnelle) ne définit pas 
ce qu’on enseigne de façon linéaire, visible et quantitative. Elle n’est pas une 
translation, mais une transmission; la paradosis est ce qui passe par, au-delà, dans 
l’Esprit. La transmission concrète, d’une personne à l’autre, suscite sans faute une 
transmission verticale, zénithale (para, par l’invisible, pourrait-on dire). (Scrima 
2000, 51) 

 

Ces lignes du Père Scrima expriment au fond « la thèse » de cet article. Elles 
essaient de considérer la tradition comme acte, comme transmission, et non 
comme sédiment d’une histoire. Grâce à ce que le Père Scrima écrit sur le 
Buisson Ardent et sur le confesseur Ivan Kulîghin, le lecteur rencontre non 
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« l’ancienne » tradition des Hésychastes dans le désert, mais la manière 
concrète dont elle est communiquée à présent à un monde qui risque de la 
réifier pour toujours. Le livre dont je vais parler succinctement ci-dessous 
n’est pas à propos de la tradition, mais il est lui-même tradition, articulée à la 
fois comme confession et comme nostalgie pour le Bucarest perdu des 
années 1940.  

 
L’événement fondateur: le Buisson Ardent 

 
Le texte du Père Scrima est en réalité une remémoration, aux années 

1990, de l’événement qui, produit au cours de la jeunesse, allait marquer 
décisivement toute son existence: la rencontre avec les membres du Buisson 
Ardent. Étudiant à la Faculté des Lettres et de Philosophie de l’Université de 
Bucarest, passionné par la physique (pour quelque temps, étudiant à la Faculté 
de Mathématique et de Physique), le jeune André Scrima est coopté par 
Anton Dumitriu comme assistant universitaire à la Chaire de Logique. Les 
deux deviennent de grands amis et chacun aura sur l’autre une forte influence 
spirituelle. En 1945, le Professeur lui facilite une rencontre avec Marcel 
Avramescu, qui l’introduit dans le « cénacle » chrétien du Buisson Ardent, 
qui se déroulait régulièrement au Monastère d’Antim de Bucarest. Des  
intellectuels laïcs, des artistes, des moines, des ingénieurs s’y réunissent pour 
parler sur le christianisme, le monde, le salut, la prière, sur Dieu et l’homme. 
Un1 événement secret dans l’histoire du groupe se produit en 1945. Sandu 
Tudor, Alexandru Mironescu et Benedict Ghiuş rencontrent, au Monastère 
de Cernica, le confesseur Ivan Kulygin de Optina, arrivé en Roumanie 
avec le Métropolite Nicolas de Rostov en 1943. Jean l’Étranger (c’est le nom 
qu’il prendra plus tard) est un moine intelligent, profond connaisseur de 
l’hésychasme et pratiquant la Prière du cœur. Le Père transmettra aux 
membres du groupe du Monastère d’Antim la leçon sur la vie spirituelle, qu’il 
vivait de tout son être, à côté de l’icône du Buisson Ardent, qui se trouve 
encore, à nos jours, dans l’Église. Roman Braga le caractérise de la manière 
suivante: 

 

je pourrais dire que ce fut le Père Ivan Kulygin qui a fondé le Buisson Ardent. Le 
Père Sandu Tudor, qui n’était à cette époque-là qu’un simple moine, était dans le 
fond toujours un chercheur, comme tous les autres. Ce fut le Père Ivan Kulygin 
qui imposa la règle de la bénédiction pour la Prière du cœur, d’où l’on voit que, 
dans sa perspective, quelqu’un ne pouvait pas pratiquer la prière de Jésus sans 
qu’un initié comme lui en ait connaissance, le conseille et le bénisse. (Braga 1999, 
118, traduit par nous)  

 

Autrement dit, le Père Ivan Kulygin serait, pour les membres du Buisson 
Ardent, l’emblème vivant de la tradition hésychaste, le sujet et Ŕ à la fois Ŕ 

l’objet de la transmission de la prière du cœur. A un moment donné, en 
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voyant André Scrima lors d’une réunion du « cénacle », il dit aux personnes 

présentes: « Ce jeune homme a besoin de moi ». Connaissance faite, l’amitié 
née alors entre les deux allait durer à jamais. Une année plus tard, le Père Ivan 

Kulygin serait arrêté par les soviétiques et porté dans le Goulag. Avant 

cela, il laissait en tant que « testament spirituel » une lettre de bénédiction 
et de préceptes aux membres du Buisson Ardent. Déjà étudiant en théologie 

et futur moine, prêtre et archimandrite de la Patriarchie Œcuménique, 

représentant du Patriarche Athénagoras au Concile de Vatican II, professeur 
et fondateur du monastère Saint Georges de Deir el Harf, Liban, André 

Scrima allait prendre avec lui en Occident, quand il quitterait la Roumanie 

pour 50 ans, la lettre du Père Ivan Kulygin. Il la commenterait à maintes 

reprises devant un auditoire occidental, à Bossey et à Paris, ranimerait sa 
substance dans des lettres et des commentaires, et aux années 1990, de retour 

à Bucarest (pour toujours, en 1996), il écrirait à son tour un « testament 

spirituel », une lecture herméneutique de la Lettre de Ivan Kulygin intitulée 
Rencontres autour d’un pèlerin étranger (Scrima 2000, 15-98).  

 

Le conseiller spirituel: la tradition vivante 
 

La rencontre entre André Scrima et le Père Ivan Kulygin représente un cas 

exemplaire de tradition vivante, comme acte vivant de communication d’une 
vérité de l’au-delà du monde. La lecture herméneutique de la lettre dont je 

parle ici est au fond une quintessence de l’entendement de la révélation dans 

la chaude lumière de l’Esprit, et le problème de la tradition, du conseil 
spirituel occupe, dans cette phénoménologie, une place centrale.  

L’explication intégrale du Père Scrima à propos de la manière dont on 

transmet la doctrine spirituelle est placée sous le signe d’une exigence 

théologique majeure: à savoir d’une lecture pneumatologique de l’histoire 
sacrée. Son événement central est la mort sur la Croix, quand le Sauveur 

« rend Son âme »: autrement dit, Il fait de la place à l’iconomie de l’Esprit, Il 

l’envoie dans le monde pour rendre compte de la vérité. Donc, l’accent 
pneumatologique de la théologie du Père Scrima constitue une première 

différence spécifique dans le paysage théologique de la Roumanie du XXe 

siècle, décisivement orientée vers la christologie. La conséquence en est que la 
discussion autour de la vérité sera, elle aussi, autrement dirigée. La vérité 

devient fluide et impossible à transformer en objet, comme une incision 

discrète pénétrant dans l’intimité des choses afin de les entrouvrir vers les 
cieux. L’Esprit, remarque le Père Scrima, n’a pas un visage à lui; son visage est 

pluriel et divers, à savoir le plérome des saints s’élevant du sein des hommes. 

De plus, il n’institue pas une réalité à part dans le monde mais il la traverse en 
tant qu’instance critique, comme une nuance discrète disloquant les identités 

et détruisant les opacités apparentes des objets.  
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La vérité de cet Esprit est transmise comme tradition spirituelle. Et la 
relation entre le maître (quel que soit son nom dans de diverses religions et 
cultures) et le disciple se soumet à sa « logique » fluide, dynamique et jamais 
catégorique. En ce qui suit je reprendrais quelques commentaires extraits 
d’une étude (Tofan 2019) où la question de la tradition spirituelle est discutée 
dans la perspective de la théologie apophatique, projet essentiel pour  
comprendre la manière dont se constitue, pour le Père Scrima, l’expérience 
spirituelle.  

Un premier élément qui caractérise la relation des deux personnages c’est 
le caractère « récessif » du maître. Père Scrima donne l’exemple de la rela-
tion entre Vasile de Poiana Mărului et Paisie Velicicovschi et il fait le com-
mentaire suivant: « Un personnage qui se manifeste à l’extérieur, publique-
ment, est le reflet, par ce qu’il a de mieux, d’un maître qui reste derrière lui, 
caché, et qui le met, en fait, en lumière » (Scrima 2000, 34). Contrairement à 
la manière d’apprendre propre au monde, dans l’esprit l’enseignant est le 
personnage discret, placé dans la pénombre. Et cela parce qu’ici, montre 
Père Scrima, se produit un phénomène appartenant en réalité à l’ordre de 
l’Esprit: l’impersonnalisation en tant que condition de la tradition. Ce phéno-
mène, Michel Meslin allait l’appeler « transparence » (Meslin 1990, 14 sqq.), et 
il a un caractère plutôt technique: il dépend de l’art du maître de s’adapter en 
permanence à la manière d’être du disciple et de prendre celui-ci sur le che-
min qui lui est propre. Pour le Père Scrima, il n’en est pas ainsi: elle dépend 
du fait que le maître ne possède pas lui-même une identité « ferme », mais il 
est seulement un messager situé dans la même itinérance incertaine que le 
disciple. Il s’impersonnalise justement afin de rendre visible « le troisième », 
l’Esprit qui le transmet. Par conséquent, l’apprentissage n’a pas un sens 
cumulatif, il ne signifie pas apprendre une recette de la prière, et d’autant mois 
assimiler théoriquement des énoncés à propos des réalités transcendantes. Il 
consiste à livrer un sens, une direction qui pose le disciple en condition itiné-
rante, absorbée par le centre céleste de son propre être. Donc, non la stabilité, 
bien au contraire, la destruction des fondements opaques, c’est ce qui le 
maître spirituel offre; et il le fait discrètement, de l’ombre, pour ne pas trou-
bler aucunement avec sa propre ombre la lumière qu’il désire révéler.  

En deuxième lieu, l’enjeu de la transmission/ de l’enseignement spirituel 
n’est pas d’apporter une nouveauté, d’apprendre « quelque chose ». Tout se 
déroule dans un intervalle entre « pas encore » et « toujours déjà » de l’esprit. 
La visée des deux leur est intime, intérieure, elle les construit intérieurement 
et, en même temps, elle leur est infiniment éloignée, inaccessible entre les 
limites du monde: « Ces hommes, assumant au fond d’eux la condition d’un 
pèlerinage éternel, trouvent Dieu parce qu’Il les trouve d’avance » (Scrima 
2000, 32). Le maître ne représente pas, dans cette économie de la transmis-
sion de l’Esprit, qu’une occasion, un indice qui se révèle sous la forme d’un 
étranger qui disloque des certitudes et qui ébranle les fondements existentiels 
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du disciple. La description que le Père Scrima réalise ici est en quelque sorte 
étrange. Pour un auteur qu’il cite ci et là, Soren Kierkegaard, c’est précisément 
la nouveauté radicale qui est l’indice du christianisme, par rapport au vieux 
monde, circulaire, des Grec. Mais c’est une fausse polémique. Le Père Scrima 
veut, par son texte, libérer la tradition spirituelle de l’initiative humaine et 
l’attribuer à la transcendance, qui n’opère pas logiquement et qui n’est pas à la 
recherche de fausses continuités et cohérences:  

 

Il [le maître] est comme un éclair, comme un signal, une impulsion pour que 
s’éveille dans l’éventuel disciple l’entendement pour la voie qu’on lui propose. 
Le modèle de cette didactique spirituelle est christique. Brève apparition et  
retraite-attraite dans l’invisible: tout comme les fulgurantes apparitions après la 
Résurrection, quand Jésus disparaît à leurs yeux pour leur ouvrir l’autre vision. 
(Manolescu 2015, 163, traduit par nous) 

 

Le maître spirituel se laisse emporter, avec son disciple, par le même souffle 
de l’Esprit qui le guide et leur indique les repères de leur itinérance spirituelle. 
Et, de ce point de vue, l’« instanciation » des repères de la leçon spirituelle 
dans des figures en pierre lui est étrangère.  

En troisième lieu, ce ne sont pas uniquement l’image du maître ou le 
contenu de l’enseignement qui sont décisivement affectés par leur inscription 
dans l’itinérance sans fin de l’Esprit, mais aussi la manière d’être de cette 
tradition. Du point de vue ontologique, les catégories classiques d’« objet », 
« chose » ou « substance » n’arrivent plus la décrire. Le Père Scrima en trouve 
une autre, qui lui soit propre: la catégorie de « trace »: « La caractéristique 
spécifique du messager est qu’il est passager; il passe et il laisse une trace qui 
change notre statut » (Scrima 2000, 44). La doctrine chrétienne n’est pas, en 
d’autres mots, une somme de vestiges, mais un tissu de traces. La fragilité lui 
est constitutive, mais non comme signe de son indécision, mais de la discré-
tion et de l’ébranlement dont s’associe la prétention qu’elle a: d’exprimer par 
des mots l’infini des cieux. Sans consistance logique ou épistémique, la doc-
trine chrétienne est une espèce de la transparence, un milieu translucide qui fait 
apparaître dans le monde l’abysse de la transcendance. A la différence de 
l’objet, la trace est vivante, elle veut être suivie et comprise: « Dans son sens 
grec de grammé, la trace est un signe voué à être décrypté. Pour le comprendre, 
il faut l’herméneutiser, le déchiffrer; il faut l’ouvrir et, dans cette ouverture, 
c’est lui qui nous révèle un espace nouveau, inaccessible qu’au voyageur qui a 
compris le signe » (Scrima 2000, 65).  

Vivante et fragile, la doctrine (la tradition) chrétienne est elle-même 
ouverte, assimilable seulement dans l’économie d’une relation interpersonnelle. 
Sans cette dernière, elle devient un objet historique, un repère culturel ou une 
raison de dispute. Essentiellement, on ne peut pas l’institutionnaliser, mais 
elle peut agir en instance critique à l’adresse de toute institution Ŕ y compris 
de l’Église elle-même, comme le montrent les nombreux exemples des Pères 
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du désert qui grondent les prélats des grandes cités du Byzance. Les ermites 
fuient constamment la foule de fidèles qui viennent les chercher, ils se retirent 
au profond du désert mais ils font des apparitions fulgurantes dans des 
cathédrales, pour rappeler aux prêtres leur condition fondamentale: de 
nomade pour lequel ce monde n’est pas une maison, mais un chemin à 
parcourir. Rester sur la voie de l’Esprit est donc l’enjeu ultime de la tradition 
spirituelle. La mission du maître spirituel n’est pas d’indiquer la voie au 
disciple; elle est déjà présente au moment de leur rencontre, que ce soit de 
façon indéfinie. En réalité, le Père Scrima appelle le disciple « chercheur 
trouvé », dans le sens qu’il répond à un appel qu’il transforme, au cours de 
son « apprentissage », en but. Le maître est plutôt celui qui établit l’endroit où 
le disciple rencontre son but: grâce à ses vertus, comme par exemple de 
connaître le cœur (cardiógnosis), il maîtrise ou il stimule l’élancement vers les 
cieux de l’apprenti. Et c’est le même rôle que peuvent jouer aussi les textes ou 
les « édifices » qu’on appelle habituellement « tradition ». Elles guident sans 
exclure; éclairent sans aveugler; il faut les interpréter comme des signes, non 
comme des points finaux d’un parcours. D’ailleurs, le Père Scrima insistait 
(Scrima 2005) sur la nécessité d’assumer les textes fondateurs du christianisme 
oriental de manière fondamentalement liturgique, en tant que hymne adressé 
aux cieux et non comme livre d’enseignement. C’est là que réside aussi le sens 
propre de l’ortho-doxie, comme étant différente par rapport à la simple obéis-
sance à des règles impersonnelles historiquement acquises, l’ortho-praxie.  

 
Conclusion: un fait biographique 

 
Revenu des Indes après des études doctorales (non-finalisées), le Père 

Scrima arrive à l’Abbaye cistercienne du Mont des Cats. Il donne là plusieurs 
conférences sur la vie monacale, sur la lettre du Père Ivan Kulygin et sur la 
« tradition » du christianisme oriental. L’audience était formée de moines de 
l’abbaye, des alentours mais aussi de laïcs. Père André Louf consigne: « dès 

ses premières phrases, lʼévénement eut lieu. Nous étions un » (Louf 1970, 
45). La communion ressentie entre les deux « traditions », celle orientale, 
représentée par André Scrima, et celle occidentale, composée des frères 
cisterciens se transforme, de simple « sentiment de communion », en fait 
de vie. Les derniers viennent chez le moine roumain lui demander des 
bénédictions et des conseils. Qui plus est, après quelque temps, Dom Louf 
demande au Père Scrima d’être son père spirituel, « dans le sens le plus strict 
du terme » (Wright 2017, 207). L’événement apparaît comme incroyable, si on 
le considère dans la perspective d’un moine dévoué à son ordre. Mais au-delà 
de l’anecdotique du fait, la demande formulée s’inscrit en réalité dans le style 
de la tradition spirituelle dont on a parlé ci-dessus. Il ne s’agit pas tellement de 
la confirmation d’une racine unique du christianisme, sans rapport à ses 
divisions historiques, que du caractère inclusif de cette racine, toujours 



Tradition et conseil spirituel. André Scrima 

 60 

renouvelée et ouverte vers l’autre. Sans être consacrée par des canons et des 
institutions, la tradition lie essentiellement, car elle situe ceux qui l’analysent 
sous le signe d’une instance qui les transcende et les guide: l’Esprit. La 
transmission de la tradition est une interprétation ouverte vers l’autre, un 
dialogue entre deux personnes, les deux à la recherche. Et dans ce dialogue le 
disciple apprend d’appeler son maître « père », en reflétant ainsi l’acte, bien 
plus élevé, de la Parrhésie, l’audace d’appeler Dieu « mon Père »; ce qui n’est 
que « l’état à la fois limite et normal accordé au spirituel » (Scrima 2000, 176).  
 
Notes 
 
1 Je reproduis ici, à peu près littéralement, quelques fragments d’une étude que je suis en 
train de réaliser sur la biographie du Père Scrima. 
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How to read Ricoeur or Philosophy  
as Anthropology without an Absolute 

 
 
Abstract: Two questions are, I think, central regarding Ricoeur’s philosophy. First, 
is the philosophical approach freed of any religious motives ? Second, how can one 
understand the undeniable dispersion of themes (subjects) and methods (metho-
dologies) specific to his philosophy ? Hence, I am advancing the answer that the 
inadequate relation between reason and faith or, in Ricoeur’s terms, between criti-
que and conviction can explain both the presence of religious motives and the 
heterogeneity of his work. Moreover, the tension instituted between critique and 
conviction compels Ricoeur to define himself as a philosopher without an absolute 
and his philosophy as a philosophical anthropology. 
 
Keywords: Paul Ricoeur, philosophy, anthropology, critique, conviction, absolute. 

 

  
“...la mise entre parenthèse, consciente et 
résolue, des convictions qui me rattachent a la 
foi biblique. Je ne prétends pas qu’au niveau 
profond des motivations ces convictions soient 
restées sans effet sur l’intérêt que je porte à tel 
ou tel problème, voir même à l’ensemble de la 
problématique de soi” (Ricoeru 1990, 36)  

 

One of the main theses of Ricoeur’s philosophy is that the text is free in 
relation to its author. The text has its own intention, an intention that 
cannot be related to its author1. In other words, the intention of the text (to 
stay as close as possible to Ricoeur – the world produced by it) is not similar to 
the intention of the author (the world from which the text is produced). This 
datum supposes, at least, three complementary facts: an honest reading will 
fallow the intention of the text, not the intention of its author; once we 
managed to understand the text, nothing guaranties that we might understand 
its author; the intention of the author, once the text is produced, is of no 
importance. It may seem, then, paradoxical that in the following text I will 
try to circumscribe what the author, in this case Paul Ricoeur, has to say and 
not his texts. This reading2 that we may call, for obvious reasons, which will 
soon become clear, the manner in which Ricoeur reads himself, seems to 
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me necessary, due to two fundamental complications that his work opens. I 
have in mind, firstly, the presence of Christian themes in papers assumed as 
philosophical, and, secondly, the heterogeneity of his work. 

The first issue: the philosophical writings of Paul Ricoeur do not lack a certain 
ambiguity, an ambiguity produced by the presence of religious motives. To be certain, it 
is about religious motives imbricated in philosophical arguments, motives 
that make the reading if not difficult at least imprecise. In some texts, one 
cannot demarcate whit sufficient clarity the moment in which the philoso-
phical argumentation ends in order to be replaced, as in a progressive 
movement, by some sort of Christian inscriptions. And if one understands 
that a sudden change of speculative register has taken place, one cannot de-
limitate the reasons for it. Paul Ricoeur does not use the Christian paradigm, 
as any other religious or cultural paradigm, to refute or attest a certain con-
ceptual perspective. His writing betrays a certain religious confidence, more 
or less explicit, but present3.  

The second issue: the work of Paul Ricoeur is a heterogeneous construction; one 
cannot find a fundamental paper, a paper which, a sort of opera magna, could 
circumscribe his entire work; one cannot find a single philosophical thema-
tization on which his thought could be framed; one cannot find sudden 
conceptual changes, withdrawals or retractions of his philosophical ideas; 
one cannot find a first Ricoeur, and, of course, a second Ricoeur. Never-
theless, all the above statements can be questioned, but what cannot be 
questioned is a sort of visible discontinuity in the subjects treated: form the 
problem of will to philosophy of history; from psychoanalysis to meta-
phoric language; from the problem of time to the problem of the Bible; 
from the problem of the self to the problem of ideology; etc. Moreover, the 
philosophical paradigms used are heterogeneous as well: from phenome-
nology to hermeneutics; from psychoanalysis to structuralism; from the 
philosophy of language to analytical philosophy; etc. Thus, both paradigms 
and subjects produce a certain type of diversity, which is at least deconcen-
trated. In these “avalanche” of subjects and paradigms one cannot be, as an 
honest reader, but dazed. To put it differently: one cannot decide what the 
main subject that unites such heterogeneous concerns really is; one cannot 
decide what motivates these panoplies of methods; one cannot decide what 
the fundamental reason that motivates this unequivocal dispersion is. In one 
word, within the work of Paul Ricoeur one is, as honest reader, lost. 

Thus, the presence of religious motives inside the philosophical  
discourse and the heterogeneity of his work are the primary reasons why I 
propose a reading of Ricoeur by himself. What I have in view are, firstly, the 
direct confessions of Ricoeur on the relation faith/reason, and, secondly, 
the way Ricoeur ties works that seem so heterogeneous. I will use two sets 
of texts: firstly, Critique and Conviction (Ricoeur, 1998) and Intellectual 
Autobiography (Ricoeur, 1995), and secondly, De l’interprétation (Ricoeur, 
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1986a) and Phénoménologie et herméneutique (Ricoeur, 1986b). The first group 
of texts, the interview book and the intellectual autobiography, both pub-
lished in 1995, has the advantage of answering, in a direct and clear manner, 
the questions at hand: but at the same time, it has the disadvantage of being 
controlled, i.e. they claim to answer our problems from the outside. The sec-
ond group of texts has the advantage of answering our group of questions 
from within (in fact, only the second problem) but paradoxically, as we are 
going to see, they complicate things even more by adding new layers of 
interpretation. In these equations I will have in view some remarks formu-
lated in Soi-même come une autre (Ricoeur, 1990) and Living up to Death (Ricoeur, 
2009) that have the strange particularity of being at the same time both 
inside and outside Ricoeur’s work  

In the margin of this reading I will try to demonstrate that the two issues 
are closely related: the heterogeneity of his work is a direct consequence of 
the presence of religious motives in his philosophical discourse.  
 
The armistice (unsustainable) between faith and reason  
or the word of God precedes the word of man 
 

The reaction of Deleuze, a little bit excessive, on the fact that Ricoeur is 
writing a book with the title what is philosophy? – “Yes, but he is a Christian” 
(Dosse 2010, 471) – subsumes perfectly the problem I am going to confront4. 
Starting from the book Philosophie de la volonté I. La volontaire et l’involontaire to 
Soi même comme une autre the references to Christian paradigm, respectively 
the justification of those references, are a fact that cannot be eluted. How 
can one understand that, for instance, in the middle of phenomenological 
description of will the final reference is the sentence of Saint Paul – “For I 
do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do” 
(Ricoeur 1998, 24). Likewise, how can we understand the justification 
of this reference: “the ascetism of my argumentation marks, I believe, 
all may philosophical work” (Ricoeur 1990, 36). In this double grid, two  
interpretations are possible: either Saint Paul explains fully how we produce 
the fault, understanding, in this manner, the relation between voluntary and 
involuntary, and his authority, received on the road of Damascus and 
extended by the multiple layers of tradition, cannot be questioned, or Saint 
Paul is a neutral cultural reference and, as all cultural references, can be 
dismissed/contested. 

According to his own confessions, be that of Intellectual Autobiography or 
Critique and Conviction, Ricoeur argues that he functions in both registers can 
be called critique and conviction5. Obviously, critique and convention are 
synonyms (or surrogates) for reason and faith and reason and faith are the 
fundamental registers that express, in Ricoeur’s eyes, the bipolarity or the 
“controlled schizophrenia” so characteristic to his thought (Ricoeur 1998, 2). 



How to read Ricoeur or Philosophy as Anthropology without an Absolute 

 64 

The two registers or levels – philosophical and religious – are strictly 
separated (Ricoeur 1998, 2; Ricoeur 1995, 13). Not to blend genders is the 
fundamental rule that Ricoeur imposes to himself, describing the relationship 
between faith and reason (or religion and philosophy) as a “truce” always 
renewed, as a “destructive war on both sides” which denies any possible 
“alliance” (Ricoeur 1995, 6). “I have been concerned – living a kind of dou-
ble allegiance – not to confuse the two spheres, to acknowledge continuous 
negotiation within a well-established bipolarity” (Ricoeur 1998, 6). This “bi-
polarity” or “controlled schizophrenia” is the reason way Ricoeur does not 
introduce at the end of Soi-même comme un autre two articles: Parole et écriture 
dans le discours biblique and Le sujet convoqué. Why? “In order to remain faithful 
to the old act I had made that the nonphilosophical sources of may convic-
tion would not be mixed together with the arguments of my philosophical 
discourse.” (Ricoeur, 1995, 50)  

At this point – of nonphilosophical sources of his conviction and of the 
arguments of philosophical discourse – we have (we find), and we can 
understand this fact very easily, the entire tension of Paul Ricoeur’s thought. 
This relation between critique and conviction, essential for my entire 
endeavor, and may I say, essential in order to adequely understand Ricoeur’s 
philosophy, calls for additional explications.  

These declarations, or confessions, bear two distinct registers. Firstly, the 
nonphilosophical sources of his conviction have no connection to his 
philosophical discourse and conviction stands, if we may say so, on his own 
as a distinct register of Ricoeur’s life. That is to say that his philosophical 
discourse is not, under any circumstance, influenced by conviction6. Ac-
cording to this confession we must understand that philosophy and religion or 
reason and faith or critique and conviction are strictly separated: we cannot find 
any slides, imbrications or intersections. The levels (plans, registers etc.) are 
strictly delimitated so as not to produce any kind of confusion. But 
not without a shadow of mistrust can we look at this pact or absolute 
distinction, a shadow of mistrust motivated by the fact that, according to 
our example, Ricoeur grants his non-philosophical sources of conviction such a 
significant role that he eliminates, from such an important paper as Soi-même 
come un autre, two chapters. What does it mean, for a philosophical discourse 
to have nonphilosophical sources which motivate the elimination of whole 
parts from a philosophical paper? It seems that nonphilosophical sources 
effect the philosophical endeavor as clearly as possible, even through omis-
sion. Of course, it is not enough to assert that nonphilosophical sources of 
his conviction effect the philosophical discourse. What is important is the 
discourse as such. 

But when the philosophical discourse as such seems un understandable 
(Ricoeur 1988, 456) or, at least, the conclusions are somehow broken 
(Ricoeur 1974, 24), or when the philosophical argumentation slides towards 
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religious sentences (Ricoeur 1974, 347), a sort of mistrust, wonder or  
incertitude appears. And evidently, all these doubts demand the verification 
of the sources that motivates the conviction as such, which in its turn af-
fects the philosophical discourse even if through omission. We can formulate 
all these suspicions by a double proposition transcribed interrogatively: are 
the texts produced by Ricoeur influenced by the nonphilosophical sources 
of his conviction? Or, from a different perspective, do the construction of 
his philosophical argumentation envisage, at least peripherally, the sources 
of his nonphilosophical conviction?  
 
The heteronomy of the approach, the autonomy of the discourse  
 

The answers given by Paul Ricoeur to these questions are ambiguous. 
Although the French philosopher insists vehemently on the distinction 
between faith and reason, he concedes to faith (conviction) a role that rea-
son (critique) does not share. It is about a sort of anteriority of conviction 
in front of critique. An anteriority which can be formulated, abruptly, in the 
following manner: before the word of man stands the word of God. This conviction 
receives, inside the thought of Paul Ricoeur, a staggering importance. This 
is to say that, preemptory, conviction marks the philosophical approach. On 
this mark, on which I am going to come back later, I will insist enough, but 
now I want to prove the assertion, probably too strong and perhaps outra-
geous, that the word of God precedes the word of man in the thought of 
Paul Ricoeur and implicitly, even if we accept it or not, on his entire work.  

A sole reference sums all the above assertions: “the conviction that the word 
of God precedes the word of man (my underlining).” (Ricoeur 1995, 5) 

Obviously, a confession from the inner personal experience does not 
constitute an argument available within his philosophical writings, which are 
marked, as we already know, by the absolute separation of domains. But 
things are a bit more complicated, and the main complication is that even if 
his philosophical writing is, sometimes, perfectly neutral (relative to the 
faith/reason relation) the sphere from which this writing starts does not 
respect the suzerainty of domains. Bluntly put, faith, which will be called 
conviction, includes critique7.  

I will set the direct confessions made by Ricoeur from the plan of his 
personal experience in a footnote8. Let us mention here only the end of 
these confessions: “I have always moved back and forth between these two 
poles: a Biblical pole and a rational and critical pole, a duality that, finally, 
has lasted through my entire life (my underlining).” (Ricoeur 1998, 6) It is not a 
mistake to understand this confession ad literam. But the main issue is not 
that Ricoeur always moved back and forth between the two poles, but the 
measure at which Ricoeur granted the biblical pole anteriority to the critical 
pole. We do not have here an equal construction as if, situated in a 
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double scripturally (Biblical and critical), Paul Ricoeur decides to show the 
importance of both traditions inside his own lectures/writings. The biblical 
pole exceeds and includes the critical pole, and this does not happen 
exclusively within Paul Ricoeur's life but also within his work.  

Obviously, says Paul Ricoeur, this anteriority is not built on a sort of 

religious experience which somehow precedes the critical endeavor. On the 

contrary,  
 

I have vigorously resisted the word “experience” throughout my career, out of 

a distrust of immediacy, effusiveness, intuitionism: I always favored, on the 

contrary, the mediation of language and scripture; this is even where my two 

affiliations confront one another. I would say almost bluntly that it is not on 

the basis of the same texts that I do philosophy and that I feel my membership 

in a community in a Christian tradition. (Ricoeur 1998, 139-140)  
 

The philosophical texts are, once again, strictly separated from the 

religious texts, the former pertaining to the author the latter pertaining to 

the community member. But there is a fundamental difference that marks 

the subordination in question, i.e. the attitude of reading – critical or 

adhering:  
 

the critical attitude will be more on the philosophical side, the religious moment 

as such not being a critical moment; it is the moment of adhering to a word 

reputed to have come from farther and from higher than myself, and this 

occurs in a kerygmatic reading within a profession of faith. At this level, one 

finds, then, the idea of a dependence or a submission to an earlier word, 

whereas in the philosophical domain, even in a Platonic perspective, even if the 

world of ideas precedes us, it is nevertheless by a critical act that we appropriate 

the reminiscence that takes on the sense of a preexistence. (Ricoeur 1998, 144)  
 

Thus, we have here two divergent attitudes faceing different lectures: 

philosophical and religious. But, in order to repeat well-known facts here, 

the critical attitude functions exclusively within a philosophical field, the re-

ligious attitude (of participation, acceptance, adhesion) functions exclusively 

within biblical writings. But, in the precise case of our question, things are 

infinitely more complicated because the anteriority of the founding word in front of 

critique is the way Paul Ricoeur thinks. In other words, critique is possible inside 

this word that comes “from farther and from higher than myself”. Why? 

“Critique is still always linked to powers that I master, whereas this giving of 

meaning seems to me, precisely, to constitute me both as a receptive subject 

and as a critical subject. The polarity of adherence and of critique is itself placed under 

the sign of this prior giving (my underlining).” (Ricoeur 1998, 146). 

In this new context how can we separate, strictly, the two fields if the 
fields as such are already set in a “prior giving” that “constitute me both as 
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a receptive subject and as a critical subject”? The option of separating them 
is meaningless if the option as such is already conditionate or settled in a 
“priori given” which respects the logic of “a pregiven word”. The net 
distinction between philosophical and religious loses any relevance. Moreover, 
the critical reflection can only recognize its own posterity in relation with a 
given which comes “from farther and from higher”. Nevertheless, we must 
mention here that this “given”, as a source of both self and sense, it is an 
always mediated9 “given”. But the persistence with which Ricoeur endlessly 
repeats the mediation by text (constructed on word/text/tradition) does not 
dissolve “adhering to a word” that comes “from farther and from higher” 
that “constitute me both as a receptive subject and as a critical subject”, 
source of the “sense” and the “self”.  

Actually, this “given” is the reason why Paul Ricoeur proposes in Soi 
même come un autre and in Critique and Conviction  
 

a language of transition, or rather a sort of armistice, when I distinguished 
between philosophical argumentation, in the public space of discussion and the 
profound motivation of my philosophical engagement and of my personal and 
communitary existence. By motivation, I do not mean the psychological sense 
that signifies having motives, which after all serve as reasons, but what Charles 
Taylor in Sources of the Self calls “sources”, understanding by this something that 
I do not master. The word “source” also has its neo-Platonic connotations and 
belongs to the philosophical religious language that may sometimes seem to be 
close to the specific, confessional religious, connoting the idea of a living 
source. It is not surprising to find analogies in both orders that can become 
affinities, and I assume this, for I do not believe that I am the master of this 
game, or the master of meaning. (Ricoeur 1998, 150)  

 
To distinguish between philosophical argumentation and the profound 

reasons of his philosophical commitment is, in fact, to distinguish between 
discourse and approach. Thus, the two regimes – discourse and approach – 
pertain to different fields: to the public discourse, specifically philosophical 
and to the profound motivations respectively. This issue, to distinguish 
between approach and discourse, seems central to me, in order to adequately 
understand the corpus of Ricoeur’s writing, due to a specific complication: 
if the discourse fully respects the demarcation specific to the gender that it 
pertains (in this case philosophical) and the approach pertains to another 
filed which we can define only by saying that it belongs to “sources” that 
“we cannot control”, how can the discourse (and here is the complication) 
be free as long as the approach is heteronomous ? 

The quick answer is that the heteronomy of the approach (endeavor) 
shatters the autonomy of the discourse. Such a perfectly logical, yet a bit 
hasty answer would completely disfigure the philosophical corpus of Ricoeur’s 
writings by placing them under the sign of crypto-theological writings, 
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against which Ricoeur rightly revolts10. Probably this is reason why Ricoeur, 
slightly exasperated, says:  
 

It was very important to me to be recognized as a professor of philosophy, 
teaching philosophy in a public institution and speaking the common language, 
hence assuming the mental reservations that this entailed, even if it meant 
that I would periodically be accused of being a theologian in disguise who 
philosophizes, or a philosopher who makes the religious sphere think or be 
thought. I take on all the difficulties of this situation, including the suspicion 
that, in actual fact, I would never be able to maintain this duality in watertight 
compartments. (Ricoeur 1998, 150)  

 

Not so much this confession, open to endless interpretations, seems to 
me to be appropriate, but Ricoeur's own view of his work: “I am, on one 
side, a philosopher, nothing more, even a philosopher without an absolute, 
concerned about, devoted to, immersed in philosophical anthropology, 
whose general theme can be placed under the heading of a fundamental 
anthropology (my underlining).” (Ricoeur 2009, 69)11 Thus his philosophy is 
an anthropology without an absolute but with the observation that this view 
is given by the tension instituted between approach and discourse. A 
tension visible to any attentive lecturer of his work but interpreted by  
Ricoeur after. In other words, philosophy as an anthropology without 
ontology is a post factum and not ante factum interpretation. There is no 
reason, beside Ricoeur’s own confession (that can be dismissed being a 
self-interpretation), to sustain the idea that Ricoeur’s philosophy is an 
anthropology without ontology It would be more adequate to understand 
that the approach and the discourse, due to the condition of their own 
registers (philosophical and religious), are in a permanent collision that 
produces an endless movement be that of the subjects or methods. Both 
the dispersion of subjects and the dispersion of methods, it seems to me, 
can be localized, or understood, precisely here: at the confrontation 
between approach and discourse (it is as if Ricoeur is searching for the 
perfect method and the perfect subject in order to reconcile that that cannot 
be reconciled). This is the reason way Ricoeur texts are always at the limit: 
at the limit founded by the collision between the heteronomy of the approach the 
autonomy of the discourse or the collision between critique and conviction. 

Finally, what remains to be emphasized, and what explains the tension 
between approach and discourse, is this obvious fact, explained, I think, 
excessively, that Paul Ricoeur grants to the word of God a status that we 
can name ontological or grants the word of God precedence to the word of 
man. That is to say that “the accreditation of a word” that comes “above 
and beyond me” that “makes me a critical and receptive subject”, source of 
the “self” and “sense” is the manner, in the sense of an interpretative 
framework, in which and by which Ricoeur thinks.  
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In other words, although his writing preserves the regime and the 

register of philosophical discourse, the plan from witch this type of writing 

proceeds, propelled by a thought that coordinates its results, motivates its 

outcomes, stimulates research, dose not pertain to the philosophical or 

critical plan, but to a plan aspirated by the conviction that, lastly, the word 

of God precedes the word of man. Paradoxically, this anteriority dose 

not cancel the philosophical discourse; on the contrary, the philosophical 

discourse of Paul Ricoeur becomes, if not unique, at least singular inside the 

history of philosophy. But this singularity I will call it, at the edge of 

anthropology without ontology, a missed ontology or ontology always postponed 12. 

Explicitly, this “word from above” searches at the level of the philosophical 

discourse the just measure in order not to produce a “crypto-theology” but 

which strives always towards an ontology.  

For now, it is enough to assert that this anteriority of the word of God in 

front of the word of man gives us the key in order to understand, firstly, the 

diversity of the topics (subject) and the diversity of the method used, and, 

secondly, his own interpretation – philosophy as an anthropology without 

ontology. Both issues will be discussed.  

 

The heterogeneity of the work or each study  

is a response to a residual question 

 

Not once but at successive times Ricoeur questions his own position in 

relation to the heterogeneity of his own work (Ricoeur 1971, xiii; Ricoeur 

2007, 32-40). In his last writing regarding this issue (Lectio Magistralis, 

Barcelona, 2001), answering the request of University of Edinburgh to give 

a synthesis of his work Ricoeur is “astound” (and I am using here the word 

Ricoeur himself uses) “perhaps more that his lecturers” by the lack of unity 

of the themes (subjects) tackled13. At once, however, Ricoeur points out:  
 

each book, in fact, was born out of a determined question: the will, the 

unconscious, the metaphor, the narrativity. To a certain extent, I believe in a 

certain fragmentation (dispersion) of the field of philosophical reflection 

according to a plurality of determined questions which requires a specific 

treatment each time given limited but precise conclusions. In this sense, I do 

not regret that I have devoted most of my work to the question or questions 

that delineate a finite space of the query, giving up, each time, to open the 

investigation on a universe of sense that, in turn, does not exercise its open 

function except in the face of the problems being treated.14  
 

Somehow compelled and “against his own choice” (Ricoeur 2002, 80) 

Ricoeur advances a “key” in order to understand his own work. This “key” 

is named Soi-même come une outre. But what happens here is that Ricoeur 
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regroups “the philosophy of language, the philosophy of action, the theory 

of narrativity and moral philosophy”  (Ricoeur 2002, 81) under the sign 

of “I can” as a “key” in order to understand the dispersion of the topics 

approached. But it does not explain why this key force so many doors. 

Much more reliable, it seems to me, is the confession that his work is a large 

corpus of precise questions that have or give a “universe of sense” once 

they are placed next to each other. Thus, like in a puzzle: each work answers 

a specific question; gathering the answers we have the overall picture; the 

overall picture is “the universe of sense” never directly targeted. But such a 

perspective, valid or not (in this context the validity of the perspective does 

not matter), does not answers the question “why”, or, in more appropriate 

words, what are the reasons why Ricoeur’s work is so heterogeneous ? 

Therefore, in order to repeat here the question of Francois Azuvi and 
Marc de Launay, what are the “ties” or the “broken lines” between the 
Philosophie de la volonté I (1950) and Soi-même comme un autre (1990) regarding 
the long “detours” through “Freudian theory”, “linguistics”, “structuralism” 
and so on (Ricoeur 1998, 80). The second sentence by which Ricoeur 
answers this question and refuses the alternative between continuity / dis-
continuity puts things in order (Ricoeur 1998, 81). To refuse to see his own 
work as a continuous body of works does not mean implicitly to propose a 
discontinuous view of his own work. Neither continuity nor discontinuity. 
But this double negative alternative does not suspend the problem; on the 
contrary, it makes it even more acute. If we cannot discuss either continuity 
or discontinuity, why is this neutrality so necessary?  

Before attempting an answer (an answer, in fact, anticipated in the previ-
ous subchapter), let us look at the landmarks that Ricoeur himself produces. 
We can distinguish two ways in which the French philosopher addresses 
this issue: (1) to follow the thematic route linking the works in question (“a 
residue” from an already published book becomes the center of the next 
book) or (2) to use a singular article that becomes, in Ricoeur’s eyes, the 
landmark dissolving the “impression of dispersion” (Ricoeur 1995, 34) his 
books leave. The first strategy is descriptive, the second problematizing. Let 
us follow both.  
 
Question, answer, residue  
 

In an interview given to Tamas Toth in 1991 Ricoeur places his works in 
three domains: volumes of articles, books per se, university conferences15. 
The volumes of articles, although technical, are not perfectly scientific  
because they are addressed to a broad audience and university conferences 
are “notes” left after more than forty years of teaching (Tóth 1999/2001, 2). 
Of course, for the sake of clarity, and given Tamas Toth's request to  
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subsume the “question”, the “answer”, and “the residue” that unite Truth 
and History, Lectures on Ideology and Utopia and Soi-même comme une autre, 
Ricoeur leaves aside the first and third domain, insisting that we only pursue 
the large corpus of books that somehow make a common body. Thus, says 
Paul Ricoeur, what stands after Philosophie de la volonté I, a book that has the 
problem of the will in its center, is the problem of evil to be studied in 
Symbolism of evil. After that, we have the book on Freud which is in fact a 
return to the archaic and prospective symbolism of the Symbolism of Evil. 
But, exactly at this point, another question remains unanswered: the 
linguistic and symbolic nature of the symbols. The rule of metaphor answers 
this set of problems. What remains after the extensive analysis of the 
meaning of the metaphor is the problem of the creative force of 
imagination that can be understood within the narrative and thus, we have 
Time and narrative. The rule of metaphor and Time and narrative are in fact pair 
books, because if the first analyzes the linguistic invention among the 
poetic, the second analyzes the same “invention” within the narrative. 
Lastly, we have Soi-même comme une autre that answers the following question: 
what is the role of the “self” in all these? Else, such a question brings us 
back to Husserl, that is, to a philosophy of the subject, the place from 
which all the works started (this whole paragraph resumes the second page 
of the first interview of Tamas Toth).  

The matter is clear: will, evil, symbol, metaphor, narrative, subject.  
Analysis of will leaves a residue: the problem of evil; the problem of evil 
leaves a residue: the problem of the symbol; the problem of the symbol 
leaves a residue: the problem of metaphor; the problem of metaphor leaves 
a residue: the problem of narrativity; narrativity leaves a residue, which in 
fact is the place from which everything starts: the subject. The subject is, 
therefore, the main question: under the form of voluntary and involuntary, 
of moral evil, of symbol, of metaphor and narrativity. Simply put, the  
philosophy of the subject is the fundamental knot of Ricoeur philosophy. 
What seems dispersed, discontinuous, heterogeneous is in fact bound, and 
the knot is, in order to repeat and emphasize as clearly as possible, the  
human subject. Things are undoubtedly as Ricoeur presents them, and 
although it is a self-interpretation, which is under the sign of equality in 
relation to any other interpretation produced by any of its exegetes, it is 
perfectly valid. Therefore, the dispersion in question, the heterogeneity of 
the work, is only the direct effect of a coordinated pulverization under the 
tripartite singes of “question”, “answer”, “residue” but with a compact 
problem in its center: the self. In other words, Ricoeur’s philosophy, the 
main body of his work, is a philosophical anthropology that aims suc-
cessively at the will, the evil, the symbol, the metaphor, the narrative. 
However, by removing the “impression of dispersion” of the topics 
addressed under the sign of the subject, the following question cannot be 



How to read Ricoeur or Philosophy as Anthropology without an Absolute 

 72 

avoided: how should one understand the methodological dispersion, i.e. the 
broad sequences of “phenomenology”, “Freudian theory”, “linguistics”, 
“structuralism”, “hermeneutics”? More specifically, if the subject gathers the 
topics what is the pivot of the methodology? What are the reasons why the 
“self” is worn by such a broad methodological palette? In other words, by 
establishing that the self links the themes, what links the methodological 
dispersion that works on the self? 
 
Reflexive philosophy, phenomenology, hermeneutics  
 

Here we find the second answer, problematic, which Ricoeur offers in 
two different sequences in the form of two articles: Phénoménologie et 
herméneutique (1975) and De l’interprétation (1983). However, if it is easy to 
understand why I placed the intellectual autobiography and the book of 
interviews as a guide trought which Ricoeur reads himself, some clarifications 
are needed with regard to the second group of texts. Intellectual auto-
biography and the interviews respectively, are comments, or, if we prefer, 
views from outside the work. They are carefully elaborated considering the 
broad field of exegetic critique and its own positioning in the field of 
philosophy. On the other hand, De l’interprétation and Phénoménologie et 
herméneutique respectively, are the work as such. Their aims exclusively 
concern the structure of his work. This difference of emphasis is significant. 
Appeared in different contexts and gathered in the volume Du texte a l’action 
both, marked by a ten-year distance, they answer the same problem: the 
heterogeneity of writings. The nature of these two texts is that they answer 
our problem by opening new problems. In other words, it adds new layers 
of interpretation. But before seeing what the new texts are proposing, let us 
see how they respond to the heterogeneity of the work.  

Phénoménologie et herméneutique: en venant de Husserl opens with a footnote 
that must be entirely cited: “This essay reviews the method change involved 
in my own evolution, from an eidetic phenomenology, to Volontaire et 
l'Involontaire (Paris, Aubier, 1950), to De l'interprétation. Essai sur Freud (Paris, 
Ed Seuil, 1965) and the Conflit des interprétations. Essais d'herméneutique (Paris, 
Ed., Seuil, 1969).”16  

Two clarifications are required: first, the intricacy of his writing is, as in 
all Ricoeur texts, massive; the need for this clarification will promptly find 
its justification. Secondly, in fact, in the entire text, there is not even one 
word about “the method changes involved” in his own evolution. In this 
text it is about phenomenology and hermeneutics, about Husserl, Heidegger 
and Gadamer, about the hermeneutical critique of Husserlian idealism, 
about the phenomenological presuppositions of hermeneutics, about the 
hermeneutical presuppositions of phenomenology and, finally, about a  
“program” to be developed under the name of hermeneutic phenome-
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nology. But, in no line (I do not know how to emphasize this aspect more 
clearly) of the article in question can we find “the balance of method 
changes involved in my own evolution.” 

We can, of course, interpret: eidetic phenomenology as a method 

belongs to Volontaire et l’Involontaire, hermeneutics (post-Heideggerian 

and post-Gadamerian) belongs to Essay on Freud and The conflict of interpretation. 

But things are more complicated for two different reasons: one related to 

the general problem of Ricoeurian hermeneutics and one related to the 

implicit questioning that the text in question brings with it. 

First, if we can admit the eidetic phenomenology as a methodological 

principle within the Volontaire et l’Involontaire, which is perfectly plausible as 

Ricoeur himself makes this statement on the first page of the volume 

(Ricoeur 1998, 7), things are complicated regarding The essay on Freud and 

the Conflict of Interpretations. Both volumes have, of course, included in their 

structure the hermeneutical mark, but it is a hermeneutic that recovers 

Heidegger, but not Gadamer, a profound Ricoeurean hermeneutic but pro-

foundly different from the classical tradition of contemporary hermeneutics. 

Second, and closely following the structure of the text, the phenomenology 

in question is adjusted, within its idealistic theses, by hermeneutics, whereas 

hermeneutics is, in fact, in its fundamental intentions, phenomenological. 

Although the hermeneutics ruins the idealism specific to Husserlian phe-

nomenology, the same hermeneutics is rooted in phenomenology, with the 

note that Husserl himself abilities explication (interpretation) as a funda-

mental principle of the intuition both descriptive (which for phenomenol-

ogy is not a risk) and constitutive (which, obviously, becomes problematic). 

This twofold game between phenomenology and hermeneutics (the corre-

lation of Husserlian idealism through hermeneutics, the phenomenological 

presuppositions of hermeneutics) produces the program of a hermeneutical 

phenomenology or, better said, produces a hermeneutical “graft” on phe-

nomenology. But this graft of hermeneutics on phenomenology is already, 

within the Ricoeurian approach, a new conceptual layer requiring a new 

deciphering, but it does not explain the methodological dispersion (“phe-

nomenology”, “Freudian theory” “linguistic”, “structuralism”, “hermeneu-

tics”) so characteristic of his work. In fewer words, the hermeneutical phe-

nomenology that Ricoeur proposes requires a new explanation: what are the 

reasons why Ricoeur constructs a hermeneutical phenomenology?17. In fact, 

hermeneutic phenomenology is a new methodology that can be enclosed to 

all the methodologies attempted up to that point (let us remember that it is 

about 1975), but although it explains its own necessity (“phenomenology 

remains the premise of hermeneutics, phenomenology cannot perform its 

own program without constituting itself in an interpretation of the life of the 
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ego”18) it does not explain, and we will have to repeat this once again, the 

dispersion in question. 

Nonetheless, almost ten years later, in 1983, in an indirect manner, 
Ricoeur gives a new answer. In an article for the English-language audience 
that has “the particularity of going backwards the steps that led from my 
first research on Husserl to the writing of the works La metaphore vive and 
Temps et recit,”19 the French philosopher asserts: “I would like to characterize 
the philosophical tradition from which I claim through three traits: it is in 
the line of a reflexive philosophy; it remains dependent on Husserlian 
phenomenology; wants to be a hermeneutical variant of this phenomenology.”20  

This phrase, that sheds some light inside our questions – how can one 
explain the methodological dispersion? – has no meaning without the 
question that triggers it. In other words, these triple traditions cannot be 
understood only as the “place” from where Ricoeur claims himself, but, at 
the same time, as distinct possibilities to access a specific problem. Else the 
“radical question” these different methodologies deal with, to which this 
triple tradition, which transcends its status becoming distinct philosophical 
practice, is the “self-understanding” of the self as “a subject of knowledge 
operations, volition, evaluation”. Under the formula “I think”, “through 
which a subject resume in control, with intellectual clarity and moral 
responsibility, the unifying principle of the operations between which he 
disperses and forgets himself as a subject”21 is the “apparatus” that brings 
together reflexive philosophy, phenomenology and hermeneutics. The self 
or self-understanding, here being the same thing, brings together the three 
distinct traditions: reflexive philosophy, phenomenology and hermeneutics. 
In other words, reflexive philosophy, phenomenology and hermeneutics are 
the methodologies (or interpretative paradigms) with which and by which 
Ricoeur works upon a strictly determined subject: the self.  

But then again, what are the reasons why Ricoeur needs to use this 
plurality of methodologies, or how is it that none of the mentioned meth-
odologies (psychoanalysis, structuralism, philosophy of language, phenome-
nology, hermeneutics) fully or definitively answer the matter in question? 
Obviously, the self is here in question and it is easy to understand how such 
a subject seems, methodologically, limitless. But this dispersion can be 
viewed a little differently. To be as clear as possible, it is as if Ricoeur is 
looking for the perfect methodology to tackle one of the least perfect sub-
jects and none of the methodologists approached seems to be right: they all 
derail or all miss something specific to man; and Ricoeur is constantly 
searching for “that something” (“that something” in the present interpreta-
tion is “an absolute” or ontology) which is required to be elucidated 
through a very diverse methodological palette.  

We can understand, at this moment, a little easier why Ricoeur gathers all 
his philosophy under the sign of anthropology. But what kind of anthro-
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pology is that that speaks about a plurality of topics – will, evil, symbol, 
metaphor, narrative, – under a plurality of methods – phenomenology, 
hermeneutics, psychoanalysis, structuralism, philosophy of language and 
hermeneutic phenomenology?  
 
Consequences  
 

Let us gather all previous assertions under one phrase: the unsustainable 
armistice between critique and conviction is given by the precedence of 
God’s word before the word of man. This precedence produces a specific 
tension between the approach and the discourse (the approach being con-
ditioned and the discourse being free) which in turn produces a continuous 
shift within different topics (themes) as well as within different methodolo-
gies. Both armistice the thematic dispersion and the methodological disper-
sion can be understood under a sole concept: the question of self. 
Nonetheless, the extent to which the question of self assembles the entire 
Ricoeurian philosophy, however valuable it may be from an analytical or 
pragmatic point of view – here we have the center of Ricoeur’s philosophy! –, 
it misses, I think, the central stake of his thinking. Finding a unifying 
principle that can be called “the question of self” is, from the outset, a win-
ing solution. But it seems to me that such a gain is a little bit too easy. The 
human subject or “philosophical anthropology” as a background embedded 
in the first layer of a palimpsest, on which Ricoeur writes in different regis-
ters with different methodologies, is, undoubtedly, the predominant subject 
of his speculations. However, a question remains: what is the unifying prin-
ciple of this disconcerting plurality? The answer is, I think, precisely this 
ontology (or, in Ricoeur’s own words, “an absolute”) that is always post-
poned or missing. 
 
Notes 
 
1 We can explain this intentionality without an author in a simple manner: against 
Schleiermacher, but together with Gadamer, Ricoeur thinks that the “stake” of hermeneu-
tics is not to understand the author better that himself, quite the opposite, what one has to 
understand from a text is the “thing” of the text, “thing” that exceeds, entirely, the inten-
tion of the author. It is true that the “thing” of the text as understood by Ricoeur differs 
from Gadamer, but, here, this difference is not important.  
2 In Book II from Freud and Philosophy. An essay on interpretation is a subchapter entitled How to 
read Freud (Ricoeur 1970). Of course, the value of Ricoeur’s assertion is indicative. Ricoeur 
explains how he reads Freud and how we as readers of Ricoeur should read Freud. Fact is 
that in this short introduction, that sums only six pages, Ricoeur gives his entire interpreta-
tion on Freud making this short subchapter the center of the book. Let me state from the 
very beginning that the intention of the present article is, undoubtedly, much more modes. 
To propose such a strong title – How to read Ricoeur – must be read only as an attempt (ans-
wering to a sum of questions and puzzles that I had when I first read Ricoeur) to clarify my 
own misunderstandings.  
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3 Christina M Gschwandtner gives, in an interesting article (Paul Ricoeur and the Relationship 
Between Philosophy and Religion in Contemporary French Phenomenology”. 2012. Études Ricoeuriennes / 
Ricoeur Studies. Vol 3. No 2. 7-25), a helpful account on the matter at hand.  
4 Let us see here some of the answers regarding the relation between Christianity and 

philosophy gathered by Francois Dosse: Michel Haar asserts: “as Nietzsche says: some blur 
their waters in order to look deeper. But Ricoeur never mixed his own phenomenological 

waters whit theology” (Dosse 2008, 556); Francoise Dastur states: “I could be interested in 
Ricoeur the exegete of biblical writings as of Ricoeur the philosopher because I know there 

is no trespassing” (Dosse 2008, 556); Dosse states: “ Ricoeur did not choose the simple 
solution in blending the two domains (religious and philosophical, my note) or recuperating 
one from another or a sort of hierarchy between what Ricoeur considers to be the two 

houses of the same ellipse, but never to be mingled.” (Dosse 2008, 554); Jan-Luc Marion 
says “the philosopher cannot speak but from the outside of the biblical text because he is 

not compelled to say if the text is true or not, this is given only to the theologian. All this 
being said, the philosopher can take a biblical text as he can take a poem or a piece from 
Sofocle in order to better understand human experience. (…). On his part the theologian 

states that the biblical corpus tells the truth. Here relies the entire difference between the 
two domains.” (Dosse 2008, 563) 
5 Is not useless to mention here that the distance impose between critique and conviction is 
dissolved from the very beginning, precisely, at page two: “I shall say that critique is no 
longer on one side and conviction on the other; in each of the fields that are traversed or 

touched upon I shall attempt to show that there is, to different degrees, a subtle blending 
of conviction and critique” (Ricoeur 1998, 2) 
6 Perhaps it is not useless to insist upon the fact that Ricoeur speaks about the arguments 
of philosophical discourse not about the discourse per se. Undoubtedly the arguments are 
free of any religious implications but not the discourse as such.  
7 This antecedence of conviction in front of critique explains how Ricoeur situates himself 
inside Christianity: “it is chance transformed into destiny by a continuous choice” (Ricoeur 

1998, 145). See also Paul Ricoeur. 1994. “Phenomenologie de la religion”. Lectures 3. Paris: 
Seuil, where Ricoeur after explaining the impossibility of a phenomenology of religion 
names this situation as a “existential circle”. “This is the existential circle: a chance 

transformed into destiny by a continuous choice. The wager of the believer is that this 
circle may not be vicious but alive.” (« Tel est le cercle existentiel: un hasard transforme en 

destin à travers un choix continu. Le pari du croyant est que ce cercle puisse n’être point 
vicieux, mais bien portant et vivifiant ») (Ricoeur 1994, 271). It is not without significance 
that a sentence that summarize a whole “pure” conceptual demonstration is taken over by 

Ricoeur to define his own existential situation.  
8 “Reading the Bible was central to this milieu. My grandmother read it regularly, a practice 

I inherited and have continued, during my youth and after. This reading was not underta-
ken in a literal-minded spirit but instead followed a conception I would call pneumatologi-

cal: it indeed inspired everyday life; the Psalms, the writings of Wisdom and the Beatitudes 
occupied a more important place than dogma. Not being an intellectual milieu, it was quite 
undogmatic and gave preference to the private practice of reading, of prayer, and the 

examination of conscience. I have always moved back and forth between these two poles: a 
Biblical pole and a rational and critical pole, a duality that, finally, has lasted through my 

entire life. (...) I have been concerned – living a kind of double allegiance – not to confuse 
the two spheres, to acknowledge continuous negotiation within a well-established bipolar-
ity. The philosophy class was a hard test in this regard, all the more so as at the same time 

the influence of Karl Barth was beginning to influence French Protestantism, directing it 
towards a radical and, one would have to admit, antiphilosophical return to the Biblical 
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text. In my undergraduate years I was passionately drawn to Bergson, in particular to the 
Bergson of Two Sources of Morality and Religion: I was caught then between a religious 

philosophy of the Bergsonian type and Barthian radicalism. At that time, I experienced an 
inner conflict which was exacerbated to the point of threatening to rupture the double alle-

giance to which, ultimately, I remained faithful.” (Ricoeur 1998, 6). It is not important here 
that the young Ricoeur was crushed by an inner conflict given by the confrontation of rea-
son and faith, but the extent to which this conflict is present in his writings, or, more 

appropriately, the extent to which his nonphilosophical sources are present in his thinking, 
or, finally, saying the same in other words, the extent to which the two areas are strictly 

separate. It is certain that not only is the conflict perpetuating, but that the boundary 
between the two domains, on which Ricoeur insists so much, loses its visibility. 
9 “What seems to me to be constitutive of the religious is, therefore, the fact of crediting a 
word, in accordance with a certain code and within the limits of a certain canon. I would 
willingly propose, in order to develop this point, the idea of a series of hermeneutical 
« circles »: I know this word because it is written, this writing because it is received and 
read; and this reading is accepted by a community, which, as a result, accepts to be 
deciphered by its founding texts; and it is this community that reads them. So, in a certain 
manner, to be a religious subject is to agree to enter or to have already entered into this 
vast circuit involving a founding word, mediating texts, and traditions of interpretation (my 
emphasis).” (Ricoeur 1998,145) 
10 “If I defend my philosophical writings against the cripto-theology accusation, I guard 
myself, with equal vigilance, to designate a crypto-philosophical function of biblical faith”. 
(Ricoeur 1990, 37)  
11 I am not sure how can we read Living up to Death. Is it within or outside his work?  
12 In History and Truth there is a text, written in 1955, in which a line taken from Spinoza 
subsumes entirely the approach of the French philosopher: “The more we understand 
individual objects, the more we understand God” (Ricoeur 1965, 6). This proposition has 
no meaning if it is not related whit another proposition written by Ricoeur: “the felling that 
all philosophies are ultimately within the same truth of being. This filling I call « hope» ...” 
(Ricoeur 1965, 6).  
13 “La question était d’autant plus embarrassante que j'étais frappé, beaucoup plus peut-être 
que mes lecteurs, par la diversité des thèmes abordés.” (Ricoeur 2002, 80)  
14 “Chaque livre, en effet, était né d'une question déterminée: la volonté, l'inconscient, la 
métaphore, le récit. D'une certaine façon je crois à un certain éparpillement du champ de la 
réflexion philosophique en fonction d'une pluralité de questions déterminées, appelant 
chaque fois un traitement distinct en vue de conclusions limitées mais précises. En ce sens, 
je ne regrette pas d'avoir consacré la plus grande partie de mon œuvre à cerner la question 
ou les questions qui délimitent un espace fini d'interrogation, quitte à ouvrir chaque fois 
l'investigation sur un horizon de sens qui, en retour, n'exerce sa fonction d'ouverture que 
dans les marges du problème traité.” (Ricoeur 2002, 80-81) 
15 History and Truth (1956), The conflict of Interpretation (1968) and From text to action (1989) 
holds to the first register. Fredom and nature (1950), Fallible Man respectively The symbolism of 
evil (1960), Freud and Philosophy: an essay on interpretation (1965), The Rule of Metaphor (1975), 
Time and Narrative (1986, 1987,1988) Oneself as Another (1990) to the second. Lectures on 
Ideology and Utopia (1981), to the third. (Tóth 1999/2001, 17-74). 
16 “Cet essai fait le point des changements de méthode implique par ma propre évolution, 
depuis une phénoménologie eidétique dans Volontaire et l 'Involontaire (Paris, Aubier, 1950), 
jusqu’à De l'interprétation. Essai sur Freud (Paris, Ed Seuil, 1965) et Conflit des interprétations. 
Essais d 'herméneutique (Paris, Ed., Seuil, 1969)” (Ricoeur 1986b, 44) 
17 It is not my intention here to developed on “hermeneutical phenomenology” but only to 
show that a new methodology appears.  
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18 “… la phénoménologie reste l’indépassable présupposition de l’herméneutique ; d’autre 
part, que la phénoménologie ne peut exécuter son programme de constitution sans se 
constituer en une interprétation de la vie de l’ego” (Ricoeur 1986b, 61) 
19 “...cet essai a la particularité de parcourir en sens inverse les étapes qui ont conduit de 
mes premiers travaux sur Husserl a la rédaction de La Métaphore vive et de Temps et Récit” 
(Ricoeur 1986a, 9-10) 
20 “... j’aimerais caractériser la tradition philosophique dont je me réclame par trois traits: 
elle est dans la ligne dune philosophie réflexive; elle demeure dans la mouvance de la phéno-
ménologie husserlienne; elle veut être une variante herméneutique de cette phénoménologie.” 
(Ricoeur 1986a, 29) 
21 “La réflexion est cet acte de retour a soi par lequel un sujet ressaisit, dans la clarté 
intellectuelle et la responsabilité morale, le principe unificateur des opérations entre lesquelles il 
se disperse et s’oublie comme sujet.” (Ricoeur 1986a, 29) 
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In search of a National Identity: 
Immaterial Heritage in Modern Romanian Painting 

 

Abstract: The article aims to reconstruct the historical path that led to the birth of 
the Romanian modern cultural imaginary. More specifically, it analyses certain 
works of art (paintings) that constitute an integral part of the Romanian symbolic 
heritage and national identity. In so doing, the article analyse the first major 
intellectual divide we encounter in the history of Romanian art: the one between 
“religious” painting and “secular” painting introduced by the so-called “primitives”. 
The article then proceeds to evaluate the role of Western artistic models, and of 
the regime of cultural openness generated by the struggles for independence and 
national unity. In light of these events, the essay also explores the sudden  
transformation of painting styles and techniques, and the political role and 
function of works of art. Finally, the article will shed some light on the role played 
by the Orthodox Church in the development of a „national‟ art. 
 
Keywords: primitive painting, votive portrait, religious art, revolutionary painting, 
easel lay painting, national identity, Orthodox Church, United Church with Rome, 
Protestant Reformation, allegory. 
 

 
A volte patrimonio culturale materiale e patrimonio immateriale coincidono.  
E questo tramite un processo di ipostatizzazione. Cosicché un‟opera 

d‟arte considerata parte del patrimonio culturale materiale può allo stesso 
tempo rappresentare un bene immateriale grazie al valore simbolico che essa 
esprime. Lo spartito manoscritto di un inno nazionale rappresenta senz‟altro 
un bene materiale, ma quell‟inno nazionale e la musica che deriva da quello 
spartito sono parte del patrimonio immateriale di un popolo.  

Dipinti come România revoluţionară di Rosenthal oppure i vari Carul cu boi 
(Carro trainato da buoi) e Ciobanaşul (Pastorello) di Nicolae Grigorescu non 
sono soltanto beni materiali, ma patrimonio identitario nazionale rumeno: 
patrimonio intangibile. Quando si pensa alla pittura rumena si pensa a 
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questo tipo di opere, produzioni artistiche che hanno la medesima datazione: 
la metà del diciannovesimo secolo.  

Come mai questo patrimonio pittorico nasce soltanto allora? In che 
modo tali opere diventano simboli di un‟identità nazionale?  

Per tentare di dare alcune risposte bisogna abituarsi all‟idea che in quelle 
regioni che successivamente comporrano la Romania, e cioè nei principati di 
Vlacchia, Moldavia e Transilvania, il Medioevo – specie nell‟arte – si prolunga 
praticamente fino al „700, e fenomeni come l‟Umanesimo o il Rinascimento 
restano completamente sconosciuti. E se un‟età “di mezzo” tra l‟antichità e 
la modernità ha visto altrove il nascere di stili, linguaggi e correnti, il  
Medioevo rumeno, salvo poche manifestazioni sporadiche, resta uguale a sé 
stesso.  

Prima del diciannovesimo secolo, infatti, le sole creazioni pittoriche 
presenti in Moldavia e in Valacchia erano quelle di natura religiosa.  

A partire dalla seconda metà del Settecento è tuttavia possibile trovare 
alcuni esempi di pittura laica, ma si tratta più che altro di fenomeni isolati; 
poche opere effettuate da artisti spesso e volentieri anonimi, che dipingono 
“all‟occidentale”, quasi sempre legati alla scuola veneziana, dove questi  
artisti probabilmente erano riusciti ad approdare1. Queste esperienze non 
sono ancora rappresentative di una tendenza artistica unitaria e coerente. 
Ma ecco che laddove elementi di laicità, di osservazione e trattazione di tipo 
realista sembravano essere solamente delle semplici deroghe alle regole 
rigidamente codificate dell‟arte medievale religiosa, senza tuttavia cambiarne 
il suo significato primordiale, alla soglia del diciannovesimo secolo inizia a 
far breccia una pittura di ispirazione occidentale, con funzioni completamente 
diverse da quelle dell‟arte tradizionale (Florea 1976, 127). 

 
La pittura “primitiva”: la nuova borghesia rumena  
tra linguaggi occidentali e modelli bizantini 

 
I primi dipinti a carattere laico, e realizzati al di fuori delle pareti di una 

chiesa, appaiono nei principati danubiani rumeni solo a cavallo tra il XVIII 
e il XIX secolo ad opera di artisti che saranno a posteriori definiti primitivi. 
Questi dipingeranno fino al 1848 circa, ovvero fino alla nascita di quella 
pittura romantica e rivoluzionaria realizzata da artisti come C.D. Rosenthal, 
Ion Negulici e Barbu Iscovescu.  

I primitivi furono quindi l‟anello di collegamento tra la secolare arte 
religiosa e la pittura nazionale moderna rumena. È il caso dunque di 
interrogarci su quale sia il ruolo di questa esperienza artistica nello sviluppo 
della pittura rumena e sui modelli identitari che ne furono il risultato.  

I pochi pittori locali che entrarono a far parte di questa cerchia furono 
ex-pittori di chiese o maestri iconari. Grazie ai nuovi costumi, frutto di 
cambiamenti sociali che andremo a menzionare, la loro categoria assiste ad 
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un cambiamento di status. In Valacchia essi prendono le distanze dal resto 
dei maestri artigiani, dai “zugravii de gros”2, creando nel 1787 la propria 
categoria professionale, quella dei “zugravii de subtire”, ovvero dei pittori con 
pennelli sottili, adatti alla nuova pittura di dimensioni più ridotte. Da una 
nuova figura professionale nascerà quindi una nuova figura sociale, quella 
dell‟artista inteso come rispettato professionista e non legato obbligatoriamente 
alla Chiesa.  

Questi introdurranno uno modo di far pittura che porterà con sé un 

nuovo status ontologico: il ritratto ad olio su cavalletto. 

Molti di questi primitivi, nonostante non avessero origini rumene, non 

sembravano essere neanche portatori di quelle tradizioni pittoriche proprie 

dei loro rispettivi paesi di provenienza. Artisti come Giovanni Schiavoni, 

Anton Chladeck, Niccolò Livaditti, Joseph August Schoefft, Ludovic 

Stawski, Carol Valştain, Eustatie Altini3, non applicano con la necessaria 

disinvoltura le tecniche e gli stili appresi nelle scuole, nelle accademie (di 

solito italiane, parigine o viennesi) o nelle botteghe e nei laboratori dove si 

erano cimentati come apprendisti. Il rispetto dei canoni post-rinascimentali, 

ma anche di quelli accademici (come ci si poteva aspettare da questo tipo di 

artisti a quel tempo), era sommariamente disatteso. In quest‟ottica la loro 

pittura risulta essere caratterizzata da grossolanerie, errori di disegno e nella 

prospettiva geometrica, problemi di chiaroscuro, mancanza di espressività 

dei volti, poca cura rispetto a proporzioni e volumetrie. 

Riguardo a tali limiti, a tali peculiarità, la storiografia ha trovato risposte 

tanto sbrigative quanto semplicistiche e difficilmente plausibili. La scarsa 

maestria che caratterizzerebbe questa pittura sarebbe causata dalla mancanza 

di esperienza e di preparazione professionale degli autori. Questa posizione 

è condivisa addirittura da studiosi avvisati del calibro di Vasile Florea4.  

Ma come spiegare allora i limiti tecnici e concettuali di questi artisti, la 

loro pittura naïf o primitiva che dir si voglia, considerando il fatto che queste 

peculiarità nel dipingere sono le medesime, seppur essi provengano da 

paesi diversi? Come spiegare il fatto che gli stessi artisti dimostrano di 

padroneggiare al meglio le tecniche pittoriche in alcune opere anziché in 

altre? Che dire del fatto che addirittura nella medesima opera si possono 

trovare al tempo stesso dimostrazioni di maestria e di goffaggine? Come è 

possibile per un pittore fare errori di una tale banalità che un artista, in 

quanto tale, non potrebbe mai commettere, indipendentemente dal suo 

grado di preparazione?  

Forse le risposte devono essere cercate altrove. Pensiamo infatti che non 

si possa prescindere dalla relazione tra la tipologia della nuova creazione con 

la sua motivazione: tra il ritratto laico, di cavalletto, completamente  

sconosciuto fino ad allora e l‟entusiasmo delle nuove classi abbienti rispetto 

a tale opera.  
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Nei primi anni del Settecento i principati rumeni entrano in modo 
repentino e brutale nell‟epoca moderna, affrettandosi a raccordarsi alle 
tendenze culturali europee, saltando tappe che altrove sono durate secoli. Le 
correnti artistiche e culturali non hanno avuto il tempo di confrontarsi 
e succedersi: classicismo, romanticismo, simbolismo ecc. sono arrivate 
praticamente simultaneamente, soprapponendosi, a volte integrandosi. Spesso 
dunque le novità verranno semplicemente riprodotte, in modo superficiale, 
prima di essere definitivamente assimilate. La riproduzione delle forme e 
degli stili europei non potrà quindi essere totale e automatica. Sarà 
influenzata dalla resistenza della tradizione e delle circostanze locali che 
filtreranno e interpreteranno i modelli occidentali. In questo contesto, il 
risultato spesso non portentoso della riproduzione di tali modelli ha fatto 
parlare, nell‟arte rumena, di forma senza contenuto, di copie grossolane prive di 
slancio e significato. Una forma presa in prestito e trapiantata senza la 
propria sostanza originaria, un prodotto altrui senza forza ideale. Le critiche 
vengono sia dagli esterofili che biasimavano un‟esecuzione parziale e non 
convincente degli stili occidentali, sia da quelli che, sulla sponda opposta, 
accusavano la perdita di una presunta identità, precedente a tali forme 
importate. Tuttavia siamo d‟accordo con Andrei Cornea quando sostiene 
che si tratta di forma senza contenuto solo se per fondo intendiamo 
soltanto il suo fondo genetico (Cornea 1980, 32)5.  

All‟origine dello scarto con il vocabolario estetico del resto d‟Europa 
sta la committenza locale, il gusto autoctono, la difficoltà ad accettare 
integralmente le nuove forme, l‟esigenza di conservare aspetti di religiosi in 
una produzione artistica che non era mai stata altra rispetto al sacro.  

La scelta di partire dallo stile accademico, neoclassico, che nel resto 
d‟Europa era oramai in declino, fungeva perfettamente da strumento utile 
all‟affermazione della nuova borghesia rumena6, sfruttando la reputazione che 
comunque tale stile continuava ad avere in Occidente, specie nelle accademie 
romane, parigine o monacensi. Questa emanazione tardo neoclassicista, una 
volta prelevata dagli artisti autoctoni, dovette fare i conti con le condizioni 
sociali e culturali imposte dalle dinamiche e dai ritmi di cambiamento della 
società rumena (Florea 1967, 155).  

In quegli anni si assiste all‟ascensione dei cosiddetti uomini nuovi, la 
classe media che si alza a rango di boiardo (boier). Questi saranno i soggetti 
rappresentati dalla nuova pittura. Accanto, dunque, alla nuova figura sociale 
del pittore, nascerà quella di un pubblico “consumatore” d‟arte. 

Saranno ritratti soprattutto i magnati (ctitori), finanziatori della costruzione 
di chiese, e i nuovi ricchi, spesso in competizione tra loro, che vedevano 
nell‟esecuzione del proprio ritratto l‟ostentazione del proprio status, o 
l‟emulazione dei boiardi di origine aristocratica.  

Il desiderio di autoglorificazione, le preoccupazioni araldiche, genealogiche 
e claniche corrispondevano ancora alle mentalità tipiche medievali. Cambiava 



Hermeneia - Nr. 21/2018                                                                                 Andrea Menna 

 83 

invece il luogo della manifestazione figurativa che vedeva svanire dalle 
navate delle chiese le grandi rappresentazioni dei loro finanziatori. A tal 
proposito, non è fuori luogo sottolineare che la grande richiesta di ritratti 
laici si afferma storicamente in coincidenza della mancata costruzione di 
nuove chiese tra il Settecento e l‟Ottocento, cosa che ovviamente provoca 
l‟assenza di pittura votiva7.  

Dunque il ruolo del ritratto era innanzitutto quello esprimere la 
posizione e il ruolo sociale della persona raffigurata. Ma la pittura importata 
doveva fare i conti con una tradizione ancora viva, integrando il nuovo 
portret con l‟immagine votiva di stampo bizantino. Cosicché i committenti 
non si aspettavano di ritrovare sulla tela la propria fedele somiglianza fisica. 
Non c‟era bisogno di precise ricerche chiaroscurali e volumetriche né di una 
fedelissima rappresentazione del reale. 

Invece le figure dipinte dovevano esprimere saggezza patristica e trasmettere 
insegnamenti e suggerimenti morali tipici dell‟approccio medievale dell‟opera 
come oggetto didattico. Cosicché il ritratto laico arriva ad essere esempio, 
l‟oggetto diventa simbolo, il movimento diventa gesto e l‟immagine emblema 
(Cornea 1980, 52).  

Le figure, nel pieno spirito bizantino, si spogliano di ogni materialità 
corporea, trasformandosi in forme prive di plasticità, ferme in un‟immobilità 
ieratica, prive di ogni fondamento spaziale e temporale. L‟immagine non 
rappresenta il reale, ma un mondo ideale, lontano dalla corruttibilità della 
carne.  

Possiamo quindi credere che i comandatari dei quadri, per far sì che la 
loro immagine corrispondesse a canoni più metaforici e tradizionali anziché 
realistici, abbiano spinto quei pittori, che lavoravano in posizione di 
sudditanza, a tradire la propria arte. Stilisticamente le scelte dei pittori non 
sono quindi il risultato di concezioni estetiche arcaiche o di incapacità 
professionale, bensì manifestano la necessità di assecondare la volontà del 
cliente nell‟essere rappresentato con una certa postura: con un aspetto 
trascendente. Questo, insieme alla considerazione che l‟ambiente sociale 
non era così raffinato da apprezzare altro al di là del ritratto, spiegherebbe 
anche la scarsa inclinazione del pubblico rispetto al paesaggio o alla natura 
statica, temi privi di antenati nella tradizione iconica, e confermerebbe 
invece l‟immenso interesse per il ritratto laico come continuazione del  
ritratto votivo e come suo sostituto o surrogato.  

A riprova di ciò che si sta ivi dicendo, dall‟osservazione dei ritratti 
primitivi anche l‟occhio meno esperto può facilmente notare come le 
rappresentazioni maschili siano diverse da quelle femminili. Le prime, 
coerentemente con la maggiore sobrietà imposta all‟uomo nel rappresentare 
il prioprio rango, risultano essere più serafiche, rigide ed iconiche rispetto 
alle seconde, che invece mostrano una maggiore fluidità di esecuzione e 
meno imprecisioni. 
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Le opere di quel periodo conservano quindi delle caratteristiche strutturali 
che non possono essere semplicisticamente ridotte ad un approccio primitivo 
o naïf, nell‟accezione che oggi si dà a questi termini, ma sottendono se 
non uno stile in sé, quantomeno una tendenza artistica deliberata, con 
determinate procedure retoriche. Pertanto rispetto a tale pittura c‟è la 
nesessità di un‟analisi semiotica dell‟immagine dedicata. Possiamo parlare di 
un certo tipo di manierismo, dato dall‟incontro della grammatica pittorica 
occidentale con le tradizioni autoctone che guidano le preferenze dei clienti. 
Il contenuto di cui si parlava siede nella vecchia pittura religiosa medievale, 
con il ritratto votivo di tradizione bizantina.  

Il contributo di questi artisti alla storia dell‟arte rumena si deve quindi al 
fatto che tramite le loro opere la società rumena ha (ri)trovato la forza di 
esprimersi. I primitivi rompono i chiavistelli dell‟arte tradizionale religiosa e 
aprono le porte a quelle che saranno le più importanti espressioni della  
pittura nazionale rumena.  

Pertanto tale esperienza pittorica, a nostro avviso, non può essere 
considerata un tentativo maldestro di copiatura di modelli europei occidentali, 
ma un primo esempio di linguaggio pittorico nazionale, risultato da determinati 
contesti e modelli culturali che si incontrano e scontrano con le nuove 
forme che allo stesso tempo attraggono e spaventano.  

Infatti il ritratto, oltre a soddisfare il puro piacere dei nuovi clienti 
abbienti, si inserisce in un contesto di emancipazione nazionale. Le 
personalità rappresentate sono anche il buon esempio da seguire per i 
cittadini della futura nazione rumena. Tra tanti, l‟esempio della traduttrice 
Maria Burada, ritratta da Giovanni Schiavoni. Alla vorniceasă (moglie del 
governatore) Burada si riconosce il merito di essere stata la prima donna in 
Moldavia a tradurre in rumeno le opere teatrali.  

 
La pittura al servizio delle lotte di liberazione e di unificazione:  
tra simbolismo e allegoria 

 

Dicevamo che la pittura laica inizia ad affermarsi con la nascita della 
classe borghese che diventa consumatrice d‟arte. Tra il Settecento e 
l‟Ottocento l‟inclinazione dei carturari (i dotti, gli alfabetizzati) a seguire le 
correnti illuministe si fa sentire anche per quel che riguarda le arti plastiche. 
Ma il fenomeno è limitato, e il gusto per questa nuova produzione artistica 
viene importato. Non si può non menzionare finanche l‟esempio dagli  
ufficiali austriaci e russi arrivati con le truppe di occupazione tra il 1787 e 
1791, 1806 e 1812, 1828 e 1834, e che erano soliti appendere alle pareti quelle 
opere non religiose e di piccola dimensione. Nello stesso periodo arrivavano 
nei principati rumeni molti pittori stranieri, soprattutto dall‟Europa Centrale, 
ma anche commercianti d‟arte, tutti attratti da un mercato ancora vergine.  

È questa la fase in cui si assiste alla diversificazione dei generi e soprat-
tutto alla laicizzazione dei temi. È il periodo cruciale della modernizzazione 
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della pittura e delle altre arti plastiche, che rispecchia il clima culturale che si 
era vennuto a formare durante l‟Ottocento, e che culmina con i risvolti 
sociali provocati dell‟abolizione del monopolio turco sul commercio estero 
dei principati rumeni.  

Questo si ottiene formalmente con il Trattato di Adrianopoli, a seguito 
della guerra russo-turca del 1828-1829, tramite la quale le grandi potenze 
europee sottraevano i principati rumeni di Moldavia e Valacchia dalla 
dominazione ottomana. Queste potenze troveranno nuovi mercatie vie 
di comunicazione, prime tra tutte la foce del Danubio sul Mar Nero, 
fondamentali per sviluppare un commercio strutturato sui modelli 
economici del libero mercato. Il trattato, prevedendo l‟indipendenza della 
Grecia, l‟autonomia della Serbia e l‟autonoma amministrativa dei due 
principati rumeni, creava quindi un vero e prorio corridoio commerciale che 
arrivava fino al Mar Mediterraneo e al Mar Nero.  

La Russia, dal canto suo, tramite l‟amministrazione sui due principati 
rumeni, estenderà e consoliderà la propria influenza nella regione. È 
verosimile che tale influenza oltre che politica e commerciale, fosse anche 
culturale, e che la nobiltà russa, che amava l‟arte occidentale e riusciva a 
tenere il passo con essa, abbia contribuito allo sviluppo dei nuovi costumi in 
ambito artistico nei principati.  

L‟amministrazione russa di Valacchia e Moldavia permise nel 1831-1832 
l‟emanazione dei Regolamenti Organici, ovvero una proto-costituzione che 
rappresentava il primo sistema comune di governo e il primo strumento che 
rendeva possibili riforme commerciali, fiscali, politiche e sociali in stile 
occidentale. Con l‟istituzione dei Regolamenti Organici nascono i primi 
nuclei di insegnamento artistico. Si inizia a parlare solo adesso del ruolo 
educativo dell‟arte, soprattutto per quanto riguarda il suo ruolo nel processo 
di rinascita della coscienza nazionale. 

Quest‟ultima rinasceva nella misura in cui si acutizzavano le crisi sociali 
ed economiche. La Rivoluzione del 1821 di Tudor Vladimirescu era stata la 
risposta ai soprusi del governo dei fanarioti, i greci di Costantinopoli che 
governavano i principati rumeni perpetrando abusi e una pressione fiscale 
insostenibile. La Rivoluzione venne sedata, ma il governo fanariota era 
finalmente dismesso e la coscienza nazionale sembrava oramai risvegliata.  

Partendo dalla Rivoluzione del 1821 per poi arrivare a quella del 
1848, passando per l‟unione dei principati nel 1859 e fino alla guerra 
per l‟indipendenza del 1877-1878 (russo-turca), le arti plastiche avevano 
accettato il loro nuovo ruolo, cariche di una missione ideologica: il risveglio 
(o la creazione) della coscienza nazionale.  

Questo segna l‟abbandono della ritrattistica dei primitivi e il passaggio ad 
un nuovo tema: la composizione storica. Allo spirito votivo che anima il 
ritratto si sostituisce lo spirito rivoluzionario che anima il tema storico. Per 
prima cosa cambia la relazione tra il cliente e l‟artista. Il rapporto di 
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dipendenza, quasi feudale, tra i due svanisce. Con la pittura patriottica 
l‟artista-cittadino non è più commissionato da una persona, ma si sente 
incaricato dall‟intera comunità. Il committente dell‟arte rivoluzionaria è la 
(futura) nazione. L‟arte abbandona quindi i saloni lussuosi dei boiardi e dei 
mercanti e si indirizza alle masse popolari che ne diventano i soggetti ritratti, 
ma anche i beneficiari, se non dell‟opera come bene materiale, del suo valore 
simbolico intangibile. I soggetti sono i personaggi delle lotte politiche, della 
rivoluzione, le masse popolari, i patrioti dipinti con uno slancio eroico e 
grave. Il romanticismo di questa pittura sta nel rappresentare la tragedia 
dell‟uomo comune che si erige a paladino della libertà.  

Eloquenti in questo senso le parole di Alexandru Golescu: 
 

La musica e l‟arte del disegno sono particolarmente adatte allo sviluppo del 
sentimento nazionale delle masse... Una musica nazionale è la vibrazione 
dell‟anima di una nazione, come un quadro, e una statua nazionale è come un 
grande pensiero nazionale che si è fatto pietra: il popolo lo cattura, perchè esso 
ha una forma che si trasmette da generazione a generazione. (Jianu 1954, 6)8  
 

I ritratti dei condottieri rivoluzionari circolavano sotto forma di 
litografie volanti, disegni, dipinti ad olio o acquarello che, insieme a scorci 
rappresentativi di località entrate nella storia, formavano una sorta di album 
nazionale figurativo, usato sempre più spesso come mezzo di propaganda di 
massa. Si costituisce così l‟abbondante iconografia dell‟unione dei principati, 
a partire dagli anni della rivoluzione fino al 1859 circa, comprensiva degli 
anni del governo di Alexandru Ioan Cuza (Frunzetti 1977, 158).  

I pittori della rivoluzione del 1848 saranno del calibro di Gheorghe 
Tattarescu, Mişu Popp, Constantin Lecca, Costache Petrescu, Petre Mateescu, 
alcuni in qualità di testimoni degli accadimenti bellici, altri come veri e 
propri combattenti in prima linea. Ma sarà Constantin Daniel Rosenthal, 
insieme a Barbu Iscovescu e Ion Negulici, a formare il celebre nucleo di 
pittori rivoluzionari paşoptişti. Con essi si rafforza la concezione dell‟arte come 
azione, come mezzo educativo e politico, come strumento per la diffusione 
delle idee della Rivoluzione e per il sostegno alla lotta popolare per la libertà 
e l‟indipendenza.  

Constantin Daniel Rosenthal sarà l‟autore dell‟opera România Revoluţionară. 
La sua musa fu Maria Rosetti, prima giornalista rumena e moglie dell‟amico 
C. A. Rosetti, uno dei leader della rivoluzione del 1848 in Valacchia. Nel 
dipinto la donna indossa un costume tradizionale rumeno, tiene stretto 
una pugnale nella mano destra e con la sinistra salva la bandiera della  
rivoluzione, mentre sullo sfondo si intravedono le ostilità del 13 settembre 
1848 con gli eserciti turchi. Il quadro fu dipinto a Parigi dove Rosenthal 
soggiornava insieme agli altri esiliati della Rivoluzione. L‟opera risulta di 
grandissimo successo, ed è entrata a buon diritto nell‟immaginario collettivo 
rumeno come un simbolo nazionale, come patrimonio immateriale.  
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Il passaggio all‟arte patriottica porterà con sé il passaggio all‟allegoria. La 
Romania Rivoluzionaria può considerarsi forse il tentativo più riuscito di una 
rappresentazione allegorica (in questo caso degli ideali sociali e nazionali 
condivisi da molti popoli europei in quegli anni), una novità assoluta nella 
pittura rumena. Un altro esempio pertinente sono le hore9 che simboleggiano 
l‟unità nazionale.  

Il simbolismo del ritratto boiardo – che era già stata una conquista 
concettuale – con la sua valenza commemorativa, lascia il posto alla pittura 
allegorica, che sarà declinata nei temi sociali e politici tramite artisti come 
Rosenthal e nei temi bucolici e tradizionali ad opera di pittori come Nicolae 
Grigorescu. Il raggiungimento dell‟allegoria fu un traguardo incredibile per 
un pubblico che solo fino a pochi anni prima non poteva concepire alcuna 
rappresentazione che potesse avere altro significato se non quello della 
sublimazione mistica – laddove ci fosse stata davvero una popolazione in 
grado di comprendere tale sublimazione, che in realtà era appannaggio di 
pochissimi dotti.  

Dicevamo di Nicolae Grigorescu. A dieci anni entra nell‟atelier del 
pittore ceco Anton Chladek10, per poi accedere nel 1861 alla Scuola di Belle 
Arti di Parigi, frequentando l‟atelier di Sebastien Cornu, dov‟è collega con 
Renoir. Presto si ritroverà ad essere uno degli esponenti della scuola del 
paesaggismo realista di Barbizon, conosciuta per artisti come Jean-François 
Millet, Gustave Courbet e Théodore Rousseau, per poi approdare in 
Italia dove, a nostro avviso, verosimilmente si imbatterà nella corrente dei 
Macchiaioli.  

Un momento decisivo per Grigorescu e per l‟intera storia dell‟arte 
rumena fu la Guerra russo-turca del 1877-1878, dal cui risultato la Romania 
otterrà l‟indipendenza dall‟Impero Ottomano tramite il Trattato di Santo 
Stefano che permetterà di recuperare la regione della Dobrugia con il 
relativo delta del Danubio. Il Grande Quartiere Generale dei Principati 
Uniti invitò quattro pittori ad accompagnare le truppe in guerra in qualità di 
inviati dal fronte. I quattro artisti erano George Demetrescu-Mirea, Sava 
Hentia, Carl Popp de Szathmary e Nicolae Grigorescu.  

Anche Grigorescu è considerato dunque un simbolo nazionale, sia per il 
suo ruolo come pittore-cronista di guerra, ma soprattutto per il modo in cui 
ha portato in primo piano quelli che oggi sono comunemente considerati i 
valori della spiritualità rumena. La sua produzione artistica, famosa per le 
scene rurali ed edulcorate della campagna rumena realizzate in plein-air, è 
anch‟essa parte dell‟immaginario nazionale. E come nel caso di Rosenthal, 
anche le opere di Grigorescu sono allegorie. Rappresentano i valori della 
cosiddetta vera tradizione rumena: il lavoro dei campi con i carri trainati 
da buoi, i villaggi, le contadinelle, le zingare o i pastorelli. Le scene sono 
idilliache, non corrispondono alla realtà poverissima della campagna rumena, 
ma simboleggiano l‟ideale di purezza della vita contadina che unisce i  
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rumeni sparsi sotto l‟uno o l‟altro impero. Grigorescu non sarà il solo a 
fissare su tela queste scene, ma sicuramente sarà il più degno rappresentante 
di quello che diventerà presto un genere.  

 
La creazione dei simboli nazionali  

 
Come nasce il tema campestre nella pittura di Grigorescu? Senz‟ombra di 

dubbio esso fu generato dall‟influenza che l‟esperienza di Barbizon esercitò 
sull‟artista. La scuola francese predilige anch‟essa il paesaggio e la campagna. 
Gli stessi temi che nel medesimo periodo erano l‟oggetto dei Macchiaioli 
italiani. Grigorescu però rende quei dipinti allegorici, mediando il rapporto 
tra significato e significante tramite il suggerimento di una spiritualità  
popolare che si esprime nei luoghi e nelle forme della campagna.  

Ma forse non è tutto. Nel 1863, a quattro anni dall‟Unione dei Principati, 
si attua finalmente una delle storiche richieste della Rivoluzione del 
1848, la confisca da parte dello Stato delle proprietà delle chiese e dei 
monasteri inchinati, ovvero sottoposti integralmente con i loro ricavi 
all‟amministrazione greca dell‟Impero. Queste proprietà rappresentavano 
addirittura un quarto dell‟intera superficie arabile e furono ridistribuite ai 
contadini grazie alla successiva riforma agraria del 1864. C‟è da dire che 
oltre all‟impegno per le riforme democratiche, gli artisti di quel tempo, 
tramite le loro opere, misero in campo azioni di propaganda proprio 
destinate alla secolarizzazione del patrimonio monastico e alla distribuzione 
delle terra.  

Questo fece sì che i temi agrari potessero diventare lo strumento 
attraverso il quale creare – più che ricercare – un‟unità simbolica, un‟origine 
comune nazionale. Potrebbe essere questa una delle risposte alla questione 
spinosa accennata precedentemente, e cioè come mai i simboli identitari 
rumeni che si sviluppano alla luce delle lotte per l‟indipendenza e l‟unità 
nazionale siano di tipo bucolico e tradizionale, anziché sublimarsi in 
immagini urbane, coerenti con l‟ambiente della borghesia cittadina delle 
lotte patriottiche di quel tempo. Può trattarsi allora di un‟identità nazionale 
che si forma attorno alla solidarietà rispetto ai soprusi della dominazione 
straniera, che vede il contadino liberarsi finalmente dalle catene della miseria 
e riappropiarsi della terra, simbolo della dignità umana e del lavoro onesto. 
Questa forse la spinta propulsiva della pittura grigoresciana.  

* 

L‟emergere della coscienza nazionale in Romania e dei suoi simboli e 
immagini sembra proprio prestarsi a modello per l‟analisi di Benedict  
Anderson. Per il sociologo irlandese, sebbene i fautori dei risorgimenti 
nazionali partano dall‟assunto che le nazioni siano sempre esistite, in realtà 
si tratterebbe di un fenomeno storico databile solo dopo la fine del 
Settecento e l‟inizio dell‟Ottocento. Le eventuali fratture storiche che 
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potrebbero confutare l‟idea di una continuità storica nazionale, renderebbero 
necessario il richiamo al risveglio (o al ritrovamento) di una presunta 
nazione sopita o perduta 11. 

Quest‟ultima è il prodotto di processi culturali e concettuali particolari, 
un costrutto artificiale determinato dall‟incessante produzione mitopoietica 
di simboli, dall‟invenzione di tradizioni, e dai processi di creazione di un 
immaginario comune e di un orizzonte di memorie collettivamente condivise: 
un processo di costruzione. Questo processo di creazione e sviluppo di 
culture nazionali sarebbe avvenuto grazie al capitalismo della rivoluzione 
industriale, tramite la nuova industria tipografica e l‟esplosione della stampa 
come fenomeno di massa e di costume. 

Pertanto il discorso nazionale e la sua ideologia non rappresentano 
il pensiero prodotto da una determinata nazione e dai suoi abitanti,  
rappresentano altresì i vettori che creano quella comunità politica che 
prende il nome di nazione, attraverso l‟evocazione di una serie di pratiche, 
simboli, valori, e tradizioni condivise. È il discorso nazionale a determinare 
la costruzione di quella moderna comunità chiamata Stato-nazione, non il 
contrario. Cosicchè i termini di “nazione”, “nazionalità”, “nazionalismo”, 
non fanno parte di un costrutto ideologico, bensì devono essere collocati su 
un altro livello fenomenologico rispetto alla sfera politica: sono particolari 
costrutti culturali, sistemi complessi rispondenti a un insieme stratificato di 
bisogni sociali e individuali. 

La cultura anteriore allo stadio di formazione della nazione è, per  
Anderson, una cultura a base religiosa: le nazioni hanno sostituito questo 
substrato religioso anteriore con culture nazionali “costruite”. Infatti,  
l‟immaginario nazionalista “ha una notevole affinità con l’immaginario religioso” 
[Anderson 1996, 31] e la dimensione della nazione è una dimensione sacra: 
per la nazione si è disposti a morire. Pertanto il nazionalismo va interpretato 
non come ideologia politica, ma equiparandolo ai grandi sistemi culturali 
che l‟hanno preceduto: la Comunità religiosa e il Regno dinastico.  

Sembra proprio il caso del “risorgimento” rumeno: una nazione perduta, 
divisa e dominata da imperi diversi, che deve ritrovarsi, risvegliarsi. E l‟arte 
gioca il suo ruolo da patriota, tramite la propaganda che parte della grafica 
stampata, fino alle grandi opere ad olio la cui solennità non può che 
provocare fervore ideologico e trasporto emotivo in chi le contempla. E 
sulla scia di Anderson possiamo interpetare l‟apparizione dei simboli, dei 
miti, delle tradizioni contadine e campestri: invenzione di un patrimonio 
valoriale ritrovato appartenente alla stirpe rumena adesso riunita.  

 
Le Chiese e la pittura  

 
Il misticismo dell‟arte religiosa nel principati rumeni la rende diversa 

dall‟arte occidentale. In Moldavia e Valacchia l‟arte esiste sono nell‟ambito 
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religioso. L‟Ortodossia ignora quasi integralmente la scultura e, per quanto 
riguarda la pittura, questa è obbligatoriamente caratterizzata da ieraticità, 
bidimensionalità, rigidità ed è severamente regolamentata dalle glosse 12 
scritte dai “dascali zografi” come il monaco Dionisie da Furna. Il suo Manuale 
di Pittura: Glossa della pittura bizantina13, è considerato il più completo e 
sistematico commentario di pittura religiosa. Composto tra il 1730 e il 1734, 
il manuale è una compilazione di più testi antichi.  

Nella prima parte ci sono le indicazioni sull‟uso degli strumenti e dei 
materiali usati e sono presentate le principali tecniche di pittura. Nella 
seconda parte, quella iconografica, viene spiegato al pittore come 
rappresentare determinati soggetti, i volti sacri o le scene iconografiche. 
Vengono passati in rassegna tutti i personaggi e le scene presenti nelle sacre 
scritture ed è spiegato in dettaglio come dipingere i vari soggetti. Questo era 
il manuale da seguire pedissequamente per chiunque avesse voluto avvicinarsi 
alla pittura.  

L‟arte era dunque appannaggio della religione e doveva essere manifestata 
secondo i suoi canoni. Quella ortodossa era la confessione maggioritaria, 
considerata religione nazionale. In questa prospettiva il culto ortodosso era 
il depositario della stessa identità rumena. Tant‟è vero, che gli storici della 
Chiesa Ortodossa Rumena come Nicolae Iorga (1871-1940) o Mircea 
Păcurariu (1932-) sono arrivati a considerare i tentativi di diffusione e 
penetrazione delle idee riformate tra i credenti ortodossi come un vero 
attentato all‟identità nazionale. La stessa reazione si era avuta nel Trecento e 
nel Quattrocento in Transilvania e nelle zone Sub-Carpatiche di Muntenia e 
Moldavia nei confronti del cattolicesimo (Niculescu 2017, 144). Che 
l‟ortodossia fosse considerata già dal XVII secolo la religione identitaria 
rumena, lo dimostra la difesa che ne fa l‟arcivescovo Varlaam Moţoc, autore 
nel 1643 del Libro Rumeno di Insegnamenti (Cartea românească di învăţătură): 
l‟ortodossia rappresentava l‟unica garanzia dell‟integrità e dell‟unità del  
popolo rumeno.  

Se alla resistenza dell‟ortodossia possiamo riconoscere un ruolo nel  
tentativo di garantire una certa coesione politica delle comunità rumene 
separate le une dalle altre nell‟Europa dell‟Est e Sud-Est, tuttavia non 
possiamo prescindere dal fatto che essa ha contribuito sostanzialmente 
all‟isolamento culturale rumeno e ad un fondamentalismo conservatore. 
Non bisogna dimenticare che la cultura scritta rumena ha conservato i 
caratteri cirillici (slavoni), presenti fin dal XIII secolo, fino alla metà del XIX 
secolo, e che le prime aperture all‟Occidente europeo romanico sono  
iniziate solo a cavallo tra l‟Ottocento e il Novecento. Prima in Transilvania, 
con la Chiesa Unita con Roma e poi in Valacchia grazie ad Italia e Francia 
(Niculescu 2017, 83). 

Il freno che la Chiesa Ortodossa pose per partito preso ad ogni  
fenomeno sociale ebbe importanti ricadute sulla società rumena la quale 
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riuscì a trarre beneficio più da forze e iniziative esterne che autoctone. Se si 
pensa al fatto che nonostante la Riforma non riuscì a modificare le 
tradizioni ecclesiastiche ortodosse, paradossalmente la sua azione risultò 
benefica per la stessa Chiesa Ortodossa sottomessa allo slavismo bizantino 
o alle influenze ucraino-russe nella regione moldava. In questo senso si 
pensi all‟introduzione della lingua rumena nelle pratiche della chiesa. La 
Riforma di stampo calvinista portò in Transilvania all‟apertura di scuole  
rumene e quella di stampo luterano alla traduzione dei testi sacri. Nicolae 
Iorga nelle sue ricerche sull‟Ardeal e sulle sue chiese loda il tentativo dei 
transilvani, sebbene a suo dire improvvisato, di costituzione di una cultura 
rumena (Somesan 1999, 24).  

Arriviamo quindi ad affermare che sebbene la Chiesa Ortodossa dica e 
faccia dire di sè di essere l‟elemento essenziale e vivificatore dell‟identità 
rumena, in realtà non sembra aver fatto altro che frenare la coesione e la 
coscienza nazionale. Basti pensare come, paradossalmente, la Riforma sia 
stata più attiva dell‟ortodossia slavo-bizantina nell‟affermazione dell‟identità 
rumena tramite la sua opera di romanizzazione del culto sacro. 

Nonostante le innovazioni apportate dalla Riforma, le pressioni del 
calvinismo ungherese sulla Chiesa Ortodossa e sui suoi fedeli si facevano 
sempre più difficili da digerire e da contrastare, soprattutto nella seconda 
metà del XVII secolo. L‟avvicinamento alla Chiesa di Roma poteva, tutto 
sommato, rappresentare una via d‟uscita percorribile. Quella romana era una 
chiesa potente, cristiana, occidentale e latina. Ed era anche una chiesa 
collegata all‟Impero Austriaco, superiore alle autorità ungheresi. L‟unione 
con Roma era dettata quindi più da ragioni di convenienza che di credo. 
La conversione alla nuova confessione permetteva l‟uscita dall‟apartheid in 
cui versavano i preti ortodossi che avevano statuto di iobagi (servi della 
gleba) e l‟accesso dei convertiti ai ranghi superiori della società (Niculescu 
2017, 111). Così, tra il 1697 e il 1699 parte del clero ortodosso transilvano 
riconobbe il primato papale e si unì a Roma secondo le norme del concilio 
Ecumenico di Firenze del 1439, senza tuttavia rinunciare alla liturgia 
orientale: nasceva la Chiesa Unita con Roma, altrimenti detta Greco-Cattolica. 

Come abbiamo visto, la Riforma Protestante in Transilvania sosterrà 
soprattutto l‟identità linguistica rumena, ma non sarà assolutamente d‟aiuto 
per la causa dell‟arte, per colpa dell‟iconoclastia che la Riforma portava con 
sè14. La Chiesa Unita con Roma invece, aprendo una finestra diretta su tutto 
quello che avveniva in Italia, provvedeva ad un certo – anche se limitato – 
dialogo in ambito artistico. Già da secoli, quindi, la Transilvania risulterà 
avere un piede in Occidente, e questo spiega lo sviluppo, di gran lunga 
maggiore, dell‟arte moderna transilvana rispetto a quella degli altri due 
principati.  

Per capire come i greco-cattolici abbiano anch‟essi contribuito 
enormemente alla coscienza nazionale, identitaria e unitaria rumena, basta 
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ricordare la cosiddetta Scuola Transilvana. Si trattava di un movimento che 
si inseriva nel constesto illuminista di stampo tedesco, a dispetto di quello 
francese che era anticlericale, e non poteva essere altrimenti dal momento in 
cui la Scuola era diretta emanazione della Chiesa Unita con Roma. I suoi 
rappresentanti sostenevano la tesi della latinità, ovvero della discendenza del 
popolo rumeno dai coloni romani della Dacia, cosa che rafforzava il 
rapporto con Roma a dispetto di quello con le chiese ortodosse orientali. Il 
movimento rappresentò un caposaldo dell‟emancipazione spirituale e socio-
politica di tutti i rumeni, non solo di quelli transilvani. Uno dei documenti 
più importanti resta la petizione del Supplex Libellus Valachorum (1791, 1792), 
una richiesta rivolta all‟imperatore Leopoldo II per il riconoscimento della 
nazione rumena come parte costitutiva del Gran Principato di Transilvania.  

Inoltre, fu grazie alla Scuola Transilvana che si ebbe l'introduzione della 
scrittura latina in lingua rumena, al posto di quella cirillica. Tant‟è vero che 
un altro “prodotto” della Scuola Transilvana fu Gheorghe Lazar, considerato 
il fondatore dell‟insegnamento il lingua rumena nella Valacchia. Questi, 
sebbene non fosse greco-cattolico, forgiò le proprie convinzioni ideologiche 
e pedagogiche influenzato dall‟ambiente della Scuola Transilvana. Dopo 
aver tradotto una serie di testi pedagogici in rumeno, fu perseguitato dal 
vescovo ortodosso Vasile Moga, fermo sostenitore dell‟insegnamento in 
cirillico e dovette scappare da Sibiu per rifugiarsi nel 1816 a Bucarest, dove 
due anni più tardi fondò la prima scuola con insegnamento in rumeno, 
il liceo Sfântul Sava. Gheorghe Lazar partecipò alla rivolizione di Tudor 
Vladimirescu e formò una serie di allievi patrioti – personalità come Ion 
Heliade Rădulescu, ad esempio – che presero parte alla rivoluzione del 1848.  

Nello sviluppo di un‟identità nazionale, ecco come le altre Chiese, la 
Greco-Cattolica e quella riformata, fecero da contraltare a quella ortodossa, 
che dopo secoli di immobilismo, non riusci – laddove non volle – a leggere ed 
interpretare gli eventi e le nuove sfide prorompenti che la storia ad un certo 
punto, avrebbe portato portava con sé anche in questo angolo dell‟Europa.  
 
Notes 
 
1 Si fa riferimento, ad esempio, a pittori come Grigore Zugravul e Iordache Vernier. 
L‟opera Urcarea lui Mavrogheni pe tron (L’incoronazione di Mavrogheni), de Iordache Vernier, è 
l‟esempio più eloquente di un embrione di pittura rumena non religiosa. La scena può 
essere considerata il primo tentativo di composizione storica nell‟arte moderna rumena. A 
tal rispetto, sarà senz‟altro utile la consultazione del volume ad opera di (Drăguţ 1976). 
2 Letteralmente “pittori del grosso”, indicando i pittori che usavano pennelli e attrezzi di 
grandi dimensioni, adatti alle grandi pitture murali. In questa categoria si trovavano  
indistintamente pittori, artigiani imbianchini tintori, verniciatori di ogni genere.  
3 G. Schiavoni e N. Livaditti erano triestini, A. Chladeck ceco, J.A. Schoefft ungherese, 
L. Stawski era galiziano, C. Valstain croato, E. Altini greco. 
4 Si consulti il testo di (Florea 1976, 127). 
5 Lo spiega (Cornea 1980, 32-33), il quale, a tal proposito, cita anche (Marino 1968). 
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6 Eustatie Altini (1772?-1815) è tra i primi pittori a studiare in quel periodo all‟Accademia di 

Vienna, e introdurrà elementi neoclassici nella pittura rumena, riuscendo a scostarsi, per 

quanto possibile, dalle severe regole bizantine.  
7 I 4/5 delle Chiese esistenti a Bucarest, ad esempio, furono costruite, e quindi affrescate, 
prima del 1800. Questo spiegherebbe anche il “riciclo” professionale di molti pittori di 
chiese che iniziano a lavorare su temi laici, anche e soprattutto conservano l‟anonimato.  
8 Lettera di Alexandru Golescu del dicembre 1846, in (Jianu 1954, 6).  
9 Danze popolari in cui i partecipanti formano un cerchio tenendosi per mano. 
10 Su Chladek, consigliamo il volume di Teodora Voinescu, Anton Chladek şi începuturile 
picturii româneşti, editat in 1936.  
11 Il tema dell'invenzione del passato non era nuovo ai tempi della pubblicazione del saggio: 
già Ernest Gellner aveva osservato come il nazionalismo sia un processo di “invenzione” di 
nazioni inesistenti, camuffato da risveglio. A riguardo anche il saggio di (Hobsbawm 1983). 
12 Abbiamo tradotto “erminia” con il termine glossa. Troviamo sinonimi come spiegazione, 
interpretazione, commento. Essendo il testo in questione una raccolta di suggerimenti e 
commenti, abbiamo ritenuto opportuno prendere il prestito i termini di glossa o, più avanti 
nel testo, commentario, a seconda del contesto.  
13 È possibile avere accesso al testo pubblicato dalle Edizioni Sophia di Bucarest nel 2000.  
14 In Transilvania l‟arte ricevette un duro colpo fin dal Cinqucento. La Riforma aveva 
eliminato le icone e gli altari dipinti, considerandoli “chip cioplit”, un idolo, una blasfemia. 
Questo ha permesso, oltre le altre congiunture che hanno favorito lo sviluppo del ritratto 
laico, a far si che quest‟ultimo rimanesse l‟unica produzione a poter continuare la sua  
evoluzione. 
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Abstract: The alert lifestyle and phenomena such as: technological globalization, 

increasing migration, demographic decline in some part of the globe, changes in 

population structure, multiculturalism tend to isolate us from our cultural heritage. 

In the same time, postmodern revolutions lead to a growing need of the individual 

to clarify his/her individual identity and find a model to rebuild his/her frag -

mented world. Cultural heritage as a cultural and social process, a discursive con-

struction has a formative effect on our personal, social and cultural identity. Inside 

this discursive process, transmission of memory from the past in a reflexive man-

ner gives space for new negotiations, mediations, interpretations. In the cultural 

field, there is a shift towards viewing the heritage audiences as active agents in the 

mediation of the meanings of heritage. In support of this position, we aim in the 

present paper to investigate the role of cultural mediation in shaping the personal, 

social and cultural identity of a social actor. 
 

Keywords: cultural heritage, cultural mediation, identity, belonging, sociability.  
 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In contemporary society we are witnessing two conflicting phenomena: 

the phenomenon of technological and communicative globalization and the 

strong tendency of fragmentation of the states from inside, on one hand 

and, on the other hand, an increasing regionalization and nationalist and 

populist tendency (Brăilean 2009, 83). Despite the tension between the  

process of globalization and the preservation of national identity, globaliza-

tion does not have the effect of cancelling those identities, but it would be 

necessary to redefine them in a global and polycentric context. It is this 

interaction that gives a person’s his /her cultural identity (Levi-Strauss 1983, 

166). Moreover, any communication represents an important moment of 

culture, through its socializing effect, having a modelling impact on indi-

viduals, so that culture becomes communication and communication 
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becomes culture. Culture and communication cannot exist without each other, 

a cultural phenomenon also functions as a communication process, and a 

mean of communication is also a manifestation belonging to culture (Hall 

1959, 186). Although a paradox, culture covers everything that increases by 

sharing, through the word, as the purest form of communication (Gadamer 

1998, 6).  

If for modernity, knowledge builds reality (Kant), in the postmodern era, 

communication has this role. There is a fact that we live in a culture of 

communication (a new imperialism) and we have the mission to understand 

ourselves and the others and to seek the truth (Codoban 2013, 84, 95). 

Postmodern revolutions lead to a growing need to clarify individual identity, 

a problem faced by the educational system, in search of a model to rebuild 

our fragmented world. Such an integrative model should take into account 

the following dimensions: affective (I-subject), cognitive (rational self), 

social (social, collective self) and ideological (cultural and educational  

values) and respond to the needs of the individual. More than ever, it is 

necessary for educational system to relate to society in order to come up 

with viable solutions to the needs of the contemporary individual: to find 

his/her place in the world (the need for affiliation, acceptance and invest-

ment), find a sense (stimulation, experimentation and legitimacy); the need 

for autonomy and power (communication, consideration and structure) and 

the need for values (good, truth and beauty) (Pourtois 1997, 50-51).  

The solution offered by some researchers for the crisis of globalization is 

simple: abandoning this project. Stiglitz argues that the real problem is not, 

in fact, globalization itself, only the management of globalization and, more 

specifically, the way of thinking anchored in particular and a parochial  

vision on society and economy. Social cohesion is vital to a functioning 

economy. Education, transparency, participation, inclusion are just a few of 

the answers that would make this project one with a more human face. 

Both globalization and regionalism force us to adopt comparative attitudes 

(Stiglitz 2017, 303-340). 

At the same time, the alert lifestyle, increasing migration, demographic 

decline in some parts of the globe, changes in population structure and 

multiculturalism tend to isolate us from our cultural heritage (Skrzypaszek 

2012, 1497). Hereby, we refer to cultural heritage as a cultural and social 

process, a discursive construction, through which we assign value and 

meaning to our surrounding space (Smith 2006, 13). As Skrzypaszek argues, 

the intangible heritage has an impact on formation of the personal, social 

and cultural identity (horizontal dimension), as well as the existential and 

spatial identity (vertical dimension). Within the vertical dimension of life’s 

experience, reflexivity gives a renewed perspective on the transmission of 
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memory from the past, giving space for new “negotiations, mediation,  

motivation”. Reflexivity has a formative effect on identity, being oriented 

towards the present moment and the future. 

 

 

Figure 1. The Role of Cultural Heritage in Formation of Identity 
Source: Skrzypaszek, 2012 

 
According to UNESCO’s manual for the management of the cultural 

heritage (Vujicic-Lugassy, Frank 2013), there is a shift towards viewing the 
heritage audiences “as active agents in the mediation of the meanings of 
heritage”. In this paper, we aim to investigate the role of cultural mediation 
in shaping the personal, social and cultural identity of a social actor, in 
relation with the cultural heritage. 
 
2. The Role of Cultural Mediation in Facilitating Access  
    and Active Participation to Cultural Heritage 

 
The argumentation starts with the direct benefits of cultural mediation in 

the development of a democratic society, in the formation of reflexive and 
involved citizens with ethical and moral values, equipped with critical  
thinking, communication and presentation skills, and in the cultural sphere 
playing a key role in democratization of cultural policies, guarantying  
increased access and participation of all categories of audience to culture. 
On personal level, mediation leads to facilitating a person’s encounter with 
him/herself, establishing his/her identity, equipping him/her with the skills 
necessary to meet with the other, recognizing the differences and then 
managing them, awareness of the daily political, cultural, symbolic and 
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natural practices, addressing discrimination and accepting diversity. The 
ultimate goal is to open our minds and hearts. 

Before giving more arguments in favour of our thesis, it is important to 
clarify the concept of cultural mediation. In the Romanian space, cultural 
mediation is regarded as cultural management, but there are significant dif-
ferences between the two concepts. Cultural management concerns the ad-
ministration of a cultural institution and the management of the resources. 
Since 2006, the legislative framework specifically states that the manage-
ment of cultural institutions should be achieved through a cultural project. 
In the same time, the legislative framework does not include performance 
rewarding criteria and specific requirements for the managers of the institu-
tion (Croitoru, Becuţ 2015). 

In contrast, cultural mediation was an umbrella concept, in France, in 
the ’60s. In the cultural field, cultural mediation covered a wide range of 
activities, starting with the development of the audience and reaching  
community and participatory art. The term was later imposed in the 1980s 
in the world of museums and libraries, which had as their objective the 
transmission of knowledge and education. Here, mediation has been used in 
a classical sense, that of dissemination of literature, art and cultural heritage 
(Quintas 2014, 1-2). 

As the concept mediation might suggest, cultural mediation does not 
necessarily imply potential conflicts. It is a form of cultural management 
that mainly aims at extending the public participation to cultural life and 
facilitating access to cultural spaces. Achieving these goals would hinder 
potential conflicts, bring peace to society and channel existing energies  
towards creativity, development and awareness.  

Mediation is the symbolic representation of the dialectics between the 
individual and the collective. Society can only exist if each member is aware 
of the necessity of a dialectical relationship between his own existence and 
the existence of the community (belonging and sociability). Through me-
diation, individuals give a symbolic form, translate into language, political 
and institutional structures, and fulfil their social contract. Forms of media-
tion are born in public space, because here is where dialectics is possible 
between collective forms and singular representation. Public space is, by 
definition, the place of cultural mediation. Here, identities and cultures are 
mixed and confronted, often appearing as an antagonism between the two 
ways of its habitation: between the one who lives and feels that it belongs to 
that space and understands its signs and the one who experiences a feeling 
of rejection, a true exclusion. Lamizet, based on Lacan’s central thesis, on 
the stage of the mirror, claims that in the public space, one is always con-
fronted with the identity of the other, in comparison with which he is 
structuring his own identity (Lamizet 1999, 9-11). 
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From a philosophical point of view, cultural mediation represents the 
relationship between the subject and the world. This concept tends to 
become a marketing concept that brings in a fixed form: the transitory, the 
fugitive or the contingent, with the risk of forgetting the nature of social 
relations (transcendence and the transmission of information in a symbolic 
form). The concept of mediation lies at the intersection between two axes: a 
horizontal one, which corresponds to interpersonal relationships, and a ver-
tical one, which reflects the transcendental relations. Therefore, mediation 
as a social project can not only create ephemeral ties, but must also con-
tribute to producing a sense that engages the community. The symbolic, 
aesthetic and pragmatic perspective of the cultural democracy is that of a 
heritage that is also transmitted by the involvement and expression of those 
whose words have not found yet the places of enunciation and reception 
(Caune 2017, 195). 

Practical activities in the field of cultural mediation raise the difficulties 
faced by those who conceive the cultural strategies when it comes to public 
involvement: issues of intentionality, if we have a pragmatic perspective and 
problems of structuring the action from a sociological perspective. We 
come to the understanding and explanation of an action of the public by 
exploring intentions, whether explicit or not, and the many factors that lead 
to a decision. In the broad sense, cultural mediation means the activity of 
each actor who participates in a cultural event (meeting) by creating the 
event or as a public who loves culture, being considered a content partner, a 
cultural mediator who helps to disseminate culture and cares of its circula-
tion. In a narrow sense, the field of cultural mediation includes cultural pro-
fessionals, public or private cultural institutions, regional or local urban 
authorities, cultural societies or creative industries, cultural education de-
partments and cultural centres (Dufrêne, Gellereau 2004, 199-206).  

Nowadays, culture means participation, conversation and contribution. 
The various actors participate in the conversation, comment on the content, 
distribute it and become ambassadors. Cultural managers become modera-
tors, mediators between the demands of different audiences and the de-
mands of sponsors, politicians and those working in the creative industry. 
Cultural institutions, instead of providing something, education or simple 
dissemination of information, are heading towards a culture of sharing, 
where the cultural mediator must ensure that the moment of sharing, that 
meeting stimulates civic imagination (Holden 2006). 

The action taken in the cultural mediation process aims to raise public 
awareness, contribute to the reception and transmission of information, 
stimulate and facilitate the expression and participation of individuals. Cul-
tural spaces become meeting spaces, where people with certain information 
meet people who have other information. There are raised all sorts of ques-
tions about: sustainability, access to education, discrimination, inequality, 
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etc. The role of cultural institutions is to help the public manage the pres-
sure generated by the ambiguities present in the cultural space by facilitating 
access to interpretations rather than providing pre-defined solutions. 

Active participation or engagement becomes a key concept in communi-

cation, especially after switching to popular Web 2.0. Through active cul-
tural participation, we understand a situation in which individuals are not 

confined to passively absorbing cultural stimuli, but are motivated to put 

their skills at work. Thus, individuals are challenged to expand their ability 
to express themselves, to re-establish their expectations and beliefs, to re-

consider their social identity (Sacco 2011, 5-6). Access and interaction is not 

equal to participation; these are just its condition of possibility. Active par-
ticipation involves a decision-making process and an equitable and balanced 

character in power relations (Carpentier 2011, 27). By increasing active 

participation of its audience, cultural institutions become institutions of 

reflexive knowledge. 
Postmodern society needs reflexive citizens. Instead of providing ready-

made solutions for its public, cultural institutions should encourage and 

support the development of critical thinking and reasoning for its public, 
processes that later help citizens make informed decisions, increase their 

degree of awareness and the level of active participation, with the ultimate 

goal of creating a culture of sharing. 
 

3. The Role of Cultural Mediation in Shaping Identity 

 
The identity of a person implies belonging to a particular space, area, 

region, town or village. One of the first questions addressed to a new 

person is: “Where are you from?” hoping to integrate the position of the 
interlocutor into a familiar setting, no matter where on the globe or by who 

is the question addressed. This tendency to identify a person’s place of 

origin is actually our desire to get landmarks (culture, ethnicity, nationality, 

etc.). Locating a person in the geographic space gives the opportunity to the 
questioner to recognize possible resemblances and to differentiate between 

the newcomer and the others. 

Starting with 2007, the new member states of the European Union from 
the former Communist bloc, Romania included, were faced with the chal-

lenge of assuming a European identity. Politicians, philosophers, historians 

and cultural anthropologists were inclined towards the following solution: it 
was necessary first to clarify the concept of individual identity, to assume a 

European identity.  

It is appreciated that the twenty years of financial, social and cultural 
experimentation in the Central Eastern European laboratory have led to the 

establishment of a permanent feeling of unhappiness, to which was added 
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the feeling of failure (Brădăţan 2012, 2-5). In the years of Romanian com-

munism, many Romanian citizens had put their lives at risk in their attempt 
to escape from the country to the welfare of the West. As a paradox, for 

some of the Romanians, as Pascal Bruckner1 recently said in his visit to 

Romania during a conference, also run away from the responsibility of 
membership in the European Union. In a future Europe of regions, open-

ness towards understanding of history, culture and society is of major  

importance. The direction of propagation of identity change is possible in a 
bottom-up approach. The post-communist governments in Romania, in 

their intention to create the new identity, gave an instrumental role to cul-

ture, and the results oscillated between two extremes: a strong affirmation 

of national identity or a rapid internationalization. The Romanian cultural 
administration was inspired in its action by the cultural policies of the 1970s 

and 1980s in France, but confused art with socio-cultural works and artists 

with socio-cultural workers (Raţiu 2009). Furthermore, the national Gov-
ernment does not pay too much attention to regional identity; instead it fo-

cuses on economic regionalism (the existence of the eight regional devel-

opment agencies, a precondition of our accession to European Union).  
Returning to the discussion about European identity, despite crises of all 

kind, of linguistic, ethnic and national diversity, culture is the dome that 

brings together all European states, whether members of the Union or not. 
In order to counteract the growing disparities, at the level of development 

among the Member States, in 1985, the European Union decided to award a 

prize to one city in Europe, a different city each year, for cultural perform-
ances. That was the starting point of the European Capital of Culture title. 

The prize was originally awarded as the City of Culture. 

Jacques Delors, then President of the European Commission, stated in 

Strasbourg on a presentation about the European Commission’s policy, 
held on January 17-18, 1989, that “no one can fall in love with the common 

market”. In 1985, when he had been appointed to office, he mentioned that 

one of the challenges of the European Economic Community was civiliza-
tion. In that context, there was a need to reaffirm the European values and 

merge the aspirations, sometimes contradictory of his contemporaries, into 

new constructions. Over four years, that challenge was still present. Delors 
referred to Fernand Braudel, a lucid observer of the integration movements 

of the early 1960s:  
 

It would be wrong for human nature to serve only harmless sums; they seem to 

fade when they are put together with the impetuous enthusiasm, though not 

always unreasonable, the enthusiasm that has mobilized Europe in the past. 

Can a European conscience be built on figures only? Or is not consciousness 

exactly what the figures might fail to surprise, the consciousness that can 

develop in ways that cannot be calculated?  
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As a result, Delors believed that it was time to put “some flesh on the bones 

of the Community and to give it “more soul”2. In a similar note, the founder 

of the European Union, Jean Monnet, said that if he were to start the 

project again, he would start with the culture. Thus, the prize that initially 

rewarded cultural performances became a cultural mediation program, 

meant to open the community to new forms of art, co-creation and en-

gagement of new audiences. 

The European Capital of Culture legislative framework has changed 

several times since its origin: new objectives, as well as new selection criteria 

and a chronological list of countries selected to hold the title, set a few years 

before, have been added. In 2006, EU introduced, in addition to the initial 

criteria, two new criteria: the European dimension and the highlighting of 

the collaboration between the city and its citizens. Why had been necessary 

a European dimension of the project? First, it observed the cooperation of 

the candidate city with other cultural operators, artists and other EU 

member cities, secondly, it emphasized the richness of cultural diversity in 

the EU and, thirdly, its purpose was to bring together the common features 

of European cultures. This criterion had, as a central objective, to raise 

awareness among the population of a given country about the cultural 

diversity in Europe3. 

The first title of European Capital of Culture had been designated to 

Romania in 2007. Sibiu 20074 summed up 337 projects (2062 events), 

covering all forms of art under the slogan “A City of Culture, A City of 

Cultures”, making visible the multicultural and multilingual character of the 

city. The positive, immediate effects of holding the European Capital of 

Culture title were: an increased visibility of the city, the positioning of Sibiu 

and its surroundings on the international map as a tourist destination, the 

doubling of the number of tourists compared to the previous year, a new 

face of the buildings, the increase of the sense of local pride, to which we 

could add the economic advantages. 

Following Sibiu, in 2016 Timişoara was designated the European Capital 

of Culture. There is an unprecedented event in the history of the European 

Capital of Culture program, since 1985, when two cities, which are close 

(146 km between Timisoara and Novi Sad), have won this title. Moreover, if 

we consider the other city, which holds the title of European Capital of 

Culture in 2021, Eleusis of Greece, the focus is on the Balkan region. Being 

born in the Balkans has a special connotation, sometimes “sweet” and 

sometimes “bitter”, as the name itself (“ball” means honey in Turkish and 

“kan” blood). 

The concept of the cultural programme for Timişoara 2021, “Shine 

your light! Light up your city!” is centred on audience engagement. It is a 
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metaphor of a journey that offers the opportunity to move from loneliness 

to belonging, from dark areas to the light. The traveller passes six stations, 

on eighteen routes, under three territories. The territories are, in fact, the 

sum of the challenges encountered today in Europe, namely: People, Places 

and Connections. Passivity is a major issue in today’s Europe. The cultural 

strategy presented aims to work with emergencies to reactivate this passive 

civic energy. The cultural program wants to create an environment that 

stimulates and generates a proactive civic engagement. The slogan “Light up 

your city!” has the role of motivating the inhabitants of Timisoara to turn 

their eyes towards the city they live in and engage in its transformation. 

Reflection and development of attachment towards a place are sources of 

motivation and drive for renewing someone’s identity5. 

The year 2018, the celebration of the Centenary of the Great Union, it is 

a good opportunity for us, the Romanians to self-reflect. Apart from the 

festivity, which seems to dominate the public space, perpetuating the beliefs 

of the “Romanian exceptionalism” (Mihăilescu 2017), reflecting on our 

identity and history, from here, in direct connection with what is happening 

in the world, would lead to a more realistic image of who we are. An 

exploration of our identity, through the mirror of the other, would guide us 

to the more authentic self. Individuals are not always aware of their value 

system. Until we are in a position to interact with others, we may not realize 

that they think differently. Values influence norms: how do we expect  

others to behave and how they expect us to behave. Identity is not 

something static, frozen in time. Someone might have a multiple identity 

(local, regional, national, European, and so on). Meanwhile, the others: 

Muslims, Asians, Africans, immigrants, refugees, Gypsies – are now an 

integrant part of Europe, not just physically, but through their ideas,  

concepts and lifestyles. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

Cultural mediation process facilitates access to the experimentation of 

cultural heritage, for those who live a feeling of exclusion, create a space for 

their voices to be heard and search in the same time to identify the 

motivation and drive of the passive audiences in order to actively engage 

them in the experimentation of cultural heritage. The ultimate goal of 

cultural mediation is creating a culture of sharing and development of  

reflexivity and empathy in the audience. The process of reflecting on the 

treasured memory from the past has an effect on readjusting our identity, in 

accordance to a certain space and contemporaneous time. 
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Notes 

 
1 Conference on Europe facing the radical Islam and the Russian Empire, 6th February 2018, 

Babes Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca. 
2 Jacques Delors’s presentation, https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/ 

publication/59acf3b9-04e2-4dc2-a031-dd1b7e9c6c32/language-en  
3 No 622/2006/EC, Decision of European Parliament and Council. 
4 Sibiu CCE 2007, http://www.sibiu2007.ro/  
5 TM2021 Bidbook, Timişoara – European Capital of Culture Association, 2015. 
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Abstract: The present paper addresses the issue of Brandom’s engagement with 
the philosophical tradition. I begin with an assessment of what Brandom calls 
“Gadamerian platitudes” and the way in which these methodological principles 
inform his own hermeneutic procedure. I then go on to identify a Hegelian  
component in Brandom’s philosophical quest and contend that this constitutes a 
common ground between his intellectual project and Gadamer’s. I conclude with 
an investigation of a paradigmatic example of Brandom’s Hegelianized hermeneutic 
strategy, namely his take on Leibniz’s epistemology. 
 
Keywords: Brandom, hermeneutics, Hegel, epistemology, inferentialism, mediation. 
 
  

Introduction 
 
Historically, thinkers associated with the analytic tradition have been 

known to disavow any endeavor that assumed a historical dimension of the 
philosophical undertaking. This is not to say that analytic philosophers 
completely disregard any kind of reference to the philosophical tradition. 
One could pinpoint at least a negative approach, one that targets certain 
episodes that belong to the history of philosophy with the precise objective 
of exposing them as inexcusable departures from the standards of concep-
tual clarity and perhaps even as indefensible deviations from the ideal of 
intellectual honesty. A positive attempt, one that would consciously and 
deliberately build on the texts of the predecessors has not however, been a 
constant preoccupation within the analytic tradition. 

Robert Brandom represents a notable exception. The author of Tales of 
the Mighty Death claims that the rudimentary tenets of the analytic manner of 
philosophizing, witch according to him include “faith in reasoned argument” 
(Brandom 2002, 2), “hope for reasoned agreement” (Brandom 2002, 2), and 
“clarity of reasoned expression” (Brandom 2002, 2) could in principle be 
and might even need to be supplemented with a historical component. 

In carrying out his philosophical project Brandom relies on several main 
traits of Gadamerian hermeneutics. It has been argued that there are many 
incompatibilities between what Brandom envisages as a fruitful hermeneutic 
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procedure and its Gadamerian counterpart (see: Wretzel 2013, Lafont 
2007). In the present paper I would like to emphasize an aspect that in my 
opinion brings Brandom in close proximity with the hermeneutic tradition. 
My contention is that Brandom operates within a Hegelian framework of 
prosecuting intellectual history, a hermeneutic skeleton that has been 
embraced by Gadamer as well. 

 
I. The way Brandom pursues his philosophical desideratum is by adopting 

and employing a full-fledged hermeneutic method that dwells on what he 
designates as “Gadamerian platitudes” (Brandom has also been compared 
with Habermas, see: Baynes 2007). Brandom contends that his own 
inferentialist theory of meaning “underwrites and explains some of the axial 
gadamerian hermeneutic platitudes” (Brandom 2002, 94). I will not deal 
with that issue here, since I am concerned only with the proximity between 
the two thinkers. An interpretative enterprise that could be deemed succes-
sful must productively negotiate between two radically opposed perspectives. 
The first, dubbed “black-letter reading” (Brandom 2002, 90), requires that 
we be able to precisely indicate in the text that we are interpreting the  
proposition by means of which something that we identify as a certain 
authors opinion is unequivocally voiced. The second, entitled “hermeneutic 
ventriloquism” (Brandom 2002, 90) describes the interpretative strategy that 
simply uses another authors sayings as a vehicle for the expression of one’s 
own convictions.  

Concretely, what Brandom has here in mind concerns the issue of the 
inevitable danger implied by any attempt to situate oneself within a tradition, 
namely that of artificially establishing a convenient, self-serving narrative 
that would legitimize ones claims. Brandom addresses this problem by 
emphasizing that one does not first arrive at some standpoint and then 
simply state that others were involved in a similar intellectual venture, but 
rather the very philosophical-historical practice is defined as an intrinsic part 
of the exercise of self-clarification of ones ideas. Although Brandom does 
not contend that this “autobiographical response” (Brandom 2002, 91) 
should be seen as his strongest argument in this situation, I claim that from 
a hermeneutic point of view this is indeed a powerful statement given the 
extended space allocated in any debate about hermeneutics to the dimension 
of self-understanding involved in any act of comprehension. 

Brandom offers another argument, one that is his opinion goes to the 
heart of the problem. His strategy is to question the very “presupposition 
of the challenge” (Brandom 2002, 91). Accordingly, one could object to 
Brandom’s procedure by arguing that the sense of a certain work of the past 
is not something that should be manufactured by its readers, but rather 
something that we should come upon during interpretation. On this account 
we should be able to access the author’s rudimentary intentions. It is a 
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principle that was very dear to classical hermeneutics, as Brandom justly 
observes. He describes it as follows: “The author uses language as an  
instrument for the expression of thoughts that have the content they do 
independently of any such possibility of expression. Communication is  
successful if the ideas aroused in the reader have the same contents as those 
the speaker intended to elicit by those words” (Brandom 2002, 91). As 
Brandom rightly notices no serious contemporary philosopher would accept 
this unproductive manner of engaging with the philosophical tradition. For 
Brandom, as well as for Gadamer before him, the contrary perspective of 
taking a text as merely the pretext for the engraving from the interpreter’s 
side of a sense of his choosing is equally undesirable. 

Brandom argues that Gadamerian hermeneutics succeeds in furnishing 
an interpretative strategy that manages to mediate between these two 
extremes: “Gadamer has developed a hermeneutic idiom that articulates a 
via media between seeing a text as simply dictating the meaning to be found 
there, on the one hand, and seeing it as a tabula rasa on which readers are 
free to inscribe whatever meaning they wish, on the other” (Brandom 2002, 
92). The sense of a given work cannot be secured by investigating the aims 
envisaged by the author of that particular work or by scrutinizing the 
purposes envisioned by the interpreter of that same philosophical artifact. 
The goals of both the speaker and the audience are just expressions that 
find themselves in need of further interpretation, or as Brandom puts it “a 
somewhat more capricious text” (Brandom 2002, 92).  

The above mentioned idea constitutes the first Gadamerian platitude, 
namely the strong dismissal of the hermeneutic principle that proclaims the 
intentions of the speaker as the ultimate source of meaning. The second 
platitude concerns the inescapable contextual character of any comprehen-
sive business: “A text can be read only from some point of view, in some 
context” (Brandom 2002, 92). The third platitude covers the dialogical 
essence of the hermeneutic enterprise. According to Brandom in the picture 
painted by Gadamer the work under consideration is but one of the pro-
tagonists in the game of understanding, perhaps not even the main charac-
ter. An important role is assigned here to the idea of belonging to a tradition 
as a crucial factor involved in understanding. Consequently, a versed inter-
preter is the one who has mastered the ability to consider and mediate 
between several conflicting tendencies: “Understanding (practical grasp of 
meaning) consists in exercising a practical capacity to adjudicate the recipro-
cal claims of authority and responsibility on the part of the text and various 
contexts” (Brandom 2002, 93). As a result of this multitude of possible 
interpretive contexts a pluralism regarding the sense of philosophical woks 
must necessarily ensue: ”Relativizing assignments of meaning to contexts 
entails a pluralism about the meaning of texts” (Brandom 2002, 93). Yet 
again, a skilled interpreter is the one who can easily and productively deal 
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with these dissimilar viewpoints. Finally, considering the fact that each 
interpretation generates new interpretative contexts we can reasonably con-
clude that there is no last and definitive sense that one can ascribe to a 
work. For Brandom’s Gadamer the procedure of interpretation is open-
ended.  

This is the full inventory of what Brandom calls “Gadamerian platitudes”: 
 

The denial of certain sorts of authority to the author of a text […], the  
relativization of meaning to context in a very broad sense, the model of  
dialogue, meaning pluralism, the open-endedness and mutability of semantic 
perspectives – I propose to call these by now familiar ways of talking 
gadamerian platitudes. (Brandom 2002, 94)  
 

Brandom advises us with regard to the meaning of the term “platitude” 
involved in his characterization of the Gadamerian project. As one would 
expect, “platitude” is not used here pejoratively so as to designate something 
along the lines of useless truisms or statements that lack any informative 
content. I assume that what Brandom is trying to ascertain is that these five 
principles are the necessary guidelines for any hermeneutic project that 
takes itself seriously. You simply cannot embark of an interpretative mission 
without having the adequate hermeneutic tools with you: “The gadamerian 
platitudes are just the sort of thing it seems to me we should want to be 
entitled to say about the interpretation of texts” (Brandom 2002, 94). 

Brandom invokes these five fundamental hermeneutic principles in order 
to establish his own undertaking of the concept of interpretation. As he 
puts it he is pursuing a narrower concept of interpretation than the one 
employed by Gadamer. Brandom is interested in interpretation when it is 
applied exclusively to philosophical artifacts and their particular features: 
“My concern here, though, is with specifically philosophical texts, traditions, 
and readers” (Brandom 2002, 94). The distinctive mark of a philosophical 
work according to Brandom lies in its capacity to generate conceptual content, 
namely “to play a role as premise and conclusion in inferences” (Brandom 
2002, 94).  

Brandom provides us with a conceptual model of interpretation, one that 
is directed towards an ideal of understanding that entails the ability to iden-
tify and deal with specific inferential roles. This is described by Brandom as 
the capacity to ascertain the logical consequences of a particular claim as 
well as those things that could be invoked in support of the claim and those 
things that would disprove the specific claim. Furthermore one should 
achieve the capability of distinguishing the particular commitments that one 
is taking upon himself when one is making a specific claim, as well as the 
entitlements that support the above mentioned commitments. 

Brandom theorizes two types of interpretation or as he puts is two types 
of “specifications of conceptual content” (Brandom 2002, 94). The first one 
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entitled de dicto is concerned with the accurate reconstruction of the inten-
tions of the author: “The idea of de dicto specifications of conceptual content 
is for the ascriber to use words that in her mouth express the same content 
that the words the target did use or would have expressed” (Brandom 2002, 
96). This is something along the lines of an archaeological procedure by 
means of which we manage to appraise an authors commitments (and 
therefore credit him as holding them) by investigating other convictions that 
the author might have subscribed to. This would enable us, for example, to 
discern what exactly that author would have deemed as upholding his 
statements and what he would have diagnosed as refuting them. All these 
inferential connections are to be reinforced by what Brandom labels as “the 
circumstances of production of the text” (Brandom 2002, 98). 

On this account one should refrain from judgment and instead get ac-
customed with all the details of the context in which a claim was pro-
nounced. It is the action of fully immersing oneself into the educational, 
cultural or economic surroundings that contributed to the creation of a 
certain philosophical artifact. It involves, for example, familiarizing oneself 
with the shifts that may have occurred during an authors entire intellectual 
career, being capable to specify the role that any particular work fulfills 
within the entire scheme of an author’s philosophical walk of life, or to 
acquaint oneself with those distinctly non-philosophical commitments that 
a thinker might have held. The interpreter involved in a de dicto specification 
must therefore secure a degree of familiarity and expertise regarding the 
intricacies of a thinker’s intellectual activity, which in turn would effectively 
render him capable of answering to any request of elucidation in the exact 
manner as the thinker if he would have been present: “One wants to be able 
to say what the author would in fact have said in response to various questions 
of clarification and extension” (Brandon 2002, 99). This is the profile of 
what a scholar should be like, namely someone who has the legitimacy and 
credibility to express judgments such as the one we can observe in the fol-
lowing example provided by Brandom: “No-one before Hegel ever took 
explaining how one ought to do intellectual history as a criterion of ade-
quacy on his theory of conceptual content […]” (Brandom 2002, 99). 

But there is more to interpretation than this. Brandom institutes a second 
type of interpretative affair, the “de re specification of conceptual content” 
(Brandom 2002, 99). This kind of interpretation targets the same material as 
de dicto interpretation but it does so by assuming another hermeneutic 
scenario, namely the readers own repertoire of cherished beliefs: “[…] from 
the context provided by collateral premises that are, from the point of view 
of the ascriber, true” (Brandom 2002, 102). We are provided here with a 
methodology that enables us to evaluate a thinker’s assertions despite what 
his declared conceptual allegiances are. For example, we ought to show the 
actual logical upshots of a contention mouthed by a thinker or display the 
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authentic proofs of a given pronouncement enunciated by that same 
thinker. The emphasis in the case of de re interpretation is on the reader and 
his capabilities. 

Brandom claims that historically we are in a time that seems to favor the 
painstakingly constituted de dicto interpretation thus putting an end to a 
period that inclined towards the critically oriented de re interpretation. As far 
as Brandom himself is concerned he sees no definitive reason to adhere to 
one rather than the other hermeneutic strategy, provided that one is accus-
tomed with the specific requirements of each procedure and honest about 
the nature of the endeavor one is pursuing:  

 

Both are wholly legitimate ways of specifying the contents of the very same 
conceptual commitments expressed by the words on the page. It is only if one 
masquerades as the other, or is just unclear about the rules it acknowledges 
in selecting auxiliary hypotheses […] that error or confusion results. (Brandom 
2002, 104) 

 
II. In the previous section I have outlined the basic tenets of Brandom’s 

hermeneutic method. But in order to properly understand the nature of his 
engagement with the philosophical tradition a few more considerations are 
required. 

First, Brandom insists on the issue of dialogue, or as he puts it “talking 
with a tradition” (Brandom 2002, 110). This describes a special scenario of 
de re interpretation, namely “de traditione ascriptions” (Brandom 2002, 107). 
There are indeed two ways of connecting with a tradition. These two man-
ners that Brandom is talking about attend to the two different meanings 
that we can assign to the term “with”. The first is “instrumental” while the 
second is indeed truly “conversational”. The instrumental style of doing 
intellectual history allows us to particularize the tradition that we are con-
sidering with regard to its commitments. The conversational style however 
exhibits a more critical purview. We engage a certain tradition in order to 
negotiate our own allegiances: “For it is manifested in the process of mov-
ing back and forth between the perspective provided by the tradition and 
what is true (according to the ascriber): the commitments the ascriber is 
herself prepared to undertake and defend” (Brandom 2002, 110).  

The result is nothing else than a Hegelian inspired technique of per-
forming intellectual history. One recasts the entire historical evolution of a 
philosophical tradition with the purpose of integrating oneself into that 
particular tradition as the most advanced point of it:  

 

A conceptual perspective or context can be called phenomenological in a 
hegelian sense if it is both a retrospective interpretation of a text de traditione and 
an immediate de re reading – that is, when it is one in which the ascriber herself 
occupies the most developed position in the tradition: the inheritance structure 
of phenomenal view. (Brandom 2002, 110)  
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This Hegelian dimension is operational in Gadamerian hermeneutics as 
well. Gadamer adopts a Hegelian variant of hermeneutics in order to leave 
behind the unsatisfactory account of modern hermeneutics: “And so I had 
to decide – between the alternatives of the “psychological reconstruction of 
past thought” and the “integration of past thought into one’s own thought” – 
against Schleiermacher and in favor of Hegel” (Gadamer 2007, 328). 

The panoply of thinkers that Brandom sees as belonging to the same 
tradition is admittedly a surprising one, hence announcing quite a hermeneutic 
challenge. The figures invoked are: Spinoza, Leibniz, Hegel, Frege, Heidegger 
and perhaps less surprisingly Wilfrid Sellars, the notorious founder of the 
Pittsburgh school of philosophy (see: Maher 2012, Redding 2007). Brandom 
sets himself to investigate these authors opinions on matters of semantic: 
“their understanding of the contents of thought, beliefs, and practical  
comportments, and with the accounts they give of their representational 
aboutness” (Brandom 2002, 16). Brandom’s analysis revolves around the 
issue of intentionality, or more precisely around a twofold account of inten-
tionality seen as: “what it is to have a thought” (Brandom 2002, 16) as well 
as “what it is to be thinking of or about things in a certain way” (Brandom 
2002, 17). The terms involved in the clarification of the notion of intention-
ality by these authors are: “functionalist, inferentialist, holist, normative and 
social pragmatist” (Brandom 2002, 17). While it is true that no single term is 
endorsed by the totality of the thinkers invoked and that no single author 
accepts the entire array of terms one can still on the basis of “those family 
resemblances bind these philosophers into a distinctive and recognizable 
retrospectively discernible tradition” (Brandom 2002, 17). 

In what follows I will attempt to illustrate Brandom’s hermeneutic quest 
as it is applied to Leibniz’s epistemological thought. The notion of repre-
sentation informs both classical epistemology as well as classical metaphys-
ics. Accordingly, Descartes for example posited that both extension and 
thought where to be considered as being real in the very same manner. 
Reality, properly understood, therefore comprises that which is representable 
and that which does the representing. Brandom situates Leibniz within this 
narrative by assigning him a special place: “Leibniz with a reservation of 
profound consequence for subsequent German Idealism, would deny meta-
physical reality to what is representable but not itself a representing”  
(Brandom 2002, 143). At the bottom of Leibniz’s metaphysical edifice lies a 
fundamental principle proclaiming that “to be is to perceive” (Brandom 
2002, 143). Everything that cannot perceive including such entities as matter 
and color are defined as “true phenomena” and considered as being char-
acterized by a “second-class metaphysical status” (Brandom 2002, 143). If 
one is to get a proper hold of the Leibnizian theory of perception, than one 
ought to bear in mind the four tenets that structure it. According to the first 
characteristic, when considered as a species it belongs to the genus of  
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expression. The second characteristic paints a picture in which the specific 
difference involved in the definition of perceptual representation embodies 
the idea “that in perception a multiplicity is expressed in a unity” (Brandom 
2002, 144). The third trait reveals the metaphysical truth that any monad 
conveys its “whole world” (Brandom 2002, 144), Finally, the fourth tenet 
discloses the metaphysical statement that the matter of perception for 
Leibniz is defined in terms of degrees, namely “degrees of perfection and 
distinctness” (Brandom 2002, 144). The forth trait seems to be the most 
important for Brandom’s analysis:  

 

The last of these features is of cardinal metaphysical importance, since it is 
explanatory responsible for both the diversity of points of view of the monads 
and for the preestablished harmony between them that is Leibniz’s systematic 
synthesis of the principles of unity and of maximal multiplicity . (Brandom 
2002, 144) 

 

The demarcation forged at the metaphysical level between monads is traced 
back to distinctions between perceptions functioning at the epistemological 
level. The scale used for the measurement of these epistemic discrepancies 
is delimited by the values of “distinct” at one pole and “confused” at the 
other. Many commentators before Brandom have committed the error of 
interpreting the Leibnizian thesis regarding the issue of the “degrees of 
perception” in terms of a hypothesis of “degrees of clarity of perception” 
(Brandom 2002, 149). This has happened in spite of Leibniz’s vigilance in 
avoiding himself such an unfortunate confusion. Russell is identified as the 
source of this particular misconception. Avoiding this philosophical trap 
goes to the very heart of Leibniz’s take on matters epistemological: “There 
is good reason for his care on this point since the centerpiece of Leibniz’s 
epistemology is a set of technical definitions of what it is in virtue of which 
an idea may be called clear, rather than obscure, and distinct, rather than 
confused” (Brandom 2002, 149). 

Brandom’s interpretation of Leibniz’s theory of the degrees of perception 
is a complex and painstaking piece of intellectual history. It involves a 
thorough investigation of Leibniz’s early as well as mature writings, references 
to other commentators or to Leibniz’s contemporaries. I could not do 
justice to it by proving a summary of it here. I would like however to say a 
few words about the main results of Brandom’s hermeneutic exercise. By 
employing the method described above Brandom manages to discover in 
Leibniz a strong case for inferentialism and therefore integrate him into a 
tradition: “This observation is important for evaluating the theoretical role 
assigned to the notion of inference in the portions of Leibniz’s epistemol-
ogy and philosophy of mind which I have taken to be metaphysically  
fundamental” (Brandom 2002, 176). As a result inferentialism appears as a 
possible theoretical token that Brandom could exploit himself and become 
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part of the same tradition: “For instance, before I finished the Leibniz  
essay, inferentialism had not been visible to me as a possible order of  
explanation, never mind as one embodied in an actual tradition” (Brandom 
2002, 91). 
 
Conclusion  

 
My main purpose was to draw attention to a possible affinity between 

Brandom’s engagement with the philosophical tradition and Gadamer’s  
hermeneutic project. I have identified a common Hegelian heritage as the 
basis for this philosophical kinship. I do not claim that this common 
Hegelian ground would completely explain the hermeneutic enterprises in 
question, but I do think that it is an essential part of both. Hegel is a key 
figure for Brandom as well as for Gadamer. In order to render this explicit  
I have examined Brandom’s take on the methodological principles of 
Gadamer’s hermeneutic endeavor and I have provided an example of the 
way in which Brandom engages with themes from classical epistemology in 
a manner that is Hegelian in nature.  
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Abstract: This research explores the modernist trajectories of Constantin Brâncuşi’s 
masterpieces, raised in affinity with formal expressions of non-Western culture and 
art, such as Romanian peasant traditions or African rituals and artefacts. In a boarder 
sense, these cultural nuances trace the transnational roots of Brâncuşi’s portfolio, 
which remain of peripheral concern for the aims of this paper. The main interest in 
this research is rather focused on deconstructing the nationalism behind Brâncuşi’s 
heritage, arguing that it can ultimately be reduced to a powerful mixture of primitive, 
intangible forms of culture, such as mystical beliefs, folkloric narratives, peasant 
traditions and values of Orthodox religion, reframed and translated into modernist 
symbols depicted by tangible forms of culture, such as individual sculptures and 
installations. In the first part of the article I will extensively explain Brâncuşi’s interest 
in particular forms of European primitive art, especially Romanian ones, closely 
observing the cultural contradiction between such a cultural engagement and the 
modernist trajectories of his artistic creations as a dominant of his artistic perspective. 
In the second part of my research I track the complementarity between Romanian 
primitive intangible forms of cultural heritage and modernist tangible forms of culture implemented 
in some of Brâncuşi’s oeuvres, in the light of a working hypothesis that I advance 
along my paper, according to which all forms of intangible heritage are ultimately 
reduced to tangible forms of cultural heritage. The article ends up with an applied 
analysis on the previous failures of including Brâncuşi’s ensemble “The Heroes’ Way” 
in the list of UNESCO World Heritage Sites, testing to what extent such argument on 
the mix of intangible and tangible forms of culture brought together by this 
monument might have increased the success of the national advocacy strategies 
addressed to The International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) for a positive 
evaluation and acceptance. Final remarks of this research conclude on the urgency of 
redefining in a new philosophical and axiological frame core-values such as “the 
integrity” and “the authenticity” of this ensemble, as criteria under which the 
inscription was proposed and the ICOMOS report declared it as not being justified as 
a whole, by attentively balancing the role of tangible and intangible forms of culture 
embedded by the monument in fulfilling this double condition. 
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I. Introduction 
 

Whenever Brâncuşi’s masterpieces are at stake for the integrity and 
promotion of the European tangible cultural heritage, his oeuvres are 
recommended as the expressions of a Romanian genius, fascinated by the 
peasant roots of his native country, but redefined by an avant-gardist art 
with powerful French nuances. Brâncuşi’s masterpieces are iconographic for 
modernist sculpture and yet, they loyally keep an eye to the Romanian or 
African folk structures and forms, transited in his sculptural works and 
installations.  

One should notice that such genealogical insights on the visionary es-
sence of the artistic spirit of a nation, that acquires, in Brâncuşi’s art, a 
particular visual identity and somehow, a modernist reconstruction of its 
origins and values by recourse to traditional means of expression, did not 
accidentally appear as a dominant trait of his portfolio. Brâncuşi’s artistic 
creations can be tracked, by all means, in the light of the early 20th century 
Euro-American fascination with primitive objects that engaged primitivism as 
an ethnocentric fashionable tendency along the production of modern and 
contemporary art. On the one hand, such “primitivism” should be understood 
as a visual narrative on the origin and sense of belonging that a nation 
depicts by recourse to cultural artefacts, symbols and traditional expressions 
of local principles, values and lifestyles. On the other hand, primitivism 
never remains configured in modern artistic expressions as a genuine, 
unaltered construction: its pieces are reconfigured in a modern puzzle, 
loaded in radical unexpected figures, enjoying a regenerated symbolic  
capital, for which the primitive becomes “a modern problem, a crisis in 
cultural identity” (Foster 1985, 204) that expects to be solved by recent  
forms of culture and, ultimately, to win a permanent, privileged place in  
shaping the cultural heritage. In what exclusively concerns the masterpieces 
of Brâncuşi, we still face “a cultural contradiction” (Jameson 1991) that has 
been historically perpetuated along the artistic debates consecrated to his 
cultural heritage, mainly fuelled by the clash between his modernist reputation 
and the associations of his artistic perspectives with mysticism, folklore, 
peasant traditions, Orthodox religion.  

The patterns of his modern artistic styles raised in affinity with formal 
expressions of non-Western culture and art reveal that his avant-gardist 
spirit should not be isolated from core-values of traditionalism. Implicitly, 
this structural correspondence creates a different context for understanding 
the roots of nationalism that has been extensively associated with Brâncuşi’s 
figure. My thesis is that whenever nationalism is invoked in what concerns 
the portfolio of Brâncuşi, we confront his attachment and knowledge of 
intangible forms of cultural heritage, such as folkloric traditions, symbols, rituals 
and values, that are transited and reframed into tangible forms of cultural 
heritage, such as individual sculptures and installations, in which they gain 
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specific representations. If nationalism, as it was speculated in Brâncuşi’s 
artworks, is nothing else than a mixture of primitive intangible forms of 
culture resurrected or radically reinterpreted through tangible forms of 
culture, then we should question to what extent this interdependence,  
between primitivism and modernism as equivalent relationship to that lying 
between intangible and tangible forms of culture can be generalized and 
applied as a more conciliating manner of accommodating these two types of 
heritage.  

The study-case occasioned by the analysis devoted to Brâncuşi’s portfolio 
in order to deconstruct his pretended nationalism, as a matrix of primitive 
and modernist Romanian nuances of tangible and intangible forms of cul-
ture, shares a larger theoretical context along which my research endeavours 
to argue in favour of accepting that all tangible forms of culture can be 
ultimately reduced to intangible forms of culture. I intend to explain that 
even if this theoretical argument appears in implicit forms in the UNESCO 
conventions of defining and safeguarding tangible and intangible cultural 
heritage, strictly in what concerns Brâncuşi’s oeuvres proposed to be in-
cluded on the list of UNESCO sites, this correspondence has never been 
recalled, nor applied in the advocacy strategies and reports addressed to the 
evaluations performed by ICOMOS. Connecting tangible forms of culture 
authored by Brâncuşi with intangible forms of autochthon culture reflects 
not only an unconventional reconstruction of the so-called nationalism 
associated with the Romanian artist, but equally a new theoretical back-
ground for strengthening the integrity and the authenticity of his artworks. These 
are values considered by ICOMOS not entirely represented by the monumental 
ensemble from Târgu Jiu, which has been repeatedly rejected from his 
inclusion on the UNESCO list. Once these two layers of my research are 
fulfilled, I will draw some theoretical insights on the potential effects that 
the intertwining of tangible and intangible forms of Romanian cultural 
heritage might have on the contemporary reflections on the national identity 
and its adherent values to the UNESCO agenda. There through, before 
getting into the depths of this analysis, I will briefly sketch the theoretical 
acceptances on cultural heritage in its tangible and intangible forms, operated 
and applied in the current research, in order to get to their Romanian 
particularities through Brâncuşi’s creations.  

 
II. Defining tangible and intangible cultural heritage:  
     a critical assessment of their core-values and their effects  
     on moderating safeguarding policies 

 
The interdependence between tangible and intangible forms of culture 

lies rather on recent “semantic evolution of cultural heritage” (Vecco 2010, 
321). The 20th century explored the cultural and axiological potential of 
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“patrimony” through multiple “expansions and semantic transfers” (Vecco 
2010, 321) that enlarged the meanings of such notion from material proper-
ties with a higher role in preserving and exposing the past of a nation – in 
the sense of “monuments”, to diversified cultural practices that pass from 
one generation to another through an inheritance process, thus converging 
towards immaterial manifestations of culture. As “patrimony” became more 
attached to national, material forms of possession and property, “heritage” has 
been progressively devoted to the living forms of culture in their immaterial 
spectre, by this deepening the contrast between tangible and intangible cultural 
heritage. The most inclusive and operational definition of intangible cultural 
heritage (ICH) is provided in the text of “the Convention for the Safe-
guarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage”, from 2003, as it follows: 

 

1. The intangible cultural heritage means the practices, representations, expres-
sions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cul-
tural spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups and, in some 
cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage. This intangible 
cultural heritage, transmitted from generation to generation, is constantly recre-
ated by communities and groups in response to their environment, their inter-
action with nature and their history, and provides them with a sense of identity 
and continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human crea-
tivity. (Art. 2) 
 

This definition merely sets up the context in which the practices and oral 
knowledge specific to different national cultures relate to the production of 
material culture, an interdependence that appears in explicit forms in the 
second article of the Convention without arguing that ultimately all forms 
of intangible cultural heritage reduce to tangible cultural forms or evolve 
towards such constructions.  

 

2. The intangible cultural heritage, as defined in paragraph 1 above, is manifested 
inter alia in the following domains: 

(a) oral traditions and expressions, including language as a vehicle of the 
intangible cultural heritage; 

(b) performing arts; 
(c) social practices, rituals and festive events; 
(d) knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe; 
(e) traditional craftsmanship. 

 

For the purposes of my analysis, it is important to assume that folkloric 
knowledge, narratives, motives and practices, occasioned by “(a) oral tradi-
tions” are accepted as transferable sources of inspiration for “(e) traditional 
craftsmanship”, which can take material forms and be reframed, for newer 
symbolic insights, into artistic sculptural expression, such as Brâncuşi’s 
ones. Some particular problems emerge, nonetheless, from this taxonomy. 
The artistic language understood as style can be understood as a vehicle for 
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elements belonging to intangible cultural heritage, and from this perspec-
tive, Brâncuşi’s style has raised several debates concerning his origin as 
tributary to Romanian and African traditions, beliefs or traditional crafts-
manship. It is not the place here to discuss how the artistic style of an artist 
should be defined and to what extent style should be sooner considered as a 
formal language through which an artist expresses an artistic paradigm to 
which he has deliberately subscribed. However, this topic deserves a privi-
leged and individual debate, since in what concerns Brâncuşi’s style, critics 
of art and aestheticians have been argued that primitivism and modernism 
cannot be mixed up into a specific artistic style, rather behaving as inc-
ommensurable paradigms. If this problem will be solved in the further  
pages of this article by addressing a plausible solution to such a suspected 
incompatibility inspired by the definition and appliance of transgressive 
attitudes in art, we should clarify how can (d) knowledge and practices con-
cerning nature and universe be translated from intangible to tangible forms 
of culture and vice versa. As an example, the Endless Column reflects values 
such as heroism and sacrifice, but it equally depicts a translated cultural hu-
man attitude of the human being in front of perishable life and imminent 
death. It can be interpreted as a form of art that conciliates intangible 
beliefs, inspired by Christian dogmas and values, on the division of being 
into infinite and finite. However, such metaphysical and cross-cultural 
speculations have not been used in consolidating the inscription of Brâncuşi’s 
masterpiece on the list of UNESCO sites, by highlighting its potential in 
experiencing and gathering both tangible and intangible forms of cultural 
heritage. For the moment, we will keep in mind the manner in which in-
tangible forms of cultural heritage are applied inter alia in the five domains 
previously listed according to the UNESCO Convention, in order to explain, 
in the following section of this research the primitivist and modernist traits 
of this interdependence.  

 
III. Deconstructing Brâncuşi’s nationalism: primitivism and modernism 
      from intangible to tangible cultural heritage 

 
Questioning non-tangible forms of Romanian cultural heritage as main 

source for tangible forms of cultural heritage in Brâncuşi’s art opens up the 
possibility to legitimately speculate a spot of primitivism, which Geist recog-
nized being reflected by the influences of folk art on the sculptor’s main 
motives and themes (Geist 1969). Art historians such as Balas plea in favour 
of accepting Brâncuşi’s art as main exponent for Romanian folk art from 
which primitivism emerges (Balas 1978). One must notice, however, that 
the artistic discussions devoted to Brâncuşi’s supposed primitivism have been 
largely monopolized by a materialist perspective, that connected Brâncuşi’s 
affinity for wood sculpture with African forms of primitive art, followed by 
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Romanian further developments. Geist defended this idea, but the shift to 
primitivism understood as an integrative representational artistic paradigm 
inspired by folkloric traditions occurred later, expanding the materialist cri-
teria towards non-tangible forms of cultural heritage. Both The Kiss and The 
First Step are considered works inspired by African influences in front of 
which Brâncuşi ultimately raised aversions. The method used in creating 
these works was the taille directe, “a product of the primitivizing impulse of 
opening the twentieth-century” (Geist 1984, 246) which resumed to direct 
carving into the material “without the aid of a model” (Miholca 2014a, 15). 
Their formal depictions of incorrect anatomical representations, asymmetri-
cal expressions and static appearance recalled the African art as source for 
enclosing abstractive thought into Brâncuşi’s art. As Miholca observes, 
Brâncuşi distinguished along his artistic evolutions periods of loyalty to-
wards the principles of primitive art, mainly covered by the 1920s-1930s 
(Miholca 2014a, 16), followed by a powerful denial of such convictions and 
a final regaining of primitivism, that Geist extensively explains starting from 
Brâncuşi’s declaration: “only the Africans and the Romanians know how to 
carve wood” (Geist 1984, 361).  

Art historians fall into the trap of connecting the biographical stances of 
Brâncuşi’s becoming with his artistic choices, arguing that his deliberate 
destruction of presumed African inspired artworks, such as The First Step or 
the series to which The Little French Girl and Madame L. have been subscribed, 
was either due to his impression that they failed in provide enough African 
quality, or because the African primitivism was considered inappropriate in 
the context of his revolutionary, modernist artistic paradigm.  

The inclusion of Brâncuşi in the series of modern artists exhibited in 
1984 under the name “Primitivism in the 20th Century Art” raised suspi-
cions not only on the Romanian artist’s etiquette of partisan of primitivism, 
but equally on the possible restrictions to legitimately associate avant-gardist 
objects to primitive ones. Rubin considers that avant-gardist objects rather 
raised their affinities for traditional objects, an unmediated influence barely 
being sustainable (Rubin 1984). Avant-gardists unlikely keep the genuine 
senses of traditional objects: they created artistic changes through which the 
results of their works made the initial, primitive objects unrecognizable. 
When Brâncuşi takes the African depictions of the human body carved in 
wood, he forgets about the anthropological or initial symbolist power of 
such depictions: he brings the methods and the forms of traditional, pre-
tended African artistic objects in new contexts that develop an authentic 
discourse. Balas considers that Brâncuşi has rather been associated with 
African art because Romanian folk art was not as popular: anthropologically, 
they cannot compete, even though as she observes, similarities between 
these two artistic registers can be identified. Romanian folk art and African 
art share the high interest for wood textures, whereas the forms specific to 
each artistic register fulfil spiritual symbols and functions.  
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But primitivism is understood as an artistic paradigm that raises homage to 
the past, to a mystical discourse devoted to the genealogy of a historical 
identity, to “the primal innocence” linked with “sculptural simplicity” (Geist 
1983, 41), to forms of pure art, “less corrupted by civilization” (Miholca 
2014b, 25). There through, Balas considers that if Brâncuşi would have 
been a primitive, he would have restrained his artistic interest to the past; 
nevertheless, his artistic concerns for the future of art and the progress of 
artistic discourses through abstract representation depict him as an avant-
gardist that takes primitivism as a source of inspiration or a pretext for 
evolution. However, art historians confine us poor arguments, sometimes 
fallacious, regarding the reasons that should constrain our reason to accept 
Brâncuşi as a modernist and not a primitivist, as if this exclusive disjunction is 
mandatory and must be accepted without even questioning it. Miholca 
insists on the fact that Geist and Balas refused to pursue Brâncuşi as a 
primitive “because he is placed within the canon of modern artists as an 
innovator of modern, abstract sculpture. This conflicts with the idea of the 
primitive” (Miholca 2014b, 26). In my opinion, art historians who adopted 
such position committed a logical mistake – doubled by artistic vanities that 
history raised along different branches of artistic traditions and orientations – 
which lie in concluding the one disjunct must be necessarily false since the other disjunct 
is true 1.  

I argue against considering primitivism to be excluded from an avant-
gardist attitude. If Miholca’s opinion and, implicitly, the theoretical concerns 
raised by Geist and Balas would stand, then Dada should be excluded from 
the avant-gardist culture, since it claims the rejection of conceptual and 
scientist attitudes, of “laboratory” (Tzara 1981, 77) prescribed art forms and 
institutional recognition of artworks. Futurism was, indeed, obsessed by 
future, through the so-called “technical manifestos” (Boccioni et al. 1910), 
but Dada claimed the present, not the future; Surrealism called subconscious 
stances of the human mind as a fertile terrain for artistic inspiration based 
on the flux of past memories; Situationism inaugurated “the society of the 
spectacle” (Debord 1967) based on revisiting the historical past. Moreover, 
without any intention to rise an argument ad auctoritatis, the theory of 
modern art asserts “Dada primitivism” that “seeks to combine and keep a 
balance between contradictory psychic forces, to hold the demonic, bestial, 
unconscious, spiritual and intellectual faculties of human nature in a finely 
balances interplay around a hidden point of sublime” (Sheppard 2000, 187). 
Dadaist primitivism is even connected with the African anthropological 
journals, Tzara being known for the African insights of his Nero Songs 
from the Dada Almanac (Sheppard 2000, 187). In fact, primitivism is  
recommended as a “transgressive exploitation of the primitive energies of 
the psyche”, which reflects “the nostalgia for the presumed innocence of 
non-Western cultures” (Sheppard 2000, 184). If Brâncuşi’s pedigree is 
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accepted, and Dada is associated with primitivism, as a transgressive  
attitude, then why should we deny Brâncuşi’s primitivism, by considering it 
incompatible with his modernist tendencies?  

I rather defend arguments such as Glaveanu’s ones, who accepts 
Brâncuşi’s primitivism and even exposes it as “refreshingly different from 
that of, say, William Morris in the humorous implications of its own 
nostalgia” (Glăveanu 2017, 715). Brâncuşi’s primitivism is gathered around 
his nostalgia for human fulfilment and paradoxes that emerge from such 
state of existence (his Socrates artwork from 1922, devoted to the Ancient 
Greek philosopher oddly represented – “His eyes are in his ears, his ears are 
in his eyes” said Brâncuşi – reflects such appetite for traditions and paideic 
models of culture); primitivism emerges from the conviction that art has the 
duty to restore the real essence of objects, and that modern sculpture 
should defend ideatic contents of forms as realistic structures. Primitivism is 
merged with modernism: abstraction is not excluded, but sculptural forms 
are adherent to realistic ideals of representation. 

What remains modern in this transgressive attitude and preference for 
“tribal” practices of representation, triggered both materially and ideationally, 
is simplicity, that still creates the shock of the “new”. Innovation, which 
rapidly became linked with modernity as a primary historical and conceptual 
category, given the rise and cultural monopole that technology begin to 
hold on the individual’s life, inspired, according to Geist, Brâncuşi’s appetite 
to restore the idea of “primal innocence” and “primitive origin” of our 
existence in his art. “Primitivism” became, in these terms, “the best choice 
for artistic breakthrough” (Miholca 2014b, 25). For an avant-gardist artist 
who took primitivism as a transgressive attitude – a hypothesis that I have 
not found in studies of Balas, Geist or other canonical historians of art and 
aestheticians who raised their scientific expertise in Brâncuşi’s art – the 
material and the ideational layers of each artwork had to be a reasonable 
compromise between primitivism and modernism, between the loyalty for 
the past and the passionate curiosity for the future. As his abstract concept 
of artwork evolves, Brâncuşi becomes reckless – involving a direct and 
conscious intention in this regard – with the materiality of the objects that 
he creates. Each shape must be tributary to the “primary”, “innocent”, 
“untouched” condition of the material; each surface must evocate an infinite 
and perfect materiality from which it emerges. Miholca adds, following 
Goldwater, that primitivism can be tracked in Brâncuşi’s portfolio equally 
through his deliberative option to attach wood pedestals to his artworks. 
They highly contribute to the living forms of sculpture, to their kinetic 
allusions and to better highlight the geometrical rigors of each artwork. 
Nevertheless, this spectacular exposure of sculptures, through which the 
artist gains the dynamism for his presumed static forms, is argued by many 
art historians as a formal affinity for primitivism that Brâncuşi constantly 
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reveals. I would add that pedestals highly contribute to restore the allusion 
to antiquity, to the classical forms of art exposure, but also to reinterpret the 
symbolic power that such objects used to have, inducing spiritual functions. 
It appears that Brâncuşi was rather a primitivist, than a primitive.  

As Balas observed, Brâncuşi’s artistic style reflects a cultural duality 
in which his occidental, avant-gardist affinities become intertwined with 
traditional, peasant expressions of Romanian folklore. In fact, at a first  
glimpse, the formal similarities, meaning exclusively the material correspon-
dence, between his sculptures and the Romanian folk art objects, “such as 
zoomorphic pitchers, zoomorphic rugs, tombstones, porches, gates, chairs, 
oil presses, tables, chests, and masks” (Balas 1975, 94) appear as an unques-
tionable remark. Brâncuşi remains a man of his native place, a loyalty that 
has been rather associated with nationalism. Artistic productions such as the 
first Endless Column of 1918 evolved from reminiscences of such Romanian 
vernacular architectural forms as gate post segments (Balas 1975, 94-5), that 
can also be encountered in the “grave posts from Loman” (Balas 1975, 95). 
Of course, these correspondences reflect a powerful interlink between 
Romanian specific forms of tangible culture, especially monuments, col-
umns, “cemetery crosses and wooden Gothic churches from Transylvania” 
(Balas 1975, 95), and artistic productions of Brâncuşi that ensure a sense of 
belonging, continuity and preservation of authentic local decorative symbols 
and architectural patterns. Balas figurative analysis shows up that even the 
African influences speculated at the bottom of Brâncuşi’s King of Kings 
should be rather recreated as an imaginative experience of reconnecting 
with Romanian folk objects such as “chair backs in the lower elements, a 
screw of a mill part such as the sculptor himself owned; or a porch pillar 
from Oltenia, followed by fluting from a porch pillar and surmounted by a 
head resting on a mug-like neck, carved in a fashion similar to an Oltenian 
mask crowned by the upper portion of a funerary pillar” (Balas 1975, 95-6). 
What lacks from this analysis is the proper connection with the oral tradi-
tions, beliefs and values of the local, Oltenian, intangible forms of cultural 
heritage that feed the symbolic expressions sculptured on the surface of all 
these objects or even the symbolic meaning of each individual object, by 
itself.  

One of the many questions that arise from this eloquent exposure of 
Brâncuşi’s affinities for Romanian folkloric material symbols is if their in-
sertion into his sculpture depends on preserving their cultural connotations 
or if they are translated into new forms of culture barely keeping their origi-
nal significance? Two elements are to answer to such dilemma. First, there 
is a modernist technique of collage that Brâncuşi extracts from avant-gardist 
artistic styles and implements in his artworks, allowing the co-participation 
of material symbols from different cultural zones and registers. Objects 
of ordinary life of peasants are combined with symbols of architectural 
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domestic constructions or of funerary monuments without respecting  
proper visual frontiers that such elements otherwise indulge in their original 
figurative regimes of artistic representation. Secondly, Brâncuşi reframes the 
formal arrangements to which such symbols originally were meant to, a rea-
son for which “there seems to be a parallel between the way in which  
Brâncuşi used life-objects as part of his sculpture and the way he used the 
configuration of Rumanian folk art and handicraft in his art” (Balas 1975, 
101). Balas considers that Brâncuşi managed to reach a certain mysterious 
allure that transgress its artworks by shifting organic and inorganic signifi-
cances for such implemented folk objects or by creating them where they 
weren’t. Usually, formal significances of these reframed symbols are derived 
from their former usual empirical content, which make older and newer 
forms “associationally charged”, as Balas observes following Shapiro. But, 
in Brâncuşi’s case, assemblages are not constructed on this formal comple-
mentarity. The explanation offered by Balas concentrates on advocating for 
“artistic manipulations” of symbolic structures, in the name of which we 
can ultimately evaluate if nationalism still stands in a common acceptance as 
a dominant trait of Brâncuşi’s creations.  

 

The audience’s perception of these objects does not inspire symbolic allusions; 
the forms are not subjects of reverberations. This is due to a triple transmuta-
tion: (a) Rumanian folk objects were divorced from their function, alienated, 
and used as form elements in sculpture; (b) these elements were dislocated and 
transplanted into a different geographic and socio-cultural environment; (c) fi-
nally, these elements underwent certain artistic manipulations. (Balas 1975, 102) 
 

However, if nationalism can be understood under the assumption of this 
culture framework that holds the authenticity of symbolic structures, 
expressions and meanings of Romanian culture, and if these artistic ma-
nipulations can provide a boarder sense for principles, values and beliefs 
that determine particular moments from the cultural history of our mankind, 
then due to what reasons we have repeatedly failed to inscribe Brâncuşi’s 
monuments on the UNESCO list of sites? 

 
IV. Why Brâncuşi’s ensemble did fail the test of authenticity  
      and integrity? A Philosophical Undertaking of the ICOMOS 
      report on the Monumental Ensemble of Târgu Jiu 

 
The analysis devoted to the ICOMOS report on the rejection of The 

Monumental Ensemble of Târgu Jiu on the World Heritage List can provide 
powerful insights on the general conceptual gaps between the theoretical 
and axiological understandings of “authenticity” and “integrity” that national 
cultures invest in their most representative forms of cultural heritage, and 
the universalized patterns of meanings that UNESCO consecrated for such 
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elements in order to be recognized as iconic for our mankind. A recon-
struction of the most virulent arguments that ICOMOS raised against the 
inscription of Brâncuşi’s ensemble on the list of UNESCO will bring into 
the spotlight, beyond the fallacious arguments that the State Party commit-
ted in the application submitted for evaluation, a disproportion between the 
cultural national criteria engaged in the justification for inscription, integrity 
and authenticity, and the neutral and generalized criteria that UNESCO 
raised in order to accept the inclusion of the property in the World Heritage 
List. My point is that an equilibrated investigation of these gaps will provide 
the necessary premises to argue that the rejection was merely caused by the 
failure of the State Party in demonstrating that the intangible forms of cul-
ture behind the pieces of Brâncuşi’s ensemble authentically and integrally 
reflect spiritual and cultural core-values of our mankind. 

Listed no. 1473 on the list of applications, the Monumental Ensemble 
of Târgu Jiu conformed to the first article of the 1972 World Heritage 
Convention as “a serial nomination of two groupings of 5 monuments” 
(ICOMOS 2015, 254), which gathered “interrelated sculptural installations 
aligned on a virtual 1.5-km-long axis superimposed on the Avenue of 
Heroes” (ICOMOS 2015, 254). Brâncuşi, recognized as “an influential pio-
neer of abstract sculpture”, developed “a somber, contemplative, yet acces-
sible architectural” (IOMOS 2015, 254) complex, an etiquette that reflects 
the hermeneutical precautions that ICOMOS invested in the analysis of his 
oeuvre. Despite the rigorous and commemorative character of what might 
take the constitution of an artistic dispositif, the state of exception that such 
complex of artworks should provide is suspiciously suggested as a lacking 
element. “Accessibility” will work in favour of inscribing the ensemble on 
the UNESCO list as long as it serves as main referential for the notoriety 
and touristic frequency that the installation can get; once it is assigned as a 
key factor for testing the operational capacity of preservation that authori-
ties can develop, given the openness and exposure of the ensemble, accessi-
bility will be further questioned and revisited by the ICOMOS evaluators. 
However, the basic data of the ICOMOS report reveal that on 12 Septem-
ber 2014 the commission asked to the State Party to provide information 
“about the nature of the conceptual axis that is superimposed on the  
Avenue of Heroes”, along other references to policies for protecting, funding 
and increasing the visitors of the property. In less than one month the State 
Party replied, but on January, next year, ICOMOS informed the State 
Party that  

 

the nominated property does not fulfil the requirements set out in the Opera-
tional Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention, 
and therefore ICOMOS will recommend to the World Heritage Committee 
that the nominated property not be inscribed on the World Heritage List. 
(ICOMOS 2015, 256) 
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The report continues providing reference on the descriptions given to 

the ensemble, being recalled as a serial property that covers two urban parks 
of Târgu Jiu, namely Constantin Brâncuşi Park and the Park of the Endless 

Column, which do not communicate as visible from each other. Generally, 

the cultural significance of the ensemble is to honour the Romanian soldiers 
from the First World War, albeit subsequent cultural significances developed 

by each piece of the ensemble are individually further listed. For the pur-

poses of the present analysis, the technical details of the material structure 
of the composing elements of the ensemble will not be exposed; I choose 

to retain exclusively the cultural framework that gathers the symbolic, axio-

logical insights of the pieces that translate tangible forms of culture into 

intangible ones. The first part of the ensemble, from the former Public 
Garden of the city, contains the Table of Silence, “intended to evoke the tra-

ditional place of family gathering (or The Last Supper)” (ICOMOS 2015, 

254). The Alley of Chairs communicates with the Gate of the Kiss through a 
pathway of trees; the generosity of the broad pathway leads to “the tra-

vertine portal”, “carven on-site by the artist with the intent of distilling his 

concept of the Kiss to its essence and rendering it as a gateway” (ICOMOS 
2015, 255). This telluric layer is doubled by the spiritual allusion to infinity, 

evoked through the Endless Column placed in the homonymous park. Here, 

it is important to notice the attention that ICOMOS gave to the material 
elements of the Column: the hidden steel pillar, embraced by cast-iron 

modules, gold coloured, suggest not only criteria to validate the resistance 

of such artwork, but equally the capacity of the artist to use indestructible 
materiality as mirror for infinite immateriality and eternity. The historical 

outlook on the development of the ensemble acknowledged the diplomatic 

efforts that have been invested late in the 1934 to design the monument, 

that initially was reduced to the endless column, but that has been immedi-
ately completed by the other pieces of the ensemble as Brâncuşi envisioned 

“the enthusiasm of his compatriots”.  

The description of the ensemble includes the recreation of the entire 
urban morphology of the city following Brâncuşi’s plan of maintaining a 

straight axe which imposed, in order to perform the installation, architectural 

efforts to redesign the streets and to create complementary streets to those 
inserted in the ensemble, as it was the destiny of the Avenue of Heroes. The 

historical reality depicted in this part of the report presents the efforts of 

the public authorities and the enthusiastic consent of the population to 
redesign an entire city following the artistic plan of Brâncuşi; a powerful 

details of the cultural and moral memory of this place is that “the derelict 

18th-century Saint Apostles Peter and Paul Church, located on the same 
axis, was reconstructed with Brâncuşi’s full acceptance” (ICOMOS 2015, 

255). Despite the entire set of elements that suggests the conceptual and 
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material uniqueness of this ensemble, the justification for inscription, integ-

rity and authenticity has been considered peculiar and inconclusive. For the 
purposes of the present research, I will take each objection raised by 

ICOMOS in order to explain how it might have been avoided or rejected if 

these core-values would have been argued in the light of the correspon-
dence between tangible and intangible cultural heritage.  

(O1). According to ICOMOS, “the State Party has inferred rather than 

demonstrated that there is scope in the World Heritage List for the inclu-

sion of the nominated property (…) and has implied that there are no other 

similar properties that could be nominated” (ICOMOS 2015, 255). There is 

no manner of saving or justifying the fallacious argumentative structure in-

tended by the authorities that have written the proposal. The main differ-

ence between inference – in the sense of induction, and demonstration – in 

the sense of deduction, has less been explored and it has been a peripheral 

concern for the representatives of the State Party in elaborating the inscrip-

tion. It appears that they have rather listed a series of properties that the en-

semble gathers, as a particular architectural piece, similar to other properties 

“illustrating the Modern Movement in architecture that are currently on the 

World Heritage List” (ICOMOS 2015, 255). One of these listed examples is 

the Sydney Opera House (Australia, accepted on the UNESCO list in 2007), 

albeit they are subjected to different cultural scopes, provide divergent cul-

tural functions, adopt distinct symbolical structures and, implicitly, generate 

quite isolated cultural symbolic capitals. Instead of speculating the core-values 

that the two ensembles address as dominant values for our mankind, the 

authors of the inscription choose to restrict their arguments to an expositive 

evaluation of the modern traits of such entities. The main problem is that 

even this descriptive engagement embraces a lacunar formula: authors take 

for granted that each example provided as being similar to Brâncuşi’s 

ensemble respects the modern traits of a modern piece of architecture, even 

though they never name or explain them. Therefore, the “iconic properties 

to the ensemble of sculptures at Târgu Jiu is at best superficial”, concludes 

the ICOMOS report, since there is no criterion for “a relevant typological 

comparison” (ICOMOS 2015, 256) between the already included properties 

in the UNESCO list and the nominated property.  
 

(O2). The inscription includes comparisons made to “14 inscribed prop-

erties that the State Party believes potentially exhibit the symbolism and 

spirituality of the ensemble in Târgu Jiu”, listing megalithic sanctuaries, 

monumental tombs, ancient sanctuaries and sites of memory. Examples 

provide reference to the sanctuaries from Stonehenge or to the Hiroshima 

Peace Memorial from Japan. However, these categories are arbitrary listed 
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and gathered and there is no correspondence between their symbolic capital 

and the multiple senses emerging from the ensemble from Târgu Jiu. The 

conflict that ICOMOS identifies in this part of the inscription, between “the 

basis for the symbolism and spirituality of these properties” and the “sym-

bolic/spiritual basis that underpins the Monumental Ensemble of Târgu 

Jiu” can be translated as a genuine tension between the intangible elements 

of cultural heritage representative for our mankind, already acknowledged 

and accepted by UNESCO, and the intangible cultural heritage occasioned 

by the Monumental Ensemble of Târgu Jiu, developed in the sense of core-

values for our mankind. These is also a fracture between the tangible and 

intangible expressions of cultural heritage listed as examples of UNESCO 

sites to which the Monumental Ensemble seems to be similar: the State Party 

recalled the Statue of Liberty and the Holy Trinity Column in Olomouc but 

ICOMOS considered that neither of them are wholly comparable with 

Brâncuşi’s iconic artworks. Such associations reveal that the authors of the 

inscription made no effort in speculating the axiological convergence between 

the symbols and spiritual values that these artworks or sites might share. 

Moreover, they have mixed examples proper to Christian traditions and 

values with those specific to war monuments without providing a bridge 

between them in terms of core-values for humanity as a whole. By this, I 

insist on the fact that cultural policies devoted to the inscription of certain 

monuments of the list of UNESCO sites should be reformed in order to 

strength the relationship between tangible and intangible expressions of 

cultural heritage. 
 

(O3). There is a genuine conflict between the exigency of the UNESCO 
criterion to explain and demonstrate the uniqueness and authenticity of a 
monument and the exigency of the same fore to list similar monuments 
already accepted on the World Cultural Heritage list of sites. The challenge, 
in fact, is to argue the state of exceptionality of a monument and its credits 
to be listed among other sites, already accepted by UNESCO, in terms of a 
genus-differentia definition. In my opinion, the authors of the inscription for the 
ensemble of Târgu Jiu succeeded in providing an extensional outlook of the 
sphere of the definiendum, but failed in exploring the intensional aspects.  

The genus proximum has been covered by monumental memorials erected 
during the interwar period, but the differentia specifica has not been exposed. 
Moreover, it seems that the State Party choose to treat the genus proximum 
exclusively on material grounds, hence by prioritizing formal similarities 
between Brâncuşi’s ensemble and other monuments in terms of tangible 
cultural heritage, whereas the symbolic capital and the similarities between 
the axiological expressions of such monuments, in terms of intangible 
cultural heritage, has been overlooked.  
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ICOMOS considers that the values of the nominated serial property reside both in 

its sculptural forms and in the symbolism of the ensemble. The comparatives 

selected by the State Party do not fully address the attributes that express these 

values, such as their sculptural qualities, their interrelationships with their sites, 

their evocation of sacrifice and other moments fundamental to human existence, 

and their symbolic expression of basic values of humanity. (ICOMOS 2015, 256) 
 

(O4). ICOMOS equally observed that there was a problem regarding the 

incompleteness character of the inscription, since the nominated properties 

excluded “the physical manifestation of the Avenue of Heroes and the Saint 

Apostles Peter and Paul Church, both of which are important components 

of that scheme” (ICOMOS 2015, 256). However, the inscription is biased: 

the State Party discretionary choose to broadly expose the Endless Column, 

neglecting the other parts of the monument.  
 

(O5). In terms of integrity, the State Party “has not assessed the 

nominated property’s integrity as a memorial” (ICOMOS 2015, 257). As 

ICOMOS observes, materially, all criteria of integrity are respected and 

there is no threat regarding the deterioration of the monuments. Neverthe-

less, integrity should have been equally conceived as an immaterial / a concep-

tual resource of the ensemble, which has not been accomplished by the 

State Party. ICOMOS considered that “The State Party has also expressed 

the importance of preserving the integrity of the monumental ensemble’s 

conceptual axis – though it has not assessed the current (or future) integrity 

of this intangible component” (ICOMOS 2015, 257), but this happened 

merely due to the fact that the material structure of the axis has been privi-

leged in spite of the immaterial / axiological determinations of the axis.  
 

(O6). In terms of authenticity, the State Party chooses to explore the 

material particularities of the installations and the works of art, neglecting 

the symbolical aspects in the name of which such an ensemble gains its 

memorial function. The most important part of the report is that in which 

ICOMOS argues that all the arguments that the State Party invoked to 

explain to what extent the ensemble exhibits (ii) “an important interchange 

of human values, over a span of time or within a cultural area of the world, 

on developments in architecture or technology, monumental arts, town-

planning or landscape design” (ICOMOS 2015, 257-58) are rather elements 

that fall under the first criteria of the inscription, that lists the reasons for 

which the ensemble (i) represents a masterpiece of human creative genius. 

Implicitly, I consider that the error of the State Party has been that of taking 

tangible elements of cultural heritage as self-sufficient for arguing the 

intangible elements behind them, without explaining how tangible forms of 

cultural heritage ultimately reduce to intangible ones. 



The Primitive Intangible Heritage behind Brâncuşi’s Modernist Tangible Forms of Culture 

 130 

V. Instead of conclusions 
 
Whoever revisits the ICOMOS report on the rejection of Brâncuşi’s 

nominated ensemble can observe the urgency to redefine the values of 
integrity and authenticity that a UNESCO inscription must fulfil. On the 
one hand, integrity must be defined as a balanced expression of tangible and 
intangible forms of cultural heritage, by this overcoming the prejudgment 
that integrity must be defined exclusively on material grounds. On the other 
hand, authenticity must be recovered as a transgressive attitude that com-
bines unique manners of exploring universal values with particular experi-
ences through which such axiological constructs are internalised by different 
communities, developing their identity and memory. In this case, Brâncuşi’s 
ensemble failed the test of authenticity and integrity because its cultural 
capital has been fragmentary explored, by pronouncing its material particu-
larities and overlooking its intangible force of expression. If tangible and 
intangible elements of cultural heritage would have been tracked equally as 
modernist and primitivist elements within a transgressive artistic paradigm 
the inscription would have increased its chances of acceptance. 

 

Notes 

 
1 This formal fallacy, known as false exclusionary disjunct, can be formalized as it follows:  

p ˅ q  Brâncuşi is an avant-gardist or a primitivist 
p  Brâncuşi is an avant-gardist 

Ⱶ ~q  Brâncuşi is not a primitivist. 
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Abstract: Michael Oakeshott viewed liberal education as an initiation into the 
inheritance of civilization, an intellectual pursuit unsubordinated to outer aims, and 
an expression of human freedom. In his reflections on education, the notions of 
“inheritance” and “civilization” are given a prominent place, as contents and proc-
esses forming human identity. Both lack the static and commemorative meanings 
common usage sometimes ascribes them; for Oakeshott, they are to a greater and 
deeper extent intangible, rather than tangible elements of collective and individual 
identities. At the same time, international institutions created to protect and 
promote cultural heritage, and, more recently, intangible cultural heritage, have  
initiated an idiom defining heritage in relation to human identity, as well as to 
social and political values which would support its safeguarding. It is the purpose 
of this article to suggest a comparison between the two kinds of discourses, in the 
attempt to clarify the normative depth of both “heritage” and “education”, using 
valuable insights from Oakeshott’s reflections, and, in the end, to shed light on 
some irreconcilable differences between liberal education, and the “heritage stud-
ies” mindset. 
 

Keywords: Intangible cultural heritage, inheritance, civilization, Michael Oakeshott, 
education.  

 
 

Introduction 
 
In his essays on education, Michael Oakeshott argued that the pursuit of 

learning should be honoured and defended as a valuable initiation of indi-
viduals into the rich heritage of human civilization. It should be the par-
ticular engagement of liberal education to accompany us into the world of 
meanings, traditions and practices, narratives and “utterances” in which the 
whole of human experience has been condensed. For Oakeshott, this en-
gagement was of a fundamental, organic nature, insofar as the very concept 
of humanity is predicated on it. This is a recurrent theme in his writings on 

                                                           
* Faculty of Philosophy, University of Bucharest, Romania;  
e-mail: ileana.dascalu@filosofie.unibuc.ro 
 Acknowledgement: This paper was supported by the research project PATCULT#RO 
(“Platforma pluridisciplinară complexă de cercetare integrativă şi sistematică a identităţilor 
şi patrimoniului cultural tangibil şi nontangibil din România”), PN III-P1-1.2-PCCDA-
2017-0686, 52PCCDI/2018, funded by UEFISCDI 



Cultural Heritage and the Inheritance of Civilization. Insights from Michael Oakeshott’s Reflections... 

 134 

liberal education, which he defined as a “moral transaction” between gen-
erations, “upon which a recognizably human life depends for its continu-
ance” (Oakeshott 1971, 43), a “process in which we discover and begin to 
cultivate ourselves” (Oakeshott 1962, 304), or “an education in imagina-
tion” essential for – borrowing an expression from Paul Valéry – “our début 
dans la vie humaine” (Oakeshott 2001, 30). 

Two interrelated notions, inheritance and civilization, are central in Oakeshott’s 
conception of liberal education, which he defended both with a sense of 
urgency from the assault of Rationalism, the all-encompassing ideology of 
modernity, and with a sense of nostalgia in the face of irretrievable loss.  

Both notions are illuminated by his often celebrated metaphor of “the 
conversation of mankind”. This is meant to capture the dynamic “meeting 
place” of all distinct modes of human expression, such as the discourses of 
science, practical activity, as well as poetry (aesthetics), joined by the less 
individualized “voices” of history and philosophy. Criticizing what he saw 
as a dangerous tendency to establish the dominance of the argumentative 
discourse of science and, consequently, the subordination of the other 
modes of relating to the world, he argued that a person with genuine educa-
tion should be able to understand and appreciate each “utterance” for its 
distinctiveness. This should be inseparable from a historical understanding 
of each manner in which our civilized humanity has expressed itself. Equally 
important, we should resist “barbarism”, and cultivate the capacity to con-
trol the tendency each discourse has to “superbia, that is, an exclusive 
concern with its own utterance, which may result in its identifying the 
conversation with itself and its speaking as if it were speaking only to itself” 
(Oakeshott 1962, 201). 

This article gives an overview of Oakeshott’s conceptual universe, in 
which “inheritance” and “civilization” are particularly relevant for under-
standing his defence of liberal education. Since human beings are essentially 
historical, and do not have an inner purpose dictated by “nature”, but rather 
have to become initiated into a world of meanings and representations, all 
our inheritance is, in fact, intangible heritage. Education should help gen-
erations in their transmission of this heritage in an unabridged way which 
safeguards its intelligibility. At first glance, the language in which interna-
tional provisions for the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage are 
written seems to suggest the same concerns, and the same awareness that 
education is a valid channel for the intergenerational transmission of intan-
gible cultural heritage. However, I will try to show, using Oakeshott’s 
distinction between “language” and “literature”, that, despite legitimate 
concerns for various collective and cultural identities being threatened by 
globalization, what is now being safeguarded by international heritage 
organisations is not only distinct, but perhaps also incompatible with the 
“inheritance” and “civilization” Oakeshott wrote about. 
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Inheritance and Civilization 
 
There is a rather strong normative emphasis on inheritance and civilization 

as contents and processes fundamentally related to our becoming human. 
Both concepts lack the static and commemorative meanings common usage 
sometimes ascribes them; for Oakeshott, they are neither objects of worship 
in some imaginary museum of humanity, nor acquisitions which we appro-
priate by entitlement in virtue of belonging to a community. Inheritance and 
civilization are to a greater and deeper extent intangible, rather than tangible 
elements of collective and individual identities. They are constitutive of 
collective identities by way of traditions and internalized habits of moral 
conduct that resemble linguistic acquisitions more than reflective thought 
(Oakeshott 1962, 62). Similarly, they are constitutive of individual identities 
by a process of self-realization, an exercise in self-consciousness which re-
sembles more a “reflective engagement”, rather than an “organic adaptation 
to circumstances” (Oakeshott 2001, 7). In the end, the narrative we can 
make our blossoming lives into is inseparable from learning. We learn to 
become human not in the sense of acquiring the contents and contextual 
practices of our numerous social and institutional roles, but in that of gain-
ing full responsibility for our thoughts and actions: 

 

The price of the intelligent activity which constitutes being human is learning. 
When the human condition is said to be burdensome, what is being pointed to 
is not the mere necessity or having to think, to speak and to act (instead of 
merely being like a stone, or growing like a tree) but the impossibility of thinking 
or feeling without having slowly and often painfully learned to think something. 
The freedom of a human being inheres in his thoughts and his emotions having 
had to be learned; for learning is something which each of us must do and can 
only do for ourselves. This inseparability of learning and being human is central 
to our understanding of ourselves. It means that none of us is born human; 
each is what he learns to become. (Oakeshott 2001, 5-6) 
 

Inseparable from freedom, education would be something essentially dif-
ferent from schooling and training, as well as from sectarian, decontextual-
ized, and fragmentary acquisition of technical knowledge. The latter refers 
to knowledge which can be legitimately formulated into rules, such as road 
rules collected in codes, recipes collected in a cookery book, keeping in 
mind, though, that it is not by rules that the raw material of this synthesis was 
filtered and absorbed. The other, endangered half of knowledge “exists only 
in use, is not reflective and (unlike technique) cannot be formulated in 
rules” (Oakeshott 1962, 8). In fact, this is mostly traditional knowledge, the 
added value of shared experience, guiding us when, how and how much to 
rely on rules, and when on something else. Nevertheless, this practical 
knowledge, which is a prerequisite of genuine mastery and connoisseurship 
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in all areas of life, has been obscured and devalued by the predominance of 
Rationalism, as a political ideology and intellectual style threatening to con-
quer virtually all areas of life. 

Rationalism, Oakeshott wrote, is “the most remarkable intellectual fashion 
of post-Renaissance Europe” characterized by disregard for “the traditional, 
the circumstantial, and the transitory” (Oakeshott 1962, 3), for the indispen-
sable and intricate networks of meanings attached to historical human prac-
tices and customs. It claims a better grasp of reality in simplifying patterns 
essentially similar to the mental operations used by engineers in order to 
make sense of the world. In politics, which is a historical and value-loaded 
mode of conduct owing most to traditions, the ideology of Rationalism has 
turned out to be blatant fallacious, yet increasingly widespread, to the extent 
that it generated its own style: the “politics of perfection” and the “politics 
of uniformity” (Oakeshott 1962, 5). Inexperience and empty certainties 
have replaced the complex, historical judgment, as well as the sense of 
balance and proportions which only somebody who travelled the long road 
of political experience can acquire. In his view, this is a dangerous and 
costly mindset, which thrives on and propagates misconceptions regarding 
human knowledge. 

In the long run, perhaps the most serious implications of this change 
we have in the end accommodated into all spheres of life, i.e. the domination 
of utility-oriented mindset, are to be found in education. Decades ago,  
Oakeshott’s reflections on education warned against the corruption of the 
universities, called to account for their social mission, and to pay service  
to society by becoming increasingly similar to efficient training centres. 
Nevertheless, it is precisely the University which, in his view, should be 
most protected against such a danger. The core of his argument in its 
defence as the place where genuine liberal education is indeed possible is 
that the University, as a body of scholars, rather than an academy, accom-
modates, by its very nature, an education as a plurality of “voices” engaged 
in a “conversation”. It is not concerned with mere teaching, but rather with 
“imparting” some of the valuable inheritance that actualizes our freedom 
and gives meaning to our lives. Most importantly, it imparts “familiarity 
with the modes of thought, the « languages » which, from one point of 
view, compose the whole intellectual capital of a civilization”, (Oakeshott 
1962, 313). In so doing, it conveys neither the topics, nor the shallow 
etiquette of the conversation, but rather its “manners”.  

There is a conceptual symmetry between “manners” and “engagement”, 

in that both suggest a dynamic, unpredictable and very rich combination of 

structures, nuances, tonalities and modalities which illuminate the plurality 

and depth of a genuine initiation into our inheritance and civilization. This 

is why liberal education, a privileged expression of this metaphor, should 
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not be reducible to a unifying discourse, to a collection of ready-made ideas 

and cultural products, and not in the least to an imitation of a venerable 

tradition. On the contrary, as proven by all Oakeshott’s reflections on the 

topic of education, to acknowledge it in its authentic sense is from the 

perspective of a transaction, an engagement, a journey, a pursuit with 

virtually infinite possibilities that leaves room for curiosity and life itself to 

develop along the way. 

 

Intangible Cultural Heritage as “Language” and “Literature” 
 

Oakeshott’s thoughts on education, which never took the form of a 

doctrine, can be considered in a broader context of his vision of modern 
civilization, as “an answer to the question of how to implant loyalty to 

modernity even when it has no philosophical foundations”, and, despite the 

emphasis on inheritance and traditions, which encourage his being per-
ceived as a conservative thinker, he may have defended “the only kind of 

education that may save modern civilization in the long run” (Podoksik 

2003, 213). 

How can, yet, such thoughts on educations, informed by mistrust in 
ready-made ideas, quick fixes, and intellectual clichés be a genuine inspira-

tion for heritage studies? Oakeshott’s “lyrical height” (Franco 2004, 119), 

elitism and, often, irony towards cultural illiteracy, vain self-sufficiency, and 
naïve enthusiasm of Rationalism and its fellow-travellers may appear dis-

concerting to a more pragmatic mindset. In the absence of a novel 

framework that could be applied to the immense domain of heritage, where 
one may perhaps rightfully say that, currently, a new language is being cre-

ated, Oakeshott’s philosophy of experience requires a special treatment. 

If we look at how intangible heritage is understood and approached from 
a legal and bureaucratic point of view, on one hand, and as attached to 

various educational aims and contents, on the other hand, the initially very 

high diversity and polyphony of the approaches yields to a few topics which 
allow an examination. 

To begin with, the 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of 

the Intangible Cultural Heritage defines intangible cultural heritage as:  
 

the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the 

instruments, objects, artefacts, and cultural spaces associated therewith – that 

communities, groups, and in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their 

cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from generation 

to generation, is constantly recreated by communities and groups in response to 

their environment, their interaction with nature and their history, and provides 

them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for  

cultural diversity and human creativity. (UNESCO 2003, Art.2.1) 
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The convention goes on to defend the necessity of international law in-
struments for safeguarding elements of intangible cultural heritage (insofar 
as these are compatible with a human rights framework, as well as with the 
social values of respect and sustainability), and distinguishes a number of 
domains for ICH: oral traditions, including languages, performing arts, 
“social practices, rituals and festive events”, “knowledge and practices con-
cerning nature and the universe” and “traditional craftsmanship” (UNESCO 
2003, Art. 2.2.).  

The sections dedicated to the practical measures for safeguarding intan-
gible cultural heritage emphasise its social function, as well as its relation 
with sustainable development. Partly, this is understood in the context of 
intangible cultural heritage elements which have a direct connection with 
natural environment, but texts closely associated with the Convention 
explicitly mention ICH “as a driver and guarantee of sustainable develop-
ment” (UNESCO 2018, Art.172). The Convention itself refers to the 
“intangible cultural heritage of humanity”, but goes on to assert the benefits 
of safeguarding it for the respect between communities, considering the 
threat of intolerance which globalization and social transformations brought 
about. 

Different kind of values are conflated in the Convention, as well as in 
other texts directly related to it: on one hand, encouraging appreciation of 
ICH, as well as promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativ-
ity are goals to be met at one level; on the other hand, it is obvious that 
distinct values are at stake: sustainable development, inclusive economic 
development, tolerance, respect, social cohesion, equity, and peace. With 
regard to the potential of intangible cultural heritage to foster peaceful 
societies and with respect for human rights and the right to development,  

 

States Parties should endeavour to recognize, promote and enhance those 
practices, representations and expressions of intangible cultural heritage that 
have peace-making and peace-building at their core, bring communities, indi-
viduals and groups together and ensure exchange, dialogue and understanding 
among them. (UNESCO 2018, Art.192) 
 

Moreover, The Ethical Principles for Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage, 
adopted in 2015, self-defined as “overarching aspirational principles”, talk 
about the right of each community, group, and even individual to assess the 
value of intangible cultural heritage without external judgments of value and 
worth. On a similar note, the principles warn against the “decontextualiza-
tion, commodification and misrepresentation” as threats to ICH. Other 
ethical principles to be promoted are gender equality, youth involvement 
and respect for ethnic identities (UNESCO 2018, Ch.6). 

This eclectic character of values is not without implications. For instance, 
one criticism of this definition is that the rationale of the Convention is not 
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coherently connected with its operational part, describing the specific 
provisions for the safeguarding of ICH. This part, modelled after the 1972 
World Heritage Convention, should, as Professor of International and EU 
Law Federico Lenzerini argues, rely on the concomitant application of 
international human rights law. In fact, the ICH is not only dynamic and 
rather subjective (as compared to heritage of universal value) in virtue of the 
self-identification criterion, but also quite ephemeral, in that it is being 
constantly recreated. This raises a challenge for legal instruments designed 
to safeguard something whose generous definition borders ambiguity and 
volatility. At the same time, the decades that separate the adoption of legal 
protection mechanisms for tangible cultural heritage and the 2003 UNESCO 
convention may also indicate a presumption of confidence that local com-
munities would manage on their own to preserve what themselves define as 
ICH: 

 

In other words, the depositaries of intangible cultural heritage (ICH) were 
considered to accomplish spontaneously and appropriately the mission of 
transmitting to future generations the necessary knowledge to preserve and 
perpetuate their own immaterial heritage, with no need of any international 
action in that respect. (Lenzerini 2011, 102) 
 

The fact that this is no longer the case is the result of a complex process, 
of which globalization and the social transformations it brought are the 
umbrella-notions used to describe massive changes at an unprecedented 
pace, which influence not only the standardized usage of certain notions, 
legal and institutional mechanisms, but also our deeper conceptualizations.  

Considering the role of education in strengthening individual and collec-
tive identities by the intergenerational transmission of intangible cultural 
heritage, the way we think of education in general is one of these deeper 
conceptualizations. In fact, education is explicitly mentioned as one of the 
long-term channels of safeguarding intangible cultural heritage, by raising 
awareness of its importance, as well as by building and conveying a dis-
course which associates very different elements of ICH with a block of 
distinct values, such as human creativity, sustainable development and other 
principles of social justice. 

For example, the Overall Results Framework for the Convention for the Safe-
guarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO 2018) suggests, in the list 
of indicators, that ICH should be “integrated in the primary and secondary 
education”, while post-secondary education “supports safeguarding and 
study of ICH”. This implies in practice that ICH should be included in the 
content of various disciplines, “as a contribution in its own right and/or as 
a means of explaining and demonstrating other subjects”. Linguistic justice 
considerations find their place here, as ICH is also a rationale for multilin-
gual education. School students should also learn respect towards their own 
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ICH and the ICH of others. As for tertiary education, it should develop 
curricula and study programs for ICH safeguarding and management. The 
Framework leaves open the possibility of including ICH as a content in virtu-
ally all formal and non-formal education, “by curricula and degrees (in fields 
such as music, arts, crafts, technical and vocational education and training, 
etc) that strengthen the practice and transmission of ICH .” (UNESCO 
2018, 121). 

What is obvious from the text of the Convention and the direction indi-
cated by the ensuing complementary texts created under the aegis of 
UNESCO is that ICH will continue to be a constant concern for the inter-
national community, and soft measures of promoting and transmitting, with 
priority, education, would, one way or the other, to make room for this 
equally new, equally old, constitutive of human identity. 

As a matter of coincidence, some of Oakeshott’s late essays on education 
are chronologically very close to the beginnings of the formalization of 
heritage safeguarding as a priority for the future of our civilization, and as a 
domain placed under international protection. Nevertheless, the conceptual 
universe of his reflections is, most likely, not intelligible to that of the 
present-day heritage studies. 

One pair of concepts useful to explain why present initiatives of pro-
moting cultural heritage as constitutive of human identity are essentially 
different, and, in fact, incompatible with the worldview of the “conversation 
of mankind” is Oakeshott’s distinction of language vs. literature. 

Education, Oakeshott argues, is nothing less than the way in which we 
“learn our way about a material, emotional, moral and intellectual inheri-
tance” and “learn to recognize ourselves in the mirror of this civilization” 
(Oakeshott 1962, 304). This is the ideal of liberal education which cannot be 
separated by the ethos of European civilization, and of its universities. It is 
at this level of depth that a genuine meaning of belonging to a civilization, 
and a genuine self-realization can unfold. Otherwise, the various cultural 
products we consume time and again are just disconnected suggestions 
which we may internalize, without ever being able to integrate into a coherent 
narrative. 

However demanding as it sounds, this is, in Oakeshott’s view, the kind 
of education suitable to historical beings. The world we inhabit consists not 
of “things”, but rather of “meanings; that is, occurrences in some manner 
recognized, identified, understood and responded to in terms of this 
understanding” (Oakeshott 1971, 45). To make sense of such a world,  
which is, indeed, the world of intangible cultural heritage, we must make 
sense of its wholeness, if not by experience, by a representation that should 
be neither shallow, nor fragmentary. Unless we strive to do so, and unless 
education is thus understood, we will remain at the level of acquiring a “text” 
or a “literature” in its narrow sense, that is, deprived of a context of prac-
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tices and meanings. Learning the “literature” is the province of vocational 
education mostly, where what matter most are the skills to be acquired, and 
not the explanatory and defining context of practices in which such skills, as 
well as the need for such skills, ever emerged. This happens, he says, when 
all we are interested in is to learn how to use a product or another of scien-
tific thought, without knowing how to think in appropriate manner. And 
although there is a use and a purpose in such abridgments that make life 
possible to live at a practical level, this should not make one overlook that 
there is another perspective available to those who aspire at more than 
social efficiency and utility. 

By “language” Oakeshott understands “a manner of thinking”, such as a 
mode of thinking imaginatively, poetry, while “literature” stands for “what 
has been said from time to time in a “language”, such as a particular poem 
(Oakeshott 1962, 308). It is, equally, the distinction between knowledge 
inseparable from a way of thinking, and knowledge that can be assimilated 
from a textbook. If one confines oneself to learning the “literature”, it is as 
if one learned a “dead language”, without being able to properly speak it in 
conversational contexts. We could imagine, as well, what it is to take part in a 
conversation when some participants learned by heart beforehand what they 
are going to say (their piece of “literature”), whereas others communicate 
spontaneously and fluently, adapting their “language” to that of the others. 

Furthermore, if one attempts to substitute education by means of this 
abridged learning, the distance between oneself and one’s humanity increases. 
As he elsewhere wrote, using “language” less metaphorically, and concerned 
with integrating the ideal of education in the context of “School”: 

 

For, to know a language merely as a means of contemporary communication is 
to be like a man who has inherited a palace overflowing with expressions, inti-
mations and echoes of human emotions, perceptions, aspirations and under-
standings, and furnished with images and emanations of human reflection, but 
in whose barbaric recognition his inheritance is merely that of « a roof over his 
head ». (Oakeshott 1971, 50) 

 
Conclusions 

 
The conceptual landscape of the 2003 UNESCO Convention and its 

associated texts interpret intangible cultural heritage in terms of a “literature”, 

rather than of a “language”, to use Oakeshott’s distinction. The first 

argument is that of the distinction between tangible and intangible heritage, 

which persisted for decades. From an Oakeshottian point of view, this is an 

artificial distinction, and, although it is obvious that feasibility considerations 

were much responsible for preserving it, one cannot help noting that more 

and more mechanisms created to address this difficulty cannot, in fact 
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address it, but rather create an idiom (a “literature”), and, within its confines, 

they may claim to have addressed it. In other words, creating more 

institutions and policies responsible for safeguarding intangible cul tural 

heritage remains disconnected from other social evolutions, of which, the 

most important are the social and political values attached to ICH, as well as 

the trends in education. 

ICH is acknowledged as valuable from a multitude of perspectives, of 

which only some relate directly to “identity” in terms compatible with  

Oakeshott’s reflections. The other values which should support safeguard-

ing ICH, such as social justice, sustainability, and peace refer to an instru-

mental dimension of ICH, which is intelligible within the confines of a 

recent idiom of cultural diplomacy, but is completely disconnected from the 

“conversation of mankind”. The metaphor itself suggests that there should 

be no hierarchy among the “voices”, but it seems that cultural heritage is 

often a potential vehicle for more social justice and other values in the list. 

In fact, the concept of “list” (list of overarching values, as well as the Repre-

sentative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity) is likely to be a 

politically-informed concept of inclusion/exclusion. As already noted, the 

institutionalization of intangible cultural heritage generated distinct lists and 

distinct mechanisms for assessing what enters a certain list or not – some 

forms of heritage are deemed to be in need of urgent protection, others are 

more representative. For the latter case, multinational nominations are 

already causing some trouble, for example, when various Central European 

countries claim that some technology of blueprinting textiles is representa-

tive for their identity or, even more problematic, falconry, which was, by 

2017, already nominated by 18 countries. In fact, the living expressions and 

the contemporary social and cultural meanings of this element of ICH are 

very different across the countries requesting its recognition on a list. 

(Schreiber 2017, 358). 

Therefore, although aware of the importance of intangible cultural  

heritage for the preservation of individual and collective identities, and of 

the necessity of transmitting to future generations a rich and intelligible 

heritage, current international mechanisms are unfit to address this topic 

other than in a piecemeal fashion. As Lenzerini writes,  
 

In fact, intensification of intercultural contacts, which in many cases has translated 

into cultural prevarication and the imposition of certain cultural models over 

others, has quickly put under threat the capacity of the oldest generations to 

transmit their knowledge and knowhow to the youngest. (Lenzerini 2011, 102)  
 

The second argument refers to the self-identification criterion, which shows 
that there may be a difference between elements of heritage with universal 
value, and elements of heritage with subjective value, in the context of an 
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“idiosyncratic cultural inheritance” (Lenzerini 2011, 108). For Oakeshott, 
this would, perhaps, not be a very relevant distinction as it is phrased, which 
does not imply that he would have considered all elements of cultural 
heritage on a par. That “vivid consciousness of an intellectual and moral 
inheritance of great splendour and worth” (Oakeshott 1971, 51), as well as 
his belief that the civilization that we are being initiated by the “School” 
yields to the constraints of learning, which is not “a seamless robe”, 
meaning that “possibilities are not limitless” (Oakeshott 1971, 48), indicate 
that most forms of cultural relativism would not be desirable. 

For Oakeshott, the self-identification that is indeed valuable, is that 

acquired by means of education, that is, when, after having being contem-
plated the treasures of human civilization, we commit to “an engagement of 

critical self-understanding in which we relate ourselves not to our inheri-

tance of instrumental arts, but to the continuous intellectual adventure in 
which human beings have thought to identify and to understand them-

selves”. (Oakeshott 2001, 13) 

Therefore, the great deal of attention that is being currently given to the 

issue of cultural heritage, especially considering how to safeguard and pro-

mote intangible cultural heritage, and the powerful institutional mechanisms 

that are being created to this end, would not meet the goal of maintaining 

identities and transmitting the inheritance of our civilization to future gen-
erations, unless this had been done in the manner of learning a “language”, 

and not a “literature”.  

In the absence of such a goal, perhaps historically unfeasible at the 
moment, due to the dominance of the managerial spirit in culture and 

education as much as in other areas of life, the self-reinforcing bureaucratic 

mechanisms with their numerous rules and amendments are illustrative of 
Oakeshott’s story of the Tower of Babel. “The project of finding a short cut 

to heaven is as old as the human race”, he writes, and our aspiration for 

perfection has led us to search for many such shortcuts in our moral and 

intellectual life. This is why we were happy when we discovered much 

trouble would go away if we consistently applied some rules. Nevertheless, 

we should be aware that traditional forms of behaviour and history itself are 
never static, and, therefore, we cannot manage by simply updating the rules. 

Just as in the case of arguing that moral life could be reduced to a set of 

moral ideals disconnected by the actual way in which habits of behaviour 

are being internalized, the domain of heritage studies may be a case in point 
for the same ill-directed perfectionism. Thus, he writes, subordinating 

practices of habits of behaviour to ideals resembles “a literature in which 

criticism has usurped the place of poetry, or [...] a religious life in which the 
pursuit of theology offers itself as an alternative to the practice of piety” 

(Oakeshott 1962, 59; 72). 
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Abstract: Can we really talk about Romanian identity and if so, what would it be? 
Would such an identity be established once for all, or would it evolve over time? 
Who would be its authors? This article will seek answers to all these questions, 
mainly based on the scientific work carried out by two renowned academics: 
Constantin Rădulescu-Motru, about three quarters of a century ago, and Daniel 
David, nowadays. We will see, according to their conceptions, the answers they 
give to the questions above and, especially as the last one of them asserts, if there 
is a continuity between their scientific research, beyond the 75 years that separate 
them. 
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culture, Constantin Rădulescu-Motru, Daniel David. 

 

 

Il y a presque cent ans, au début du vingtième siècle, ayant observé 
d’importantes omissions en la matière, le grand philosophe et psychologue 
Constantin Rădulescu-Motru avait commencé une démarche scientifique 
ayant pour objet de déterminer le profil culturel des Roumains – une 
démarche qui va lui occuper l’esprit pour plusieurs décennies, jusqu’à sa 
mort. Moyennant les ressources et les méthodes intellectuelles de son 
temps, le grand universitaire, qui avait été pendant plusieurs années l’élève 
du célèbre Wundt à Leipzig, a abouti ses recherches en publiant plusieurs 
ouvrages, dont quelques-uns ont fait polémique à l’époque, mais qui, alors 
comme aujourd’hui, ne cessent de faire figure de référence dans leur  
domaine. 

Mais quels seraient ces domaines ? Il s’agit, en effet, d’un mélange de 
plusieurs sciences, qui de nos jours portent, chacune, le nom de philosophie 
de la culture, philosophie politique, psychologie, sociologie, anthropologie 
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ou sciences juridiques. Bien que pas dans tous les cas, Motru entreprend des 
analyses approfondies, cherchant à identifier causes et implications, pour 
mieux expliquer, pour diagnostiquer et pour, par la suite, proposer des  
remèdes. Est-il vrai aussi que, au fil du temps, il revient sur ses pas, il se 
contredit, il se trompe, il laisse des propos inachevés, faute de moyens ou 
faute de rigueur. Rigueur, moyens et, en plus, écart temporel dont va 
disposer de nos jours son plus jeune collègue, le psychologue cognitiviste, 
professeur universitaire lui aussi, Daniel David, l’auteur d’un livre portant 
fièrement un titre homonyme à l’un du maître, en l’occurrence la Psychologie 
du peuple roumain. Les deux ouvrages, également intéressants (dont celui de 
Motru était à l’origine plutôt un article), vont faire l’objet de la présente 
recherche ayant pour but d’établir comment, par-delà le temps, il fait sens 
de parler d’une identité roumaine. 

Dans un de ses livres, Samuel Huntington écrivait:  
 

Les débats sur l’identité nationale sont une caractéristique récurrente de notre 
époque. Pratiquement tous les peuples du monde ont interrogé, réexaminé et 
redéfini ce qu’ils ont en commun et ce qui les distingue des autres. Qui  
sommes-nous ? Quelle est notre place ? Ces questions tourmentent bien des 
pays. [...] Ce phénomène de « crise identitaire » toucherait également la Syrie et 
le Brésil, il est qualifié de persistant au Canada, d’« aigu » au Danemark, de 
« destructeur » en Algérie, d’« unique » en Turquie. (Huntington 2004, 24);  

 

pareil pour la Russie, l’Allemagne, les États-Unis ou pour les habitants des 
îles Britanniques. Quel serait le cas pour les Roumains ? On le verra. 

Pour commencer, qu’est que pour l’académicien Motru, l’identité  
roumaine ? Une identité, à la quête de laquelle, faut-il le dire, au sens littéral 
du terme, il ne c’était pas lancé, car le mot en tant que tel ne figure pas dans 
ses écrits. Est-elle une composante génétique, voire raciale, un processus 
historique, un idéal, un état d’âme, une vocation des individus, des peuples 
ou des nations ? Semble-t-il, elle est toutes ces choses à la fois. Cette 
identité, que Rădulescu-Motru appellera tour à tour, identité culturelle, 
ethnicité, conscience communautaire, âme nationale ou, tout court, roumanité 
(Rădulescu-Motru 2008, 97), est un processus, un état auquel on doit 
accéder, autrement dit, qui se construit de l’intérieur et lequel, une fois 
construit, doit être continuellement entretenu. 

Conformément à sa formation scientifique pluridisciplinaire – outre les 
études de psychologie à Leipzig, le maître était également licencié en philo-
sophie et science juridiques –, Rădulescu-Motru va fonder son analyse sur 
deux piliers de base: la méthode comparatiste de la psychologie sociale et 
l’interprétation philosophique, chacun de ces deux fondements ayant ses 
vertus et ses limites. La psychologie sociale, par exemple, démontrera son 
utilité en tant que science « qui a comme but de déterminer et d’expliquer 
les états d’âme d’une population » (Rădulescu-Motru, 2001, 11), mais sera 
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inutile en tant qu’outil de comparaison entre peuples différents, à cause de 
l’unicité spirituelle de chacun d’entre eux. Plus précisément, les données 
statistiques et expérimentales sur lesquelles se fonde la psychologie sociale 
d’un peuple ne peuvent être utilisées pour un autre peuple, parce que la spi-
ritualité de chacun est indépendante et on doit premièrement la comprendre, 
pour en suite être en mesure de l’interpréter. En même temps, comme 
l’observera Daniel David (David 2015, 38), Motru, en tant que partisan de la 
méthode de la Völkerpsychologie, va chercher à comprendre les attributs psy-
chologiques du peuple roumain (son Volksgiest, son ethos), par le biais de 
certaines influences, comme, par exemple, celles biologiques, géographiques, 
culturelles ou historiques, qu’il interprétera d’une manière comparative. 
Audacieux dans sa démarche, mais plutôt méfiant dans ses attentes vis-à-vis 
des possibilités offertes par la méthodologie dont il dispose, le grand 
psychologue notera prudemment, au commencement même d’une de ses 
études les plus connues: « Une fois ces réserves prises, en ce qui suit, nous 
nous proposons de réaliser une ébauche concernant les constituants de l’âme 
du peuple roumain, des points de vue économique et social. » (Rădulescu-
Motru 2001, 15) 

En tant que Professeur de psychologie, Motru commencera sa quête de 

l’identité roumaine par une simple remarque: « La plupart des hommes 

vivent avec une âme de prêt, car ils reçoivent sans aucune résistance tout ce 

que leur milieu social leur impose. » (Rădulescu-Motru 2017, 22) C’est à la 

psychologie, en tant que science des faits naturels, de les décrire et de les 

expliquer, sauf que, dans son cas particulier, elle peut parfois manquer d’y 

parvenir, car expliquer les faits de la nature et ceux de l’âme n’est pas la 

même chose. Donc, bien que risquer, il vaille dépasser la simple description 

des faits et de se lancer dans l’interprétation, la seule capable de révéler les 

vérités des âmes. Il en résulte d’ici que pour caractériser un group social ou 

une communauté, et d’autan plus, un peuple, il ne suffît pas de faire la 

simple adition des caractéristiques des individus qui les composent. Non 

seulement que la vie sociale même n’est pas un simple effet d’agrégation, 

mais elle est, en plus, une des causes essentielles de transformation et de 

croissance, donnant une direction et un sens aux vies individuelles; sans elle 

on ne peut pas envisager l’existence de la culture, laquelle donne aux  

humains la possibilité de prolonger leur existence par-delà les générations. 

Qui dit évolution de la vie sociale, dit évolution de la culture, prône 

Rădulescu-Motru, car « homme sociable, vaut homme cultive » (Rădulescu-

Motru 2017, 346-347), la sociabilité étant comprise, dans ce contexte, non 

seulement comme une simple capacité de ne pas nuire a autrui, mais comme 

une disponibilité de maximiser son apport au bien-être général. En ce sens 

le penseur roumain va comparer la culture à un habit, pas à un prêt-à-porter, 

mais a un habit que les peuples se font faire tailler par eux-mêmes, sur mesure.  
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Vu le fait que la psychologie est pour lui « la science de la vie de 
l’âme », qu’avoir une âme suppose la préexistence d’un fleuron de propriétés 
spécifiques et que en même temps avoir une culture c’est avoir un niveau 
quelconque de développement de l’âme, Motru pense pouvoir caractériser le 
peuple roumain par sa culture et celle-ci par des traits psychiques. Mais, 
avant cela, pour ne pas nous tromper sur le sens des mots, on doit  
davantage comprendre les concepts qu’il emploie. C’est pourquoi on va 
remonter vers la source, à l’année 1904, date de parution du livre La culture 
roumaine et la politique politicienne. 

Qu’est-ce que donc la culture et comment devrait-on comprendre ce 
mot ?  
 

Une fois les humains sortis de la barbarie, la culture est une condition 
indispensable au développement des peuples. C’est un miroir des finalités de la 
conscience sociale par lequel les actions humaines acquièrent leurs plus haut sens 
et deviennent histoire. Sans culture, il n’y a pas d’histoire. (Rădulescu-Motru 
1904, 5) 

 

Une culture doit avoir sa propre individualité, mais avoir une individua-
lité ne suffit pas pour avoir une culture. La majorité des peuples, faute de 
s’en construire une, se contentent de se situer à des niveaux intermédiaires, 
entre la barbarie et le « véritable » état de culture; c’est ce qu’on appelle la 
pseudo-culture. Apparemment, la pseudo-culture a l’air d’une culture véri-
table, et encore bien plus que cela; elle comprend tous les éléments de celle-ci: 
religion, science, art, innovations techniques. En dépit de son image étince-
lante, elle manque d’originalité et de profondeur, étant même à mépriser, 
sinon à faire pitié. La pseudo-culture serait, dans le meilleur des cas, une 
civilisation, laquelle manquerait de pénétration et demeurerait extérieure à 
l’âme. À ce qu’on peut remarquer, Motru se présente, ici, en adepte de 
l’ancienne théorie des étapes de développement de l’humanité, à la Morgan, 
ou même à la manière du XVIIe siècle français, pour lequel « civilisation 
s’oppose en gros à barbarie. Il y a d’un côté les peuples civilisés, de l’autre 
les peuples sauvages, primitifs ou barbares » (Braudel 1993, 34). 

En tout cas, « Sans aucun doute, la plus haute culture, notre peuple ne l’a 
jamais atteinte. Il s’est toujours maintenu dans un état de semi-culture ho-
norable » (Rădulescu-Motru 1904, 18); et ce, jusqu’au début du XIXe siècle, 
quand le processus de construction culturelle – voir d’une âme – s’est inter-
rompu sans y être vraiment relancé depuis. La faute appartiendrait à la 
jeunesse de l’époque qui aurait trop vite adopté des libertés politiques qu’elle 
avait empruntées à l’étranger. Les Roumains de l’époque se seraient, donc, 
vendu l’âme. Pour expliquer ceci, on doit descendre à un autre niveau, 
commun pour tout le règne animal, et qui s’appelle mimétisme. Un mimé-
tisme qui a été pratiqué par les classes dirigeantes, et non par le peuple, qui 
aurait ainsi protégé sa bonne santé, une raison pour l’auteur de garder bon 
espoir. 



Hermeneia - Nr. 21/2018                                                                                 Ştefan Ionescu 

 149 

Que va-t-il engendrer le mimétisme, une fois devenu monnaie courante ? 
Pour Motru, la réponse est simple: étant un emprunt, il va se dissoudre dans 
la société entière en participant à la création d’un faux idéal national, tout en 
falsifiant le caractère des gens. Ainsi se fait-il que parmi les Roumains on 
peut rencontrer plusieurs types, mais aucun connecté à l’idéal national. Le 
producteur s’engage sans dresser des plans pour son travail et gaspille le 
temps, l’énergie et les ressources. L’acheteur ne connaît pas les prix de ce 
qu’on lui vend, ou même s’il les connaît il n’a pas la moindre idée concer-
nant les valeurs intrinsèques des biens. Tout consommateur manque d’esprit 
commercial et tout entrepreneur engage des ressources disproportionnées 
dans son commerce, ce qui le mène rapidement a la ruine. Serait-ce celui-ci 
le portrait craché du Roumain ? Pas tout à fait !  

Pour retrouver la vérité sur les Roumains, « il faudrait écarter tout verbe 

superflu, car les mots ne mirent qu’une partie de leur âme, l’âme d’emprunt, 
puis il faut descendre jusqu’à leur âme inconsciente »; c’est seulement après, 

que « sous l’habit citadin ou de l’homme d’affaires moderne, on découvrira 

un pastoralisme ancien et des aïeux qui au fil des siècles n’ont fait que 

comprendre le destin exclusivement sous sa forme visiblement palpable » 

(Rădulescu-Motru 1904, 92). À cet échec dû au mimétisme s’ajoute l’attitude 

induite par la religion dominante, en occurrence le culte orthodoxe, qui, lui, 
n’a pas su diriger la communauté, comme ça a été, par exemple, le cas aux 

États-Unis. « L’orthodoxie n’est en tout cas pas une bonne école de la vie 

pratique. Enfant d’une autre époque, elle n’a pas su contenir ce genre de 

ferment qui puisse préparer les âmes des fidèles à une vie meilleure, ici-bas » 
(Rădulescu-Motru 1904, 106). 

Chez nous, contrairement aux peuples de l’Occident que nous prenons 

pour modèle, les relations sociales sont encore gouvernées par la tradition, 
et non plus par la raison. Pire encore, tout change trop vite, ce que fait que, 

en dépit des quelques individus hors la norme, les valeurs de l’art, de la 

science ou de la morale n’aient pas le temps de s’enraciner. Le portrait  

redevient sombre.  

Mais, nous soit-il permis, serait-ce le cas seulement chez les Roumains ? 

En tout cas, voilà les conclusions que Rădulescu-Motru a tirées de ses 
observations: La notion de morale varie d’individu à individu. Le citoyen 

électeur pense une chose, son représentant une autre. La logique de l’action 

est changeante, selon les circonstances. 
Et la critique se poursuit:  

 

Justice ? Institutions publiques !…«As-tu un ami au Tribunal ? Mais à la 

Préfecture ? Connais-tu quelqu’un à la Mairie ? Mais à la Banque ? Quelqu’un à la 

Banque de Crédit, surtout à la Banque de Crédit ! Quelqu’un à l’Instruction 

Publique, au Ministère des Finances, au Ministère de l’Intérieur… » Cet 

inlassable quelqu’un ! (Rădulescu-Motru 1904, 137) 
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Par quels moyens ont-ils réussi les politiciens à pervertir en si peu de temps 
l’âme du peuple (Motru fait, ici, référence à une période de 50 ans, jusque 
vers les années 1900, l’époque quand il écrit) ? Comment ont-ils pu nous 
jeter dans un tel état de pseudo-culture? 

La réponse ne concerne pas que le peuple Roumain. Le peuple, n’importe 
quel peuple, le notre y compris, succombe aisément aux attraits des nouveaux 
trains de vie, d’autant plus si ceux-ci lui vantent les vices est les faiblesses 
historiques, car  
 

Les vertus et les bonnes habitudes sont les remparts de l’individualité d’un 
peuple; elles sont difficiles à bâtir et, en tout cas, difficiles à reconstruire; les 
vices et les mauvaises habitudes sont inexorablement des portes, ouvertes à 
n’importe quelle innovation extérieure. (Rădulescu-Motru 1904, 150) 

 

Comment a-t-elle fait donc la politique politicienne pour parvenir à ses fins 
destructrices ? Elle s’y est introduite par la porte. Notre peuple étant un 
peuple éminemment pastoral, il a suivi le rythme de la nature: les pluies ou 
les printemps doux lui en ont profité davantage que le travail acharné et 
méthodique. La jeunesse partie faire ses études à l’étranger, une fois revenue 
à la maison, s’est rendu compte que ça valait mieux utiliser les connaissances 
acquises pour attirer les capitaux européens, grâce auxquels elle pouvait se 
permettre un train de vie supérieur à la moyenne. Bien sûr, les étrangers 
sont venus avec l’argent, mais ont apporté le surplus de leur production 
industrielle qui ne pouvait pas être vendu ailleurs. Et comme, en premier 
instant, tout le monde semblait gagner, on a délaissé le travail méthodique, 
indispensable à toute croissance. Même les lois et les institutions, ne peu-
vent rien changer a long terme s’ils ne s’accordent pas à l’esprit des peuples. 

Quels seraient, donc, les traits fondamentaux qui caractériseraient notre 
peuple, du point de vue de l’analyse de Constantin Rădulescu-Motru ? Les 
voilà, en résumé, cette fois-ci dans la lecture du professeur Daniel David: un 
individualisme archaïque, différent de celui Occidental et non créateur de 
valeurs ni d’institutions sociales; un manque de persévérance, due à des 
institutions mal conçues; une importance accrue aux « qu’en-dira-t-on » et un 
grégarisme ennemi de toute performance en dehors du groupe d’appartenance. 
En plus, à l’égard du peuple roumain « les attributs psychologiques favo-
rables acceptés par Constantin Rădulescu-Motru sont: accueillant, tolérant, 
correcte, religieux » (David 2015, 38). Ajoutons aussi (Rădulescu-Motru 
2001, 17-25): caractère inégal, manquant de ténacité, impatient, anarchique, 
tout cela n’étant pas du à son « hérédité naturelle », mais aux institutions 
imposées de l’extérieur. 

Est-ce une analyse correcte ? Pas exactement – nous dira le profes-
seur David, car elle en a bien ses limites, dont les plus importantes sont 
d’ordre méthodologique. Embraser une démarche scientifique telle que 
la Völkerpsychologie du début du XXe siècle, ne peut porter loin. À l’origine, la 
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psychologie des nations, suivant les idéaux des frères Humboldt, s’était proposé 
de trouver les éléments communs de toute l’humanité, mais les deux guerres 
mondiales qui ont suivi, n’ont fait qu’exacerber les différences. Les éléments 
du langage ainsi que les pratiques culturelles ne peuvent faire, par elles  
seules, que justifier, post-factum, des simples clichés qui circulent déjà au 
niveau du sens commun.  
 

Cela étant dit, les aboutissements de la Völkerpsychologie sont plutôt du genre 

phénoménologique et herméneutique (comment nous nous percevons nous-

mêmes et comment avons-nous fait pour nous considérer ainsi) qu’empiriques 

(comment sommes-nous et comment/pourquoi le sommes-nous devenus 

ainsi). (David 2015, 43) 
 

Ce dernier fait, corroboré au manque de données empiriques, expliquerait 

en même temps pourquoi, à l’époque, il y a eu des différences, voir des  

divergences entre les différents auteurs, bien qu’ils fussent, tous, d’une 

honnêteté scientifique et d’une bonne foi indéniables. 

Assez « intéressantes » pour leur époque et, selon David, meilleures que 

celles offertes par les arts, la littérature ou la philosophie, les résultats de la 

Völkerpsychologie ne se retrouvent plus aujourd’hui à la hauteur d’une 

approche scientifique rigoureuse. « Autrement dit, les auteurs n’ont fait 

qu’identifier par des réflexions sur eux-mêmes ou sur la littérature existante, 

des stéréotypes plus ou moins représentatifs, qu’ils ont forgés d’une manière 

plus ou moins stéréotype. » (David, 2015, 44) En revanche, nous propose 

l’auteur de la plus récente « Psychologie du peuple roumain », une approche 

interculturelle du côté de la psychologie cognitive et expérimentale moderne 

serait meilleure, un équilibre entre le cadre théorique et les données obtenues 

étant, en même temps, requis. Fidèle à lui-même (David 2006, 9), il va nous 

offrir, cette fois aussi, un cadre d’analyse professionnelle, séparant le scienti-

fique du non-scientifique, le vétuste de l’actuel. « Ce livre va être différent ! » 

Chose promise, chose faite: Daniel David nous présente dès le début de 

son livre une méthodologie toute neuve et assez complexe, par rapport à 

Rădulescu-Motru. Une analyse multimodale est donc mise en place, visant 

à établir les attributs stables, voire des traits de personnalité de profondeur. 

Ces attributs, se manifestant sous plusieurs formes et dans plusieurs situa-

tions, peuvent être mesurés à l’aide d’instruments spécifiques, tels que les 

tests psychologiques. Cela nous permet de comprendre « comment nous 

sommes ». Nota bene: « Il faut bien comprendre que le principal de notre 

ouvrage ne revient pas aux opinions des Roumains, fruits des enquêtes ou 

sondages d’opinion, plutôt fluctuantes dans le temps, mais aux attributs 

s’exprimant par des constructions psychologiques sous-jacentes » (David 

2015, 51). Les opinions vont être, donc, rien que des véhicules pour les 

attributs psychologiques, qui, eux seuls, feront l’objet de notre intérêt. 
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En ce qui concerne les individus, dresser le profil psychologique veut 
dire interpréter d’une manière compréhensive leurs attributs respectifs et 
leur donner un sens par les rapportant à un référentiel. Par exemple, dire de 
quelqu’un qu’il est « intelligent », supposerait l’existence d’un référentiel 
spécifique. Mais de quelle manière devrait-on procéder pour obtenir le 
profil d’un groupe ou d’un peuple ? Serait-il même possible d’envisager une 
telle démarche ? David nous assure que, selon les plus récentes opinions 
scientifiques (voir, par exemple, Schmitt ou bien Terraciano), ce serait  
possible, et que parler d’un profil national de personnalité ou de caractère national 
ferait sens. Sans entrer dans les détails méthodologiques de son ouvrage, 
que d’ailleurs, l’auteur même nous présente d’une manière exhaustive, pour 
un plus de clarté et pour avoir une mesure de comparaison avec Rădulescu-
Motru, nous allons juste ajouter, en résumé, les sources dont le professeur 
David s’est servi pour sa « monographie » (voir page 58 de la dite monogra-
phie, David, 2015, 58): « études déjà publiées par divers auteurs, faisant partie 
de la littérature internationale de profil (analyses secondaires), bases de dates 
internationales (analyses secondaires) et trois nouvelles études inédites ».  

Interprétant lui-même les données qui ont résulté des recherches qu’il 
présente (David 2015, 159 et suivantes), Daniel David va nous donner une 
clé de lecture intéressante et utile à la fois, ajoutant parfois des explications 
clarificatrices. Comparé aux autres pays, et surtout aux États-Unis, le milieu 
culturel des Roumains présenterait les caractéristiques suivantes: tendance 
vers la concentration du pouvoir (contrairement aux États-Unis), style 
défensif, évitant l’incertitude, conformiste (plus que les Américains), besoin 
accru de reconnaissance, accent sur les valeurs de survie (contrairement aux 
USA), religiosité, faisant peux de confiance à autrui. Les Roumains, nous 
dira-t-il, ont une culture collectiviste (on se souvient, C. Rădulescu-Motru, 
l’avait remarqué à son tour). Cela s’expliquerait par un besoin historique de 
sécurité, en tant que peuple soumit a des dominations extérieures, menant 
sa vie à la confluence de grands empires; le communisme, favorisant une 
coopération de survie, n’a fait qu’accroître cette tendance. C’est une expli-
cation acceptée aussi bien aujourd’hui que jadis, par Motru et par ses 
contemporains. Par exemple, dans son premier volume de l’Histoire de la civi-
lisation, paru en traduction française chez Payot, en 1937, Will Durant, écri-
vait que pour la formation d’une civilisation les seules conditions physiques 
et biologiques ne suffiraient pas, « il faut que les hommes ne se sentent pas 
exposés à tout instant soit à la mort soit à des taxes arbitraires » (Durant 
1937, 16); disait-il, la disparition même d’un de ces conditions pouvant 
entraîner la destruction d’une civilisation. 

Tributaires au paradigme collectiviste, les Roumains ne conçoivent pas le 
pouvoir d’une manière distributive, mais hiérarchique, le travail même étant 
perçu d’une manière instrumentale. « À cause d’un cynisme social et d’un 
scepticisme accru (comparés aux États-Unis), les négociations visant l’atteinte 
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d’un consensus sont enchevêtrées de malentendus, sans aboutir à des ébauches 
concrètes, et le leadership manque de respect ». En plus « la culture roumaine 
promeut, en moyenne, un hétéro déterminisme (l’influence de la tradition/ 
la religion) face à l’autodétermination (autonomie de la décision) et le prag-
matisme (intérêt personnel) face à l’esprit civique » (David 2015, 166). En 
même temps, nous explique le psychologue David, notre style étant répres-
sif et évitant, nous sommes, donc, défensifs, cette défensive s’exprimant par 
des complexes d’infériorité ou, le cas échéant, s’il s’agit d’une compensation 
de ceux-ci, par des complexes de supériorité. Tandis que nos aspirations 
sont les mêmes que chez les Occidentaux, il se trouve que nous sommes 
plus méfiants à l’égard de leur accomplissement et que nous nous compa-
rons trop aux autres pour les valider. Certains transformeront même ces 
complexes d’infériorité en complexes de supériorité, s’exprimant par de la 
défiance visant les individus ou les institutions et par diverses attitudes  
sceptiques. En vue de sauvegarder une telle image de soi, les Roumains 
s’imposeraient des règles trop rigides et difficiles à respecter, se voyant ainsi 
contraints au conformisme et à l’inflexibilité. 

Les études montrent que nous nous intéressons moins que les autres aux 

valeurs telles que le bien public, la bienveillance, l’autonomie, mais, pour 

faire bonne impression, nous faisons semblant de leur accorder quelque 

importance. « Chose intéressante, chez les Roumains l’universalisme est 

secondaire à la bienveillance, ce qui signifie que leur préoccupation pour le 

bien-être des autres se limite à l’espace de leurs proches. Cela dénote un 

individualisme non opposé au collectivisme » (David 2015, 167). En revanche, 

nous enregistrons des scores moyens pour les traditions et la sécurité, ce qui 

montre qu’une tendance d’émancipation est en cours. 

La méfiance de l’autre serait « un indicateur fort et stable », qu’il s’agisse 

de proches ou d’inconnus, sauf les amis et la famille. Cela expliquerait  

certaines attitudes des Roumains, tels que l’opposition au divorce ou a 

l’avortement, mais aussi le non-soutien de la violence domestique. Pour ce 

denier cas, semble-t-il, la désirabilité sociale ou même la compréhension des 

concepts par les répondeurs aux sondages jouerait un rôle assez important 

pour que, vu l’état réel des choses, on puisse se poser des questions et avan-

cer même des doutes. En ce sens, une étude de Knickrem et Teske (2000), 

cité par David (David 2015, 229-30), menée auprès d’étudiants roumains et 

américains, montre que la violence domestique représente un problème majeur 

pour 76,9% des Américains, et seulement pour 55,9% des Roumains. 

L’étude montre aussi que l’abus verbal et même physique (grave) en couple 

est plus toléré chez les Roumains, qui sont moins prêts à alerter les autorités 

dans de tels cas que les Américains (environ 80%, versus presque 35%). 

Comment sommes-nous, donc ? Voilà une sélection, non exhaustive de 
traits (ce serait vraiment impossible qu’elle le soit autrement, vu l’envergure 
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et la spécificité du travail scientifique de Monsieur David), s’ajoutant à ceux 
déjà présenté:  
 

Le potentiel intellectuel des Roumains est au niveau des autres pays/cultures, 

autant pour les enfants (comparé aux Britanniques, aux Hollandais et aux autres 

pays européens) que pour les adultes (comparés aux Français). Malheureuse-

ment, le milieu culturel n’est pas favorable au développement maximal de ce 

potentiel. (David 2015, 195) 
 

Selon les résultats du référendum de 2011, 1,4% des Roumains étaient 

analphabètes, et (selon un Rapport de 2012 de la Commission Européenne), 
40% étaient en état d’analphabétisme fonctionnel, ce qui confirmerait la 

thèse du non-soutien (culturel/ social) au développement. Du point de vue 

de la créativité, comprise comme capacité de produire du neuf et de la 
valeur pour la société, notre niveau potentiel est plutôt bon, voire égal à 

celui des Américains. Plusieurs analyses sur notre peuple (dont Bociort 2014 

ou Mungiu-Pippidi, 2012 – apud David 2015, 201) font mention d’un milieu 
académique non stimulant, dominé par des intérêts personnels et par une 

fracture profonde entre l’obtention du succès et le mérite. 

Notre intelligence émotionnelle, en tant qu’aptitude (ou capacité d’apprendre 
et résoudre dans des situations sociales), est moindre que celle des Américains, 

ce que, selon les spécialistes, est compréhensible dans le contexte d’une 

culture collectiviste, mais, notre intelligence émotionnelle en tant qu’habilité 
sociale (EQI) est plus accrue, celle-ci ce manifestant au niveau intraperson-

nel, comme adaptabilité sociale et management du stress. En revanche, au 

niveau des relations interpersonnelles, les Américains nous dépassent. Cela 

veut dire, que, pour une première impression, nous sommes mieux perçus 
que les Américains. Mais, malheureusement (comme démontré dans d’autres 

études) cela ne nous aide pas à avoir un niveau d’estime de soi plus élevé, ni 

une vie plus heureuse. 
Une bonne nouvelle apportée par l’analyse de Daniel David et celle que, 

au niveau du profil psychologique de profondeur, les Roumains sont fon-

damentalement semblables aux autres. En même temps, l’auteur ne peut 
s’empêcher de se demander quelles sont les raisons pour lesquelless nous ne 

pouvons pas valoriser nos traits positifs, comme la flexibilité émotionnelle, 

l’extraversion, ou l’agréabilité. Comment se fait-il que, au contraire, travail-
lant à l’étranger, dans les sciences ou ailleurs, les Roumains se montrent per-

formants et se font remarquer, sachant que leur profil psychologique de 

profondeur demeure fixe, même quand ils changent de place ? « Par exemple, 
si en deçà des frontières des laisser faire et des ça va se font encore entendre, 

au-delà, les Roumains deviennent de vrais modèles. Qui fait la différence ? » 

(David 2015, 213). Et la réponse, qui se fait écho d’une question similaire de 

Rădulescu-Motru (et de son « quelqu’un ») est que tout s’explique par les 



Hermeneia - Nr. 21/2018                                                                                 Ştefan Ionescu 

 155 

institutions sociales modernes, qui, là-bas, savent mettre en lumière les bons 

côtés et limiter les mauvais. 
 

Si, donc, nous aimons ce pays, je crois que c’est à une nouvelle génération 
d’intellectuelles (définie non par l’âge, mais par les valeurs qu’elle assume) de 
construire un nouvel ethos roumain – au sens d’institutions culturelles – qui 
sachent utiliser au maximum le potentiel psychique de profondeur, déterminant 
ainsi le surgissement d’un profil psychologique de surface, capable de nous  
transformer en un peuple heureux et respecté, capable de contribuer essentiel-
lement au salut de notre civilisation humaine. (David 2015, 213)  

 

Se situant lui-même dans une lignée de chercheurs comme Dâncu, Iacob 
ou Chelcea, Daniel David démarre à son tour une analyse phénoménolo-
gique et herméneutique de la psychologie des Roumains, une analyse qu’il se 
propose aussi rigoureuse que possible et qui puisse, donc, dépasser le sens 
commun (voire les proverbes ou les textes populaires) ou les approches 
littéraires artistiques (Cantemir, Cioran, Eminescu et beaucoup d’autres). 
Cette analyse, menée sur 301 participants roumains, dont 29 de la diaspora 
(française, italienne et américaine), aurait pour but d’identifier « les auto- et 
les hétéro-stéréotypes » de notre peuple, autrement dit « comment nous 
croyons être » et « comment nous croyons être perçus par les autres ». À la 
question « Comment caractériseriez-vous le peuple roumain ? » la réponse 
positive qui a dépassé le seuil du 20% méthodologique a été: hospitalier/ac-
cueillant, suivie d’industrieux (roumain « harnic »), puis intelligents. L’attribut 
négatif principal a été insouciant/indifférent, suivi de malin et corrompus. 
Nous nous percevons comme étant émotifs, colériques, pas très civilisés 
quand nous nous comparons aux autres, et nous prenons les Américains 
pour des « pragmatiques », les Français, pour des « bohèmes et froids », 
les Allemands pour des « travailleurs, honnêtes, intelligents » les Ruses pour 
des « patriotes et inflexibles », etc.  

La conclusion du psychologue ? « Le caractère national – comment nous 
croyons être – ne correspond pas, d’un point de vue emic, à ce que nous 
sommes réellement à travers nos traits de personnalité » (David 2015, 293), 
cet écart étant l’un des plus grands jamais analysés, témoignant d’un bas 
niveau de satisfaction et d’une basse autonomie. Pourquoi croyons-nous ce 
que nous croyons ? Pour satisfaire un besoin de respect pour nous-mêmes, 
pour justifier notre identité et notre présent. C’est la raison pour laquelle 
nous augmentons les traits que nous considérons positifs et diminuons ceux 
qui nous semblent négatifs. Ce sont des remarques valables pour n’importe 
quel peuple, mais d’autant plus pour le nôtre. La bonne nouvelle serait que 
nos ressources potentielles étant semblables a celles des autres peuples, il ne 
dépend que de nous de les utiliser pour en faire notre bonheur.  

Mais, quelles seraient les leçons de cette double analyse – Motru et 
David, pour nous-mêmes et pour notre article ? Nous auraient-elles aidés à 
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répondre aux questions que nous nous avions posées au début ? Je pense 
que si. Reprenons-les et marquons les réponses. On a vu, donc, qu’à travers 
de différentes conceptions et méthodes, et même à travers le temps, il fait sens 
de parler d’une identité roumaine, quel que soit le nom qu’on lui emprunte-
rait. Cette identité, serait-elle donnée une fois pour toutes, ou évoluerait-elle 
au fil du temps ? Tributaire, en partie, au biologique, a la géographie ou 
même aux caprices de l’histoire, comme pour Rădulescu-Motru, ou puisant 
ses ressources dans les profondeurs du psychisme, comme pour Daniel 
David, comme tout ce qui est vivant, l’âme du peuple est soumise elle aussi 
à l’évolution: vers le pire si elle se contente d’imiter tout simplement ce que 
font les autres, ou vers le meilleur si elle se cherche, devient consciente de 
soi et ne cesse de s’innover. D’où une dernière réponse, conclusive, qui 
s’impose d’elle-même: l’artisan de notre identité, c’est nous-mêmes !  
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Abstract: In this paper I provide a short review of the recent literature concerning 
social groups. The authors I am considering here either provide a metaphysical 
approach towards social groups, for instance Uzquinano, Effingham, Ritchie, or 
propose a departure from this kind of treatment (Thomasson). In Section 1 I  
provide an outline of the theories of social groups. In Section 2 I discuss the  
features of a metaphysical account of social groups, continuing in Section 3 and 4 
to discuss Uzquiano and Effingham‟s metaphysical approaches to social groups. 
The last two authors provide a unitary account of social groups. In Section 5 I 
continue with Ritchie‟s metaphysical account. Unlike Uzquiano‟s and Effingham‟s, 
this account proposes a division in the treatment of social groups. Finally, in  
Section 6 I present Thomasson‟s treatment of social groups and its departure from 
the metaphysical views.  
 

Keywords: social groups, sui generis groups, sets, norms, metaphysical account, 

naturalist account. 
 

 

1. Introduction 
 
This paper deals with social groups. Is there (metaphysically) such a thing 

as a social group1? If there is, how are we to describe and define it? These 
are the main questions addressed by the recent literature on the notion of a 
social group. For instance, Ritchie discusses both problems (Ritchie 2015), 
while Thomasson, assumes the existence of social groups and focuses on 
their description (Thomasson forthcoming). My aim in this paper is to 
review the recent discussion in the literature on what social groups are. 
There are two main approaches. The first is a stronger, metaphysical one. 
The second is a naturalist one, as in Thomasson‟s pluralist view. The strong 
accounts of what social groups are usually hold that social groups are sui 
generis entities or sets of a special kind2.  

Another classification of the accounts of social groups can regard whether 
we have a unitary treatment or a pluralist treatment of social groups. A 
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metaphysical approach is consistent with both a unitary treatment of the 
concept of social group or a pluralist one. Ritchie proposes a pluralist  
treatment (Ritchie 2015). She accounts for two categories of social 
groups, but the theory appeals to metaphysical aspects, such as structures. 
Thomasson‟s pluralist account consists in treating social groups as a plurality 
of norms promoted through social groups and proposes a departure from a 
metaphysical treatment (Thomasson forthcoming).  

The metaphysical discussion is articulated in (Uquiano 2004), (Effingham 
2010), (Ritchie 2015; forthcoming). They stick with a metaphysical orienta-
tion towards this problem, while Thomasson reshapes the discussion in less 
committal terms. Effingham provides an account of social groups as special 
types of sets (Effingham 2010). A social group is a set of ordered pairs con-
sisting in a world index and an ordered pair consisting in a time index and a 
set of individuals. Ritchie goes with a pluralist view that there are two types 
of groups, one defined by a common feature, the other being defined by the 
relation established between the members of the group (Ritchie 2015). The 
second type of social groups depends upon the structure in which the group 
consists of. The metaphysical component of this approach consists in ap-
pealing to social structures in order to define social groups.  

The more naturalist approach provided by Thomasson pertains more to 
our linguistic practice concerning social groups. Her view relies on our 
practice of referring to different social groups in our daily discourse, 
providing in this way an answer to the question whether there are social 
groups. The naturalist approach also consists in going for a treatment of 
instances of social groups rather than the general term of “social group”. 
For Thomasson, a definition of the general term such that all its instances 
fall under it is not needed. The approach rather goes to the function 
that different social groups are exhibiting or in terms of which they are 
understood (Thomasson forthcoming, 9).  

I propose an exposition of the accounts of social groups given by the 
following themes: the metaphysics involved in the corresponding accounts, 
the difficulties and puzzles raised within, and the sufficiency of a naturalist 
account as proposed by Thomasson.  
 
2. Metaphysics and Social Groups 

 
The metaphysical orientation towards the treatment of social groups can 

be indicated by the question we ask regarding such issue. Thomasson 
labels the question “what are social groups?” as a metaphysical question 
(Thomasson forthcoming, 8). The metaphysical component of the question 
is related to the setting in which one should look for an answer. The 
expected answer should consist in the conditions something has to satisfy in 
order to be considered a social group. Besides the conditions, one also has 
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to explain what kind of entity a social group is. The explanation may appeal 
to entities metaphysicians usually work with. For instance, groups may be 
reduced to sets. Other accounts may explain social groups as irreducible 
entities of a special kind (Uzquiano 2004). An appeal to entities such as 
structures may be made as well in order to account for what kind of entity a 
social group may be (Ritchie 2015).  

It seems that a question such as “what are social groups?” should be 
interpreted along a commitment to a metaphysically oriented answer. The 
answer either tries to provide a reduction to other sorts of entities or it 
posits groups as entities taken at face value3. The identification condition (I) 
is stated by Effingham as one condition that a theory of social groups 
should satisfy, namely that “[g]roups should be identified with entities we 
are already committed to” (Effingham 2010, 252). The satisfaction of this 
condition should be considered, given the requirement of parsimony. Namely, 
groups as sui generis entities inflate the ontology with additional entities 
named “social groups”. However, condition (I) can also be seen as criterion 
for a classification of the metaphysical accounts of social groups. The clas-
sification should be between reductive theories and face value theories.  

 
3. Social groups taken at face value 

 
I will start with a face value account of social groups. Social groups as sui 

generis entities is a view proposed by Uzquiano as an alternative to the 
theories which identify such objects with sets (Uzquiano 2004). The view 
proposed by Uzquiano places social groups in the category of artifacts. The 
relevant aspects of artifacts that allow for this treatment of social groups are 
the material constitution and the persistence of the artifact despite changing 
its components. The analogy is the following: both artifacts and social  
groups persist through change of components. Artifacts are distinct from 
the material they are made of and distinct from the sum of its components; 
thus, they should be distinct from the material object constituted from the 
material and the sum of the components. There are other features that 
should persist such that the artifact persists as well. For instance, Uzquiano 
takes the shape as a feature that guarantees the persistence of some artifact 
(Uzquiano 2004, 152). In the same way, social groups should be distinct 
from the sum of its parts, or the set of elements that constitutes the group. 
If we distinguish between the group and the set of elements that constitutes 
the group as two distinct entities, then one can account why the group 
survives as the same entity even though its elements change. In this way, 
there is no one-to-one correspondence between the group and a unique set 
of elements, but there is a relation of a group-constituency (Uzquiano 
2004). This relation is established between the members of the group 
forming a set at a time index. Since the relation is time indexed, more than 
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one set can enter in a relation of group-constituency with a group. Moreover, 
the relation of group-constituency can be established between a set and 
more than one group.  

What Uzquiano (2004) proposes is an alternative theory to the reduction 
of social groups to sets of elements having some common property. The set 
reduction is criticized on two grounds. First, sets are essentially defined by 
the elements that constitute it and any change in its elements results in the 
formation of another set. However, a change in the elements of a social 
group does not result in the formation of another social group. Second, 
distinct social groups may be constituted from the same set of elements.  

We have seen that Uzquiano defines the relation of group-constituency 
between the set of members and the group relative to a time index as well. 
The definition for group-constituency between a set S of elements and a 
group G has the following two conditions as stated by Uzquiano: 

 

(i) ∀x (x ∊ S ↔x is a member of G @ t) 

(ii) ∃x[x is a member of G @ t ∧ □(x ∊ S) ∧ ◊∃t' (G exists @ t' ∧ ¬ (x is a 

member of G @ t'))] ∨ ∃x'[¬ (x' is a member of G @ t) ∧ ¬ ◊(x ∊ S) ∧ 

◊∃t''(x' is a member of G @ t''). (Uzquiano 2004, 150) 
 

The two conditions state the relation between the set of members con-
stituting a group and the group per se. The first condition states that an ele-
ment belongs to the set of members of the group if and only if the element 
is a member of the group at a given time t. The second condition states that 
for every member of a group at a given time t, that member is necessarily an 
element of the set of members constituting the group. However, there may 
be a time t' such that it is not a member of the group at that given time t', or 
there may be a person that is not a member of the group at time t, and it is 
not possible for him or her to be an element of the set constituted by the 
members of the group. However, there may be a given time t'' such that the 
same person is a member of the group which stands in a relation of group-
constituency with another set of elements.  

The isomorphism between the artifact and its material constitution, on 
the one hand, and the group and the set of its members, on the other hand, 
goes in the following way. The artifact is constituted by the sum of its parts. 
However, there may be a time t such that one of the parts does not enter in 
the constitution of the artifact anymore, and there may be another material 
part at that time t which does not enter in the constitution of the artifact, 
but it may at a following time t'. It is also the case that a part is necessarily a 
part of the sum of parts constituting the material at a time t, and a part 
which, if not a part of that sum, then it is not possible for it of be part of 
that sum, but it may be, at a following time, part of another sum of parts 
constituting the same artifact.  
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The sui generis groups proposal accounts for the relation between the 
entity named „group‟ and the set of members of the group. Since it is not an 
identity relation, it is explained why the identity of a group does not have its 
members necessarily, and it admits changes in its constituency. It also 
explains why the relation of group constituency between the group and the 
set of its members it is not enough to explain what a group is since the same 
set can enter in a relation of group constituency with another social group. 
Since a social group is different from the set of its members, then we have 
additional entities besides the set of elements. In this way, this nonreductive 
approach does not conform to the condition (I) stated by Effingham, 
namely, every identification and explanation should be made in terms of 
entities that we already work with in our theories.  
 
4. Social groups as sets  

 
Effingham proposes a set reduction theory of social groups shaped in 

order to grasp these features of social groups and meet the difficulties raised 
by Uzquiano (Effingham 2010). The desideratum of a set reduction is also 
oriented to meet the condition that a reduction should appeal to entities we 
already are committed to. The set reduction is altered in order to include the 
features of social groups‟ persistence though change of members. The 
theory proposed is to reduce social groups to sets of elements of a special 
kind. The elements are ordered pairs consisting in a possible world as a first 
element and another ordered pair where the first element is a time index, 
followed by a set of objects as a second element of the pair (Effingham 
2010, 259). The first desideratum of reducing social groups to entities we 
already are committed to is met. The ontology is not expanded with ad-
ditional entities in their own rights, and the problematic entity is explained 
away in terms of a accepted entities, namely sets.  

How does Effingham answer to the challenge of persistence of social 
groups despite changes in membership and the lack of one-to-one corre-
spondence between a set of individuals and the social group constituted of 
those individuals? The persistence challenge is answered by the introduction 
of world and time indexes as elements of the pairs building up the set. A 
social group is formally accounted for by Effingham in the following formal 
terms:  
 

{< w1,<t1, {x,y}>, <w1, <ti, {x,y}>,…, <w2, <t1, {x,y]>,<w2, <ti, 
{y,z}>,…,<wi, <t1, {x,y>>,<wi, <ti, {x,y}>>...}(Effingham 2010, 259). 
 

Thus, the elements of the set are ordered pairs which include possible 
worlds and times. The background ontology needed in order to account for 
what a social group is includes possible worlds and possible time instants 
represented by time indexes. Since every possible world relevant for a 
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definition of a social group is time structured, it follows that each possible 
world relevant for the definition is composed of time instants as well. One 
can argue that an ontology of possible worlds is acceptable since possible 
worlds are a useful device and it is not necessary to commit to a strong 
ontology of possible worlds, like the one professed by David Lewis (Lewis 
1979).  

The set of members of the group is formed relative to a time index and a 
possible world and each such index has associated a set of individuals as 
members of the group. This premise, together with the metaphysical  
assumption that at other possible worlds other objects may have come into 
existence, implies that possible but not actual objects enter the constitution 
of the set the group is identified with, a problem that Effingham accepts 
(Effingham 2010, 260). Given the American Congress in 1975, if we think 
of it as a social group, we can imagine that Saul Kripke could have been a 
member of this institution, even though he was never a congressman. The 
definition for social groups allows for persons that are not members of the 
group, to be possible members of the group. However, if possible worlds 
are allowed in the definition, and possible members as well, then possible 
but not actual persons are allowed as well. We can imagine a possible world 
in which Wittgenstein had a child who became an American citizen and who 
also ran for Congress elections as well and won. Thus, an element of the 
complex set defining the American Congress is the ordered pair consisting 
in a possible world wi, different from the actual world, as its first member, 
and a second pair, consisting in a time index, staying for the year 1975, as a 
first member, and a set of individuals, as a second member of the pair, 
one of the members of the set being the possible child of Wittgenstein.  

The background ontology seems to include more than possible worlds 
and possible time instances, it also seems to include possible but not actual 
individuals as well. Thus, possible but not actual individuals enter the 
structural constitution of the set to which a social group is reduced. The 
problem with respect to this is not only the appeal to controversial entities 
such as the possible but not actual objects, but also that it seems there is a 
great distance between the American Congress as a social or institutional 
group and the possible child of Wittgenstein. The complex structure of the 
set to which it is reduced is constituted of this possible object as well, 
however, we seem to understand the American Congress is as a group very 
distant from possible objects. The second problem related to the acceptance 
of possible but not actual objects as components of sets to which social  
groups are reduced is that such objects seem to be a constant component of 
every set to which any particular social group is reduced. There is nothing to 
prevent the possible child of Wittgenstein, and other possible but not actual 
objects to be a component of the structure the American Congress in 1975, 
the British Parliament in 1980, a certain amateur football team, etc. 
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The two metaphysical approaches discussed, groups as sui generis entities 
and groups as sets, are guided by different ontological principles. The first 
one employs a nonreductive proposal in which a parsimony criterion is 
neglected, and the ontology is inflated by an additional category of objects 
named “social groups”. The second one, the set theoretic approach does not 
introduce an additional category of objects and it is guided by a reductive 
approach. The entities to which it appeals are sets which are already 
accepted in our ontology. However, the special kind of sets that Effingham 
employs appeals to a further category of objects, namely, the possible but 
not actual objects. The problem here lies in the statute of these objects and 
it is difficult to decide which category of objects are more problematic: 
groups as sui generis entities or possible but not actual objects. In the first 
case, the theory about social groups works with an inflated ontology about 
social groups. In the second case, the theory about social groups does not 
work with an inflated ontology of such objects, but its background 
ontology appeals to a more inflated universe containing possible but not 
actual objects. 

 
5. Two kinds of social groups 

 
A third metaphysical approach with respect to social groups appeals to 

features and structures. Given the criterion of a unitary or a pluralist ac-
count, Ritchie‟s account is a pluralist one. Thomasson considers Ritchie‟s 
(Ritchie 2015) account as one that “makes a step towards pluralism”  
(Thomasson forthcoming, 7). Ritchie divides social groups in two categories 
(Ritchie 2015). The first category of social groups is defined by a common 
feature that is shared by the members of the group. Such instances of social 
groups are defined by features of ethnic, religious, sexual orientation, etc. 
An instance where it is considered to be relevant to work with this kind of 
definition for social groups is when the membership to such a group is rele-
vant in obtaining certain benefits or they are beneficiaries of certain policies 
made in order to encourage certain developments in that group. For 
instance, being a member of the east academic community is sometimes 
relevant, in the sense of being encouraged to participate to some confer-
ences or colloquiums. The membership to such social groups is not a matter 
of choice for the members. This feature is seen to be relevant by Ritchie in 
dividing the two categories of social groups. Thus, the feature of intention-
ality of membership divides social groups into groups where membership is 
not the result of the choice of its members. The other category is defined by 
membership as a choice of the individual.  

The other feature defining the two categories of social groups is repre-
sented by collective intentionality. Social groups formed on the basis of a 
shared common property have the feature that members are not members 
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of the group as a result of choice. In the same time, such groups are not 
described by a common action or decision as a result of the common 
intentionality.  

Social groups defined as structured entities are defined by both member-
ship as a result of the choice of its members, and collective intentionality. 
For instance, the government of Romania, as an institutional group has the 
feature of collective intentionality. There are political decisions for which 
the whole government is responsible. As a structural entity defined by a 
relation of hierarchy from the prime minister to the representatives of dif-
ferent ministries and given a principle of solidarity, the Romanian Constitu-
tion states that each member of the Government is politically responsible 
together with all the members of the Government.  

The division proposed by Ritchie is, thus, between social groups defined 
by a shared features, and social groups as structural entities (Ritchie 2015). 
This division answers why some social groups are formed as a result of the 
choice of their members, while for others, membership is not a result of 
choice. The second challenge is to answer why some social groups are de-
fined by collective intentionality and why some decisions are implemented 
as a result of a group decision. It also answers why the group may be 
responsible for the decision implemented and membership to the group is 
relevant in this case for being held responsible, rather than particular actions 
of the individual who is a member of the group.  

In which way is this account a metaphysical one? The first category of 
social groups does not necessarily need to be defined by an appeal to a 
metaphysical account. As Ritchie (2015) points out, one does not need to be 
a realist with respect to social groups defined by membership as a result of 
sharing a common property. Moreover, the shared property need not be 
one which is grounded in the “real”. Those properties may as well be 
considered a fabrication of the particular culture one lives in. However, this 
does not exclude being a realist with respect to the other category of social 
groups and not even with respect to the first category either, since one can 
be a group realist and in the same time reject that such properties pertain to 
the nature of the members of the group (Ritchie 2015, 312)4.  

With respect to the second category of social groups, Ritchie (2015) pro-
vides an account in terms of structures. The account is a metaphysical one 
given the appeal to structures in order to explain the social configuration of 
a group. By “structure”, Ritchie means “complexes, networks, „latticeworks‟ 
of relations” (Ritchie forthcoming, 4). Here, Ritchie develops a theory of 
social structures as structures having the additional property of constitutive 
dependency on social factors5. The model in which social groups are ac-
counted for appeals, thus, to entities such as social structures and the rela-
tion of constitutive dependency. The realist positioning is kept here as well, 
given the way in which social factor contributes to the realization of a social 
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structure: by grounding it or by furnishing the metaphysically necessary 
ground for its constitution.  

The parsimony principle is present here as well in the form of the 
Goldilocks Constraint. Ritchie (forthcoming) states this constraint that an 
account purporting to answer the question “what is a social group?” should 
be able to offer a definition that is adequate. The adequacy means that we 
have an identity relation between the term defined and the definition. Thus, 
no entity that we would usually not consider to be a social group should be 
covered by the definition of a social group. Ritchie refers to our com-
monsense usage and understanding of “social group” to be a criterion for a 
metaphysical account. 

 
6. Social groups as norms providers  

 
A consideration similar to the Goldilock Constraint can function the 

other way round as well. Thomasson considers that our usage of terms 
referring to particular social groups is sufficient for an affirmative answer 
whether social groups exist (Thomasson forthcoming). The positive answer 
to this question is also sufficient for an account of social groups. Her pro-
posal is to redirect the discussion from an account of what a social group is 
to one accounting for the functions of social groups. Thomasson seems to 
be changing the focus of the discussion on the grounds of relevancy. The 
relevancy of a discussion about social groups is represented by the impact 
such entities have on individuals. Thus, the assumption is that social groups 
exist, however we choose to define them, and our membership to different 
social groups shapes different features we have. This is because social 
groups function as norm imposing means on individuals. Thomasson‟s idea 
is to look at the different functions particular social groups have. These 
functions are explained by three categories of norms: internal, structuring 
and external. The first category stays for those norms specific to a particular 
social group. The second one are norms that establish the relations between 
the members of the group, and they usually apply in the case of institutional 
groups. Finally, external norms are those that are imposed on members of a 
particular social group, either by other members of the group or by indi-
viduals that are not part of the group. Such norms refer to the features the 
individuals from particular social groups are expected to have.  

Thomasson‟s proposal should also be meant to diagnose the metaphysi-
cal dispute in the sense of diminishing its relevancy. By answering what is a 
social group, one does not provide a better insight on how we are to char-
acterize particular social groups. The proposal Thomasson advances is 
based on a theoretical consideration regarding the relation between the 
general concept of “social group” and particular social groups, on the one 
hand, and the general concept of “social group” and concepts of particular 
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social groups. On the metaphysical level, one, purporting to explain what a 
social group is, should furnish an account that encompasses all particular 
social groups and only what our common sense tells us to be a social group. 
If we look at the function of the general term of “social group”, one can 
establish different functions of the term and relevance for defining such a 
term. For instance, the theoretical considerations with respect to how it is 
used in different social sciences. Thomasson moves the discussion from the 
function of the general notion of “social group” to the function of terms 
staying for particular social groups. The function of terms for particular so-
cial groups would be in this case to express the relation between individuals 
and particular social groups. This relation is constituted by the outcomes in 
the features possessed by an individual as a result of her membership to dif-
ferent social groups.  
 
7. Concluding remarks 

 
The purpose of this paper was to provide an overview on the recent lit-

erature treating the concept of social groups. One criterion in organizing the 
accounts regards the type of theory proposed: there is a metaphysical treat-
ment of what social groups are, and a naturalist account of social group. We 
have seen that the departure from the metaphysical approaches means a 
departure from the question “What are social groups?”, as proposed by 
Thomasson (Thomasson forthcoming). Another criterion regards whether 
the account is a unitary one, if we have a single definition for what a social 
group is, or a pluralist one, if we consider that different social groups re-
quest different approaches and a unitary account cannot grasp the relevant 
features of different social groups. Concerning the metaphysical approach, 
we have seen that one way to account for what social groups are is to take 
them at face value and treat them as entities of a special kind, as Uzquiano 
(Uzquiano 2004) proposes. The metaphysical approach is to regard the dis-
course about social groups to be reducible to one that replaces social groups 
with sets of a special kind, as in Effingham‟s (Effingham 2010) account that 
social groups are sets of ordered pairs. 

 
Notes 
 
1 The discussion in the literature regarding social groups refers both to groups of people 
that share a relevant feature and intentionally organized groups. They can be formal (insti-
tutionalized), or informal, like an amateur football team. I will assume that by social groups 
we refer to both categories. I will also use “social groups” and “groups” interchangeably. 
2 In this paper I focus on these two metaphysical accounts of social groups. However, they 
do not exhaust the list of metaphysical accounts. One can provide a mereological account 
of social entities. See for instance (Hawley 2017). 
3 A somewhat similar discussion can be found with respect to the problem of possible 
worlds. They are either reduced to some other acceptable entities like states of affairs, 
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linguistic entities, etc. or “taken at face value” as in (Lewis 1979). The similarity is not 
complete since the term “possible world” already embeds a metaphysical sense, while 
“social group” does not. 
4 Ritchie (Ritchie 2015, 312) accepts the idea that properties shared by a group of individu-
als need not be necessary properties, or properties pertaining to the nature of the individu-
als and in the same time be a realist about groups, as proposed by Blum (Blum 2010).  
5 Ritchie defines the constitutive dependency of a social structure on social factors by the 
satisfaction of either of the following three conditions: 

(i) in defining what it is to be S reference must be made to social factors;  
(ii) social factors are metaphysically necessary for S to exist;  
(iii) social factors gound the existence of S (or the fact that S exists). (Ritchie forthcoming, 6) 
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Abstract: One of the traditions extant in today’s world – especially in its Eastern 
part, but also in the mostly Catholic, traditional countries – is the baptism of infants. 
This gesture is close to – almost indistinct from – the coming into the world of a 
new member of the city, and it represents a sort of consecration, a sacralization of its 
existence, correlative to the act of civil registration of its birth. Surprising is especially 
the massive presence of this tradition, which lingers on at the same time with and 
independently from the emancipation of the society from religiosity, the superlative 
valorization of the principle of free speech, expression, and choice and the ever more 
visible emphasis on the importance of the infant’s rights. Thus, a tradition that 
unimpededly goes against the current and, furthermore, a tradition that lacks the 
appropriate amount of contemplation. 
Hence the aim of this work is to ponder and to reflect upon the ritual of baptizing 
infants – a practice imposed by tradition and with vague dogmatic confirmation (the 
Third Carthage Synod) – and to propose, beside an excursion into the history of 
mentalities, a phenomenological understanding of the “internal” necessity of 
“baptism” in the Christological scenario. The main sources analyzed in our approach 
are Paul’s letters, and the apologetic work of Saint Justin the Philosopher.  
This work proposed to follow the thread of the meanings of baptism starting from 
the analysis of such inaugural texts as the Epistles of Saint Paul, which reveal an 
extremely interesting practice – the baptism in the name of the dead – which may be 
seen as a prelude of infant baptism. Two are the important, essential items of this 
article: the relationship between baptism and resurrection, and the importance given 
to the doctrine of the original sin on the background of the extension of the 
pedobaptism. Baptism is a simulacrum of the resurrection, and this illuminates “the 
necessity and the universality” of the practice of baptizing infants. Christianity is 
instituted as a religion only at the moment of its confirmation, when it goes from 
the condition of mere signaling, promising, and delivering the good news of the 
abolishment of death to the condition of a fait accompli. Also thanks to the 
permeation of the practice of pedobaptism, “Adam’s sin” is rediscovered as  
theological justification of such practice and transformed into what would later be 
called the doctrine of the “original sin.” 
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1. St Paul’s refutation of baptism by circumcision.  

The necessary condition of baptism: the faith of the baptized 

 

The “baptism” in Christ has a meaning that pervades all Paul’s epistles and 

the other apostolic writings: the faith in Jesus as Christ (Messiah, the Expected 

One, the Son of God). In fact, St Paul almost misses no opportunity to 

emphasize a nuance – of the importance of a true “religious” or “ideological” 

cataclysm: the negation of the necessity of the “circumcision” or, to use an 

anachronism useful in this discussion, the Jewish “baptism”. A good deal of 

his epistles, as well as the origin of his conflict with Apostle Peter, have the 

same source: Paul’s conviction that circumcision must not be imposed as 

baptismal institution to the “converts” to the old-new faith. A good example 

is offered by the Epistle to the Corinthians 7: 18-19:  
 

Was anyone at the time of his call already circumcised? Let him not seek 

to remove the marks of circumcision. Was anyone at the time of his call  

uncircumcised? Let him not seek circumcision. Circumcision is nothing, and 

uncircumcision is nothing; but obeying the commandments of God is everything. 

(Paul 2010, 2008)  
 

I say the “old-new faith” as Paul – at least at first – thought that Jesus Christ 

is the fulfillment of promises and prophecies included in what Christians now 

call the Old Testament. Thus in the Epistle to the Galatians 4: 4-5: “But when 

the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born 

under the law, in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we 

might receive adoption as children” (Paul 2010, 2048) or in the Epistle to 

the Romans 10:4 “For Christ is the end of the law so that there may be  

righteousness for everyone who believes.” (Paul 2010, 1990). The comment 

of the exegete is clarifying:  
 

The Greek télos means not only end, but also aim, finality, purpose, deadline, 

fulfillment, accomplishment, result, consequence, plenitude, culmination, corollary, 

completion, and Paul’s theological thought incorporates all of them in one and 

the same word and fructifies them in the fundamental idea that the Old Law has 

come to an end in Jesus Christ exactly because He represents its plenitude. In an 

Orthodox liturgical prayer, Christ is defined as the completion of the law and the 

prophets. (Anania 2011, 2423)  
 

In fact, during his apostolic, missionary activity, it was precisely the Jewish 

communities that were first aimed at and visited. We have to rebuild in our 

minds the whole drama of the debates on this topic, as well as the compro-

mises that sometimes Paul is forced to accept, namely circumcising with his 

own hand one of his new followers to dodge the hostility of conservative cir-

cles. I am talking about Timothy in Acts 16:3.  
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Even though Paul does not associate any value to the circumcision, he makes a 
concession in the case of Timothy, which the Jews might have accused of 
apostasy if, after having been born from a Jewish mother, he would have 
remained uncircumcised. This deed is part of the missionary strategy of the 
Apostle; Timothy is ordered to preach to the Jews, he becomes the close disciple 
of Paul and the first bishop of Ephes. (Anania 2011, 2380)  

 

Thus we may say that one of the Paul’s main religious “reforms” is the 
contestation – sometimes subtle, sometimes adamant – of the “primacy”, the 
importance or the necessity of circumcision. It is by no means impossible that 
this very “critique” of Paul against circumcision may have been one of the 
major factors that led to the final dissociation of Christianity from Judaism. 
What started as a continuation of a millenary religious discourse, the “happy” 
fulfillment of a soteriological expectation intimately intricate in the fabric of 
Judaism, turned into a religion different, self-contained and in competition with it. 
Social practice, tradition was – this time – decisive in the conflict of ideas.  

For the Apostle Paul circumcision seems to have been really “crucial”. He 
echoes the universalist message of Jesus – and circumcision is “loaded” by 
history and has a special meaning – the “covenant” between the Jewish 
people and God. It was completely improbable that a symbol with such 
specific mark would not vex – either knowingly or not – any “non-Jew” that 
might have been interested to adhere to the Christian idea. Conversely, it is 
very likely that, once the matter had been decided in favor of the conserva-
tives, the “baptism” in Christ by circumcision would have a much larger 
number of Jewish followers and, who knows, maybe even the Christological 
transformation of Judaism – which was actually the very first intention of the 
Master and His disciples. One should also not ignore the possibility, if cir-
cumcision had been accepted, that the seeds of Christianity would have been 
dispersed on the field of the numerous prophetical movements of Judaism, of 
secondary or temporary importance, absorbed and finally… forgotten by it.  

A strategist of genius – let us remember he himself uses military terminol-
ogy to describe apostleship – Paul seems to implicitly or explicitly know all 
these “ins and outs” and risks of accepting the circumcision and thus his tone 
becomes more and more sharp, even when he gives his absolutely formal 
consent of a contextually justified circumcision. His theory on the uselessness 
of circumcision is on other occasions reiterated over and over, when he does 
not forget to emphasize the profound nuisance of having to discuss these 
matters. 

The Pauline alternative to the Jewish “baptism” – circumcision – is at the 
same time a volt of genius. He insists enormously upon a so-called “baptism 
in Spirit”, which is nothing but a state of mind or, if preferred, a spiritual 
state: faith. This is accompanied by love and hope – which, together with the 
first, will constitute the famous triad of the cardinal Christian virtues, already 
sketched in the Epistle to the Galatians 5: 5-6: “For through the Spirit, by faith, 
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we eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness. For in Christ Jesus neither cir-
cumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that counts 
is faith working through love.” (Paul 2010, 2049) The reinterpretation of the 
“ritual” of “initiation” in terms of new “emotional dispositions” (“states of 
mind”, emotions or feelings) is a genuine transfiguration of the “baptism” by 
Paul, we might say a real change of paradigm – which affects the very bases 
and the constitution of Christianity. A possible history of affectivity must 
certainly take into account this turning point and the motivations – in a 
certain sense political and ideological – of this explosion of the importance of 
affectivity – and implicitly subjectivity – in the Christian European culture. 

In a similar manner, the apostle Paul had “solved” the matter relatively 
pressing among Corinthians of the “powers” (charismas) that the latter had 
been waiting for so long without any result as reward for their faith in Christ. 
After a didactic classification of the “powers”, whose purpose was to regain 
peace of mind by reassuring the impatient Jesus followers that each of them 
possessed, if not all charismas and even though not always knowingly, a certain 
“power” – one of them the gift of prophecy, another the gift of tongues etc., 
St Apostle Paul causes one of the most obvious and sublime diversions in 
the history of ideas: the love hymn. A true “master hit”, as we would call it 
nowadays, a “distraction” of attention from important matters… The change 
of focus from the “can” to the “feel”/ “have love” is truly remarkable. All the 
more remarkable as the object of Corinthians’ requests – the powers, the 
charismas – is not buried, but explicitly minimized, ridiculed, as opposed to a 
feeling, love, which gains colossal importance even on the background of such 
minimization. The circle is closed, the rhetorical “demonstration” is complete 
and leaves us with no right of reply. Important is not the “power”, but rather 
the “state”, not the “object”, but rather the “subject”, not what is happening 
to you, but what you feel with respect to what is happening to you. It is 
obviously not difficult to identify in this change of perspective certain es-
sential data about subjectivity in the Hellenistic culture. From the sophists to 
the stoics, from Protagoras to Epictetus, from Socrates to Epicurus – the 
“subject” affirms itself more and more before the “object”, the “sensation” 
claims more and more assiduously its exclusive right over the “truth”. It is 
astonishing to have in the person and the writings of St Paul – almost visually – 
the very document of the meeting between two cultural and equally mental 
horizons: a purview that values the “fact”, the “object”, and a purview that 
values the “feeling” and the “subject”. The Jewish tradition remains profoundly 
adherent to an “objective” moral and religion: I have in view here the precise, 
almost legalist meaning of the notions of “sin”, God, righteousness, fulfilled 
prophecy, “wonder”, Messiah. Paul faces this Jewish mentality directly and 
tries to fight it or, more exactly, to divert it from its path, to reconfigure it 
into a model in which the emphasis is imperceptibly, but decisively shifted 
towards the subjectivity, the inner experience, the sensitivity. However, Paul 
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remains an apologist of objective facts: Jesus is the – incontestable – fact of 
the “incarnation”, the “evidence” and the “confirmation” of God’s prophecies 
and promises. Even if emphasized in a completely different way in the 
new paradigm, faith is in its turn grounded on observed, experimented and 
confessed facts: the wonders worked by Jesus during His lifetime and – the 
supreme “empirical” argument – His resurrection. The very conversion of 
Paul – from persecutor into an apostle of Christ – is owed to a personal 
experience and is the consequence of a directly experienced fact. It was this very 
“physicalist” meaning of divinity, as well as the proper, corporeal sense of the 
“immortality” that would cause perplexity in the “Greek” world – but also a 
special “professional” interest in the rhetorical schools in perpetual search for 
sensational matters; thus we may see in Paul the overlapping of two “worlds” 
or rather the perspectives of two worlds…  

To return to the issue of pedobaptism, one must start by saying that in 
none of the primary texts of Christianity – neither in the Gospels nor in the 
apostolic epistles – is there any foundation for this practice. The only biblical 
text quoted in matters of the original sin is a fragment from the Epistle to the 
Romans 5, 12: “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, 
and death came through sin, and so death spread to all because all have 
sinned.” (Paul 2010, 1983) As much as this text is ambiguous, it actually 
emphasized the relationship between the sin perpetrated by Adam (“all by 
himself”) and its aftermath – death (conveyed to everyone). This idea is 
further unraveled in verses 17-18:  

 
For if, because of the one man’s trespass, death exercised dominion through that 
one, much more surely will those who receive the abundance of grace and the 
free gift of righteousness exercise dominion in life through the one man, Jesus 
Christ. Therefore, just as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all, so 
one man’s act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all. (Paul 2010, 
1983-1984)  

 
The descendants of Adam are named by Paul “sinners” by extrapolation, as 
sufferers of the consequences of Adam’s mistake. Man is a “sinner” as he 
bears the repercussion of sin, namely death. Man is a sinner because he dies. 
But Jesus comes and abolishes this “sin” – death: “just as sin exercised domi-
nion in death, so grace might also exercise dominion through justification 
leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” (Romans 5, 21, Paul 
2010, 1983-1984). 

This is simply explicated by the fact that Jesus’s teaching is not constituted 
as a religion different from Judaism, but as its continuation and fulfillment, so the 
“baptism” issue is not posed for the Jewish children (who were already 
“circumcised”), and a request for baptism from pagan/gentile children could 
not be reckoned with. Baptism is in all gospel texts an issued that concerns 
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only the adult, mature man, and as we have seen, the problem becomes really 
techy with respect to pagans that receive the baptism in Christ. Do they have 
to first go through circumcision or may they receive solely the symbolical 
baptism, with water and the Holy Spirit, by which – within Judaism and 
without renegading it, as one must emphasize – Jesus Christ’s followers were 
singularized?! This is absolutely crucial to decipher the “mystery” that led to 
the institution of Christianity as a religion in and of itself. It is not by chance 
that it plays such critical role in Paul’s letters. For the people who would call 
for the circumcision of “pagans” upon their conversion to the faith in Christ 
could not, in their turn, do away with the fact that a specifically “Christian” 
ritual – without circumcision – would turn the faith in Christ into a quite 
different religion than the Jews’. On the other hand, St Paul could not accept 
this constraint as it would directly conflict the universality of Christ’s message 
and, from a practical viewpoint, it was quite easy to predict that such invasive, 
intrusive ritual would enormously reduce the readiness for conversion for 
people interested in following Christ. 
 
2. The reason for the embracement of pedobaptism by the Church:  

the instauration facto of the resurrection order.  
Disarming the “millenarianist” peril 

 
So the pedobaptism issue is most probably only posed after the Church of 

Christ is constituted more and more obviously as a religion different from – 
even opposed to – Judaism. It was only after the first generations born from 
Christian (probably non-Jewish) parents that the tradition of baptizing infants 
is instituted – without any doctrinal basis. Thus it is no wonder that the 
baptism of infants in a canonical text is actually an attestation of such practice. 
Baptizing infants is not and has never been a sacrament of the Church, 
instituted by dogma, but is a mere tradition adopted by the Church. In fact, the 
complicated history of pedobaptism is mirrored by the fact that, in parallel 
with the baptism of infants, the authentic “sacrament of baptism” continued 
to exist for many centuries, aiming at grown-ups with power of discernment, 
who beside expressing their faith in Christ, had to be catechized, which 
means that they had to master the teachings and credos accredited by the 
Church (the so-called catechumen). 

Beside all these reasons, can one really talk about a necessity of this 
practice, one that would belong to the Christianity itself? What could it  
actually be? The answer derives from the above. Faith in Christ is grounded 
on the fact of a fulfillment, on the affirmance of a prophecy, on the observance 
of a covenant or a promise. Even though His Coming had been predicted, we 
cannot talk about faith in Him but after the moment of His emergence, 
namely after the actual occurrence of what “had been written”. But this 
coming is in its turn a promise, this fulfillment includes another expectation, 
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and the prophecy is only half confirmed as long as Jesus in His turn promises 
that, by Him, we would achieve eternal life. Jesus dies and rises again; this 
shows us indeed, in Him and through Him, that this is possible, that our hope 
makes sense, and that our expectation does not aim at the object of false 
prophecy. However… People still die after Christ, so is St Paul tersely being 
told by people who have unsophisticatedly thought that Christ literally 
abolished death. It is the fatality of any faith “millenarian”, eschatological – as 
is, at its origins, Christianity itself – to face such… embarrassing moments 
when time, with elemental cynicism, erases with a single blow the beautiful 
castles made by the sand of our hopes. “Nevertheless, even after Christ, 
people continue to die…” – how many times must St Paul have heard this 
dolorous and tragic lamentation, this staggering amazement of people who 
were no longer ready to die, people who would no longer believe they would 
ever die after Christ Himself, the Son of God, had brought them the good 
news: The ones who believe in Me will never die! Believers die, our people 
die, so is Paul told from everywhere, again facing, this time a last, decisive, 
challenge: to interpret the resurrection allegorically and the baptism literally. 
Paul responds to the stringency of such expectations of the instauration of 
eternal kingdom by investing the baptism in Christ with this attribute, by 
describing the baptism in terms of realizing the eternal kingdom. As we well 
know, seeing in a representation the real presence, in actu, of the represented 
object is the foundation of the concept of sacrament – from now on, a 
fundamental one for Christianity. Baptism has generated a transubstantiation 
of the moral soul into an immortal soul. If it is true that Jesus is, apparently, 
the only Man who rose from the dead, no less true is that, by identifying 
ourselves with Him through baptism, we ourselves have died and risen again. 
Substantially, the transformation occurred, the transfiguration of the soul 
from mortal to immortal took place by baptism, the rest is just a matter of 
time, unessential, unsubstantial.  

 

Brethren, don’t you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ 
Jesus were baptized into his death? Therefore, we have been buried with him by 
baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of 
the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life. For if we have been united 
with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a 
resurrection like his. We know that our old self was crucified with him so that 
the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin. 
For whoever has died is freed from sin. But if we have died with Christ, we 
believe that we will also live with him. We know that Christ, being raised from 
the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him. The death 
he died, he died to sin, once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. So you 
also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus. 
 

The fact that utterance of this fragment from the Epistle to the Romans VI 
3-11 plays such central role in the infant baptism service shows us beyond 
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reasonable doubt that the meaning of the sacrament of baptism is the im-
mortality of souls. Without this confirmation – both symbolic and real – that 
the resurrection promised by Christ and through Christ has taken place in 
each and every one who believes and is baptized in Him, faith in Christ would 
never have been more than one of the numerous false, unfulfilled prophecies, 
embarrassed upon “maturity deadline.” Paul’s genius succeeds in disarming 
the “time bomb” of any millenarian faith and – as I. P. Culianu would put it – 
by an operation at the level of the phantasmatic apparatus – manages to 
enforce for thousands of years the perception of an image as though it were 
factual reality. Christianity as a religion fundamentally a faith in the immortality 
of the individual, the eternal life, and the resurrection. Thus it addresses people 
already resurrected, already immortal, in a certain sense already saved. Christianity is 
fulfilled only after the realization of the ontological order that Jesus and the 
gospel writers have announced. The gospel, the good news, is the fore-going 
of Christianity, which exists in the proper sense only inasmuch as such good 
news is confirmed. The institution of baptizing infants secures or covers this 
logical necessity. Once baptism is inflicted from the earliest age, Christianity 
literally addresses already resurrected people, souls that have become im-
mortal (by the sacrament of baptism), and Christianity becomes an accomplished 
fact and in full sense a religion. From now on the stringency of expecting 
the fulfillment of the promise of eternal life is disarmed, and the task – if 
we may call it so – of living up to the height of one’s soul devolves upon 
the individual. Once the practice of baptizing infants is universalized, the 
Christian Church has under its jurisdiction true Christians, that is immortal 
souls, people already resurrected.  
 
3. Pedobaptism – the gateway to the Christian world of the original sin 

 
It is very likely that the importance acquired in the history of Christianity 

by the original sin (more exactly its transgenerational propagation) is owed to 
the instauration of this practice of pedobaptism. However, such conjecture is 
rather difficult to accept for today’s man, who is accustomed – after two 
millennia of theology – to identify Jesus Christ’s very role of savior with 
the one of restauration of Adamic purity before committing the primordial 
blunder. Nevertheless, the idea of original sin isn’t vested with much  
importance either in the gospels, or in the epistles of St Paul, in the first 
apologetic writings or, for that matter, in the entire Old Testament. Precisely 
as it belongs to the “origins”, Adam’s “mistake” falls under the category of 
“genesis” myths (being derived from the Genesis), which explicate in a trans-
historical manner the occurrence of an existent reality: a physical phenome-
non, an animal species, a custom, etc.; the myth at hand explicates the mortality 
of men, and nothing more. The original sin opens and closes the circle of the 
human condition: it is “atoned for” by the very mortality of the human being. 
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It is true that the sin and the punishment inflicted upon men (death) coincide 
ab initio, are simultaneous, but what is “inherited” by Adam’s descendants is 
not the sin, but rather the human condition of a mortal being; so the effect, 
not the cause. There are other sins that God has to taunt his people with; 
there are other sins that Jesus and the prophets guide people to repent for 
and to stay away from; these are the historical, specific and individual sins, 
whereas the “original sin” is not even invoked as a terrifying example of the 
consequences of disobedience.  

In fact, the abolition of death and of the consequence of the “original sin” 
by Christ does not involve in any way the annulment of the cause either, as 
long as man is not restored in the condition of Edenic innocence. Further-
more, one may say that the true, essential consequence of the original sin, 
namely man’s awareness of good and evil, remains untouched by the “dissolution 
of death”, as discernment is the very condition for the man’s possibility of 
receiving divine Judgment and Justice. It is by no accident that the “bodily”, 
“corporeal” attribute of the resurrection has been incessantly emphasized, in 
spite of the contrariety caused by such a “material” perspective. Resurrection 
operates in the “material” cause, on bodies rather than souls, as a spiritual 
“resurrection” would mean the restoration of the primordial condition, that is 
the complete dissolution of the “awareness of good and evil” and their 
respective effects, of the notion of sin and punishment and thus the impossi-
bility of Judgment, so in the end it would involve universal absolution, the 
forgiveness of all souls, including the redemption of the Devil. Such an out-
come was actually formulated by Origen; the idea is revived much later, 
somewhat unexpectedly, in the texts of Friedrich Nietzsche, together with the 
claim that a restoration of the pre-Christian “innocence” would inforce the 
dissolution of the awareness of good and evil, and this would involve going 
back, which means beyond – or beneath – the setting-up of such theological-
moral concepts in our mind.  

In Justin the Philosopher, for instance, the myth of the original sin plays 
no role at all. Even though the Old Testament is for him the only authorita-
tive reference, he prefers to choose from it – to explain the occurrence of evil 
in the world – an episode rather secondary and obscure, the one about the 
intercourse between angels and human females. The result of this coupling is 
the advent of demons – masters of this world, whom men worshipped as 
gods, because of their frightening powers. Thus Justin totally ignores the 
“original sin” as an explanation for the occurrence of evil, and reading such 
texts it is quite instructive, as they were written before the “original sin” 
became the official explication of the Church for the appearance of evil into 
the world, as they illustrate that other “necessities” than the logical or the 
theological have led to the final formulation of the doctrine.  

In our case the necessity was, we think, an… accident occurred in the 
history of Christianity, namely the spreading of the practice of baptizing 
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infants/ pedobaptism. It is not only in the linguistic, but also in the religious 
domain, that dictates… the norm. For in the initial form of the baptism – as 
baptism of the grown-up – the object of the ablation was the sins perpetrated 
by the person up to the time of the baptism, not at all the original sin; there is 
no reference in the baptism service to the original sin of the proto-parents. 
The Christian baptism “washes away” personal sins, rather than the sins of 
other people.  

The doctrine of the original sin earns importance fortuitously, as derived 
from a newly appeared custom, in its turn ungrounded on doctrine. For the 
first Christians who decided to baptize their babies faced the challenge posed 
by the repetition of the “ritual ablution,” the purification in Christ of the 
innocent infant. If the other aspects could be solved “by delegation” – 
the confession of faith was done for the bereft-of-reason infant by the 
“godparents”, but there still remained the most important issue, the object 
of the baptism, its purpose. For the purpose of the baptism in its primary 
version was certainly the repentance, the renouncement of old sins and of the 
way of living that was inadequate for the new faith; however, such purpose 
remained without content in the case of the innocent infant. The necessity to 
bring content to this custom occurred after the attempt to justify the practice 
of pedobaptism by the synod edicts. The latter were constraint to invoke for 
the justification of baptizing infants nothing other than… the ancestral sin, 
the sin perpetrated by Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. It must be again 
emphasized that before this moment, the myth of the “original sin” was of 
absolutely secondary importance. Thanks to the baptism of infants, to this 
“profane” religious “custom” – in a way also a “heretical” one, because not 
only is it instituted without explicit doctrine prescription, but also against 
clear principles of the Christian faith (salvation is only obtained by the 
“circumcision of the heart”, that is by the personal confession of the faith in 
Christ) – the original sin begins its bright theological and… philosophical 
career. During the “Christian era” the original sin would give birth to  
numerous paradoxes, contradictions, obscurities, and apologies: Christianity, 
initially a “teaching” of freedom, and the free will, accepts in its very core the 
idea of the predestination of man. In spite of what Kierkegaard believes, this 
contradiction is not “intrinsic” to the foundations of the Christian faith, even 
though the original sin was meant to become – we already know that – a 
fundamental idea of the Christian religion.  

Starting upwards, from practice to the theory or the norm, from the 
“people” to the clerical elite, pedobaptism brings with it as collateral effect 
the resurrection of Adam’s sin from the depths of the Old Testament, its 
recirculation for the purpose of justifying the new custom.  

I think I have sufficiently demonstrated that for the first church fathers 
both the issue of baptizing infants (either under the form of circumcision or 
as the Christian baptism) and the issue of the original sin are not at all 
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considered. Their lacking together becomes more significant as they appear for 
the first time still together. Thus in the first text that attests the custom of 
baptizing infants, we speak of the letter of St Cyprian to Fidus, written on the 
occasion of the third synod of Carthage, which took place in 253 AD, the 
question concerning the “age” when the infant should be baptized is  
answered that, as baptism cannot be refused for any adult, however hard he 
might have sinned against God, if he repents,  

 

much more ought not an infant to be debarred, who being newly born has in no 
way sinned, except that being born after Adam in the flesh, he has by his first 
birth contracted the contagion of the old death; who is on this very account more 
easily admitted to receive remission of sins, in that not his own but another’s sins 

are remitted to him. (St Cyprian 1868, 197-198) 
 

Hence is invoked, one hundred years before the birth of St Augustin – the 
first author to use the term “original sin” (pecatto originali) –, for the first time, 
Adam’s sin to justify the custom of baptizing infants. Even though he relates 
Adam’s sin to the foundation of infant baptism, St Cyprian is still rather pre-
cautious: Adam’s sin does only belong to the baptized child by its conse-
quence, by the mortality perpetuated in the humankind. But nuances are the 
first to be erased by the passing of time. After more than a century, the idea 
of transmission of the original sin together with the custom of pedobaptism 
have become so consistently rooted on the Christian soil that St Augustin 
philosophizes on the harmony (however contradictory!) between “predesti-
nation” and “liberty”, and between “fatality” and “free will.” In fact, he is 
very aware of the merit of the Carthage synod in “keeping the faith of the 
Church steady.”  

The occurrence and the rooting of the binomial pedobaptism-original sin 
are not without reactions. And the fact that the original sin is contested also 
together with the necessity of baptizing infants is, again, as relevant as it can 
be. Witness for this is the edict issued, another two centuries later (418), by a 
Synod also in Carthage, where under canon 110 it provides that “it was simi-
larly decided that anyone who denies or says that little infants or newborns 
from their mothers’ womb, upon their baptism, are not baptized to get rid of 
their sins and do not attract anything from the ancestral sin of Adam, which 
must be achieved by the bath of rebirth (from which it follows that in them, 
with respect to the baptism form, one does not talk about the true, but the 
false renouncement of sins), shall be anathema; for it is so that the words of 
the apostle are to be interpreted:  

 

Likewise it seemed good that whosoever denies that infants newly from their 
mother's wombs should be baptized, or says that baptism is for remission of sins, 
but that they derive from Adam no original sin, which needs to be removed by 
the laver of regeneration, from whence the conclusion follows, that in them the 
form of baptism for the remission of sins, is to be understood as false and not 
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true, let him be anathema. For no otherwise can be understood what the Apostle 
says, « By one man sin has come into the world, and death through sin, and so 
death passed upon all men in that all have sinned », than the Catholic Church 
everywhere diffused has always understood it. For on account of this rule of faith 
(regulam fidei) even infants, who could have committed as yet no sin themselves, 
therefore are truly baptized for the remission of sins, in order that what in them is 
the result of generation may be cleansed by regeneration. (Canons of the Eight 
Local Synod of Carthage).  

 

In fact, both this and the third ecumenical synod, held in Ephesus in 431, 
condemn Pelagianism, which claims, against the contra doctrine of St 
Augustin, the total liberty and responsibility of the human individual, namely 
literally: the inexistence of a transmission of primordial sin and thus the uselessness of the 
baptism of infants. 

 
4. Pedobaptism – an expression and a sample  
    of the syncretic vocation of Christianity 
  

Our analysis of the Christian pedobaptism has revealed a sample from the 
essential make-up of Christianity: the forging of the new faith in Christ on the 
Jewish and the Greek and Roman traditions. First, pedobaptism makes a 
compromise with the Jewish imperative of “circumcising” the infant: baptism 
takes the place of the Jewish circumcision inflicted to the infant; a circumci-
sion “in Spirit”, it’s true, but still a circumcision, as this is actually the name 
with witch the baptism of infants is insistently called in its first occurrences in 
the doctrine. Second, the binomial pedobaptism – original sin trades with an 
entire tragic Greek tradition and sensibility: the one concerning the destiny, 
and the predestination. The very idea of a sort of “original sin” had crossed 
the platonic heaven (as souls end up falling because of a mysterious fault, a 
crush, a burden, or their mere indolence), as it appears for instance in Phaedrus 
248 c:  

 

If any soul becomes a companion to a god and catches sight of any true thing, it 
will be unharmed until the next circuit; and if it is able to do this every time, it will 
always be safe. If, on the other hand, it does not see anything true because it 
could not keep up, and by some accident takes on a burden of forgetfulness and 
wrongdoing, then it is weighed down, sheds its wings and falls to earth… (Plato 
1997, 526)  

 

Finally, the fame that oracles enjoyed among the Greeks, as well as the glory 
of the literary genre that glorifies blind, irrational destiny – tragedy – unfolds 
the presence of a powerful fatalist thinking vein, a deterministic paradigm in 
the bosom of Hellenic culture. Oddly enough, the idea of man’s total freedom 
and self-determination (self-salvation?) – by his faith and deeds – propagated 
by Jesus Christ is in simultaneous accord both with the Jewish background 
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from which it emerges, and with the Latin cultural, literary, and philosophical 
traditions. Christianity – a syncretic religion par excellence – will have to 
gather together under the same roof and to “accommodate” contradictions 
welling from such different traditions and ideas: predestination and liberty, 
salvation by faith/ personal deeds and salvation by “grace”, baptism by  
conscious choice and “circumcision in Spirit” of newborns, let alone the 
incomprehensible transcendence of the divinity and its identification with an 
“inglorious body”. Dogma, before being a special mode of knowledge, is, as 
Lucian Blaga thinks, a cultural way of defining a new “identity”, vast and 
diverse, by juxtaposing opposing tenets, which are representative for the  
mental or spiritual profile of each of its component parts. “By the tension 
without a solution between the incongruent « elements » and « truths » of 
Hellenism, the field is slowly prepared for the dogma.” (Blaga 2013, 146) The 
human being is free and predestined, innocent and carrier of an ancestral sin, 
mortal and immortal, and its God is both divine and human. The Christian 
religion – as a universalist religion – truly lays the foundations of a universalist 
and… universal Europe.  

The new Christian baptism – the baptism of infants – excoriates, as we 
have already seen, the transformation of the Christian faith into a… religion. 
And not just because, by this trick by which Christians are considered as 
already partaking in the resurrection order, Christianity escapes the fatal strin-
gency of confirmation that impairs any millenarianism, but (especially?) because 
by pedobaptism the Christianity exercises the essential vocation of any 
“universalist” religion: syncretism. The peculiarity of the faith in Christ must 
become looser and looser, and more and more open for the new religion to 
be able to absorb an indefinite diversity of sensibilities and mentalities. To be 
accepted on a large scale, the “great rupture” caused by Christ must give way 
to the emphasis of the connections of Christianity to preceding traditions, 
customs, religions, and philosophies. Paradoxically, the contrast becomes 
even more relevant on the background of similarities, and novelty becomes 
even more striking by the invocation of the old, i.e. the Old Testament, the 
old Greco-Roman traditions, and the old philosophies.  
 
5. The case of a fine tuner of Christian syncretism:  
     Justin the Philosopher. Prefiguration as prophecy  
     or as theft of future originality  
 

The work of one of the first Christian apologists, Justin the Philosopher, is 
mainly confined to his attempt of connecting the new faith in Christ to things 
already said and though, i.e. interpreted, in their turn, retroactively, as sacred 
anticipations of the faith in Christ (the prophecies of the Old Testament), as 
incomplete and laic philosophical prefiguration (Heraclitus, Socrates, Plato), 
or, finally, as caricatured, deformed, and deceitful impersonations of it, infused 
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into people by earth-ruling demons, with the intention of bringing it to 
naught (the Greco-Roman mythology). Thus in his First Apology, XXI, Justin 
explicitly claims:  
 

When we say that the Word too, who is God’s first-born, Jesus Christ, our 
Master, was born on earth, without bodily implication, and that He, after having 
been crucified and risen again, went to Heaven, we bring nothing new (my italics) as 
compared to what is said by yourselves about your so-called sons of Zeus. You 
know full-well how many sons of Zeus are talked about by your most honored 
writers. They speak of Hermes, the interpreting word of Zeus and the teacher of 
all, of Asclepios, who was also a medic and who, hit by a lightning, rose to 
heaven, of Dionysus, who was torn into pieces […] And what else shall we say 
about your emperors who die and who you pretend to make immortal by 
bringing forth someone that claims under oath to have seen the Caesar, who was 
burning on the stake, rising up from the blaze to the heavens? (St Justin 1980, 40)  
 

Another example: to “include” the immortality, more precisely the resur-
rection of the body, into the Christian faith, Justin appeals to the (much as 
marginal and ambiguous) beliefs accepted by the Greco-Roman cultural-
religious system: the invocation of the dead to find out the truth, the exami-
nation of innocent children’ dead bodies, the evocation of people souls, the 
existence of “demonized” or “furious”, that is people “overtaken and shaken 
by the souls of the dead”, the oracles of Amphilochia, Dodona and Pythia, 
the teachings of such writers as Pythagoras, Plato, and Socrates, and the “pit 
talked about by Homer and the Ulysses’ descent to see such mysteries.” 
Justin’s conclusion is crystal-clear: “So embrace us too, as you do those 
others, as we believe in God no less, but more than they do, and we expect 
the dead who were buried in the ground to take up their bodies again, as we 
think that for God nothing is impossible.” (St Justin 1980, p. 38) For the en-
tire XXI part of his first Apology, Justin incessantly attempts to accommo-
date the Christian faith with the cultural facts accepted by the Romans.  

However, Justin is aware that most of these myths are but fictions or 
“fables” for the Romans, as he repeatedly calls them. Greeks and Romans 
relate to them as “mods” or pretexts of artistic creations or intellectual, spe-
culative, or rhetorical exercises. The Greco-Latin Weltanschauung had actually 
reached a maximum of demythologization and “scientificity”, probably simi-
lar to the one of today’s world. Stoicism is a “religion of Reason”, a sort of 
Enlightenment or even positivism avant la lettre, in which case the “gods” or 
the “divinity” are nothing but figures of speech, simple metaphors. The im-
perial cult, i.e. the cult of the emperors, can only be understood by thinking 
about the ceremonial (but inane) manner in which we “treat” the person of a 
high dignitary today, by respecting his position, but also being able to discon-
nect it from the flesh-and-blood person.  

Thus Justin’s apologetic approach faces a major challenge. What could 
actually legitimize the Christian faith, namely the ideas and beliefs already 
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extant and accepted in the Greco-Latin cultural and religious system, 
represents a very perilous argument for the de-legitimation of the faith in 
Christ for a very simple reason: actually, no “pagan” really believes in the truth 
of the mythological figures and characters. For him the “sacred figures” are 
but fictions and allegories of which he thinks in a formal, institutional and in 
no way literal manner. Hence, to get out of this spiny imbroglio, Justin is im-
pelled, as we have already seen, to resort to a forte solution, a mythologizing 
and ultra-temporal fudge: evil demons have inculcated these mythological-
literary fictions upon human minds for the precise purpose of undermining 
the Truth embodied by Christ. Demons had mimicked, imitated, plagiarized, 
and caricaturized Christ before His birth precisely to prevent the faith in Him at 
the moment of his advent, and to devalue his originality. Compared to the 
already extant mythological-literary fictions – some of which, though partially 
similar with the incarnation of Christ, aberrant and immoral, and (this goes 
for all of them!) lacking one of the conditions of true opinion: the conviction, 
the faith of the believer – Christ was meant to appear for the pagans that 
would come to know Him a… fake or a copy of them, a second-hand cha-
racter, inspired by them and collecting all their vices, worst of all, as we have 
mentioned, the fact that nobody invest with reality such characters pertaining 
to this species of personifications. There is still a question to be answered, 
namely how the demons knew about the advent of Christ, but this proves to 
be a matter of bagatelle for Justin: from the prophets of the Old Testament. 
Thus in his First Apology LIV, Justin writes:  

 

Those who teach the youth the fairytales made up by poets do not bring any 
proof for the taught, and we can prove that everything they said was said to 
deceit and to lead astray the humankind through the instrumentality of evil 
demons. For knowing from the prophets that Christ the preached one would 
come and that impious people would be disciplined by fire, they showed that 
Zeus was also said to have had many sons, thinking that they would make people 
believe things about Christ were also but a fable, just like the things said by the 
poets. Such things were said by Greeks and all the other nations, especially where 
they found out that prophets had prophesized that people would come to believe 
in Christ. (St Justin 1980, 61-62) 
 

Conversely, the prophecies of the Old Testament – unlike the fantasies of 
Greco-Latin mythology – fulfill the essential condition of true opinion: they 
are believed and are taken seriously by the Jews. The only error of the Jews, 
according to Justin, is that they failed to identify Jesus with the object of these 
true and correct prophecies. It is an error of recognition, especially serious as 
they had all the data necessary for such recognition. In the Apologies, but 
especially – on full pages – in his Dialogue with Trypho, Justin shows how well 
the prophetic portrait of the Savior overlaps with the real, historical person of 
Jesus. 
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The originality of the Christian baptism is saved by Justin the Philosopher 
by employing the same explicative scheme: to discredit the Christian “bath” 
or “illumination”, it was spread, under the influence of demons, in pagan 
temples as specific rituals…  
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Abstract: The present research starts from the supposition of fundamental vibra-
tions, theorised in modern physics under the name of “string theory”. The assumption 
is that everything, matter, life, force or energy, stems from the vibrations of these 
strings, which resemble “the musical notes” or Pythagoras’ ”music of the spheres”. 
This made physicists state that the Universe would be “a cosmic symphony”. In 
this sense, I set out to demonstrate that these vibrations or sound “strings”,  
perceived through the auditory-musical function, specialized in receiving order, 
harmony, measure, rhythm or “tuning” of the sound vibrations, plays a primordial 
role in configuring the cultural, character-forming, institutional and identitary 
function of a nation. This function is structured under the form of the national 
Super-ego, as a superior integrator of identity. This auditory-musical function will 
serve as basis for classifying nations into musical and non-musical. Musical nations 
are those with the highest degree of culture, civilization and identity, which is to 
say the nations with the strongest Super-ego, while non-musical nations, as is our 
own, are the one with the lowest degree of culture, civilization and identity, which 
is to say the nations with the weakest national Super-ego, due to the auditory-
musical disfunction. If the auditory-musical function, specific to musical nations, 
reveals the identity-interiority axis, as an axis or vector of all forms of creation, 
then the musical-auditory disfunction, specific to non-musical nations, exemplified 
by the Romanian nation, will reveal the identification-exteriority axis, as a 
false identity, based, in the absence of internal “hearing”, on visual identification 
with a form or image from the exterior. Given that music best expresses, according 
to Schopenhauer, the essence of the will to be, meaning the essence of life, it 
is obvious then, that the most musical nations will best express the very essence of 
their will to be, as the essence of life, reaching, through means of their Super-ego, 
the highest form of awareness and objectiveness of their will and the “to be” 
of their identity. It is this awareness that leads to the heliocentric, or circu lar 
movement of music, of will and life, seen as an eternal movement of returning of 
the Same, the Identical.  
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1. Musica universalis or “cosmic symphony” – from Pythagoras  

    to String Theory  
 

Due to its qualities which make it break through spatial-temporal bor-

ders, music has been rightfully considered the universal language of the 
soul. Starting from this universality, the present paper aims to show that mu-

sic, whose essential essence is the “tremor”, the vibration or sound pulsa-

tion which rests at the basis of the Universe and of creation, can be seen 
not only as a universal language of the human soul, but as a universal lan-

guage of the cosmic soul. As such, music constitutes the very foundation or 

the “string” of universal interconnection and harmony. It ties together, 

based on the law of symmetry, the visible and the invisible, the physical and 
the metaphysical, macrocosmos and microcosmos. In this way music 

becomes the universal language of a “Super-string”, which makes the entire Un-

iverse vibrate, resonate and harmonize within a true “cosmic symphony”.  
The first great thinker who discovered, all the way back in ancient times, 

that music is not only related to human acoustics, but also to “planetary 

acoustics”1, was Pythagoras, the Greek philosopher and mathematician. It is 
to him that we owe the famous concept of “music of the spheres”, later 

taken over by Plato, Aristoteles, Aristoxenus, Boethius, Dante Alighieri, 

Johannes Kepler, Eminescu, just to name a few representative names for a 
concept which had a major influence, especially in the ancient, medieval, 

renaissance and romantic periods. Nowadays, this concept is rightfully 

revalued from the scientific perspective of modern physics and its newest 
theory, which is string theory or that of vibrating “strings”.  

In order to formulate the concept of “music of the spheres”, Pythagoras 

started from the sphere itself, considered the perfect geometrical body. The 

Ionian philosopher demonstrated that the Universe moves spherically, 
circularly, around a central celestial Fire, which is not identical to the Sun, 

but with the Soul of the Universe, also known as antichthon (Fouillée 1882, 

45) or Counter-Earth. The movement of the planets within the celestial 
spheres or orbits produces harmonious sounds, sphere harmonies or “music 

of the spheres”, which although influence us, are not sensorially perceptible. 

The celestial bodies, Pythagoras explains,  
 

must describe around the central Fire some circular lines, because circular 

motion, returning to itself, is perfect. The intervals between planets must be 

subject to musical law, and their movements must produce the most beautiful 

of harmonies. If we cannot hear it, this is due to the fact that it is continuous or 

that its sounds are too low.2 (Fouillée 1882, 45) 
 

Pythagoras, thus, seems to have discovered approximately two and a half 
millennia back, one of the most important aspects of the Universe, which is 
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the intercorrelation number-rhythm-harmony (of sounds). The number is the one 
which introduces rhythm or movement into objects, and rhythm, in its turn, 
generates the harmony of sounds (Fouillée 1882, 47) Because it follows 
naturally that the harmony of sounds is nothing more than “the tuning of 
low and high-pitched sounds.” (Fouillée 2000, 70), describing, the same as 
waves, the rhythm, movement or the undulatory vibration of the Universe, can 
we not ask ourselves, along with Pythagoras: “Is not the entire universe  
harmony and music?” (Fouilée 1882, 48) 

If during ancient times Pythagoras set the ordering principle of number-
rhythm-(musical) harmony intercorrelation at the very basis of the Universe, 
describing in this manner, at a macrocosmic level, the majestic waltz of the 
turning of planets, accompanied in the background by the music of this im-
posing sphere rotation, which is “the music of the spheres” or “the cosmic 
symphony”, during the twenty-first century modern physics rediscovers this 
cosmic symphony, this time at a microcosmic level. 

It is interesting to observe, otherwise, that the close connection between 
philosophy and physics resides in that both try to offer a general view 
of the world, in the sense of elaborating that Weltanschauung or theories of 
unification of the entirety of existence.  

Within these theories which unify the entirety of existence („theory of 
everything”) one can also find the most recent theory of modern physics, 
named string theory or the theory of vibrational string patterns. This theory tries 
to unify the laws (equations) of colossal bodies and the laws (equations) of 
small-scale bodies, respectively the conceptual framework of the general 
theory of relativity, given by the macroscopic dimensions of the Universe – 
stars, galaxies, galaxy clusters – and the conceptual framework of quantum 
mechanics, given by the microscopic dimensions – molecules, atoms, 
subatomic particles, electrons and quarks (Green 2000, 16). Given the fact 
that the two theories, the general theory of relativity and quantum theory, 
find themselves in a radical conflict or antagonism, string theory proposes 
an enlarged conceptual framework, which could unify the two fundamental 
pillars of modern physics, to reach thusly, a deeper level of understanding 
reality (Green 2000, 6). 

The unifying framework proposed by string theory has at its core the 
fundamental notion of vibrating string. This notion replaces the static and 
substantialist conception of fundamental constituents3 of matter with the 
dynamic and non-substantialist conception of vibrating strings, through 
which, if one was to look for a plastic expression, the letter alphabet, 
equivalent to fundamental constituents, is replaced by the musical notes 
portative, equivalent to the specific vibrations of its strings (Green 2000, 
11-12). It wouldn’t then still be about pointlike particles, but about infinitesimal 
vibrational strings or “tiny, one-dimensional filaments, somewhat like 
infinitely thin rubber bands, vibrating to and fro” (Green 2000, 65). It is 
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because these strings are considered the very essence of the Universe, 
that all there is – matter, life, force and energy – “derive, then, from a 
fundamental unique element, which is the vibrating string” (Green 2000, 
14). This unification, for now hypothetical, of matter and its forces, through 
fundamental vibrant strings, whose quantic “tremor” at the level of the 
microphysical world allows for the fundamental constituents of matter to 
transform from pointlike particles into strings, would solve, according to 
Brian Green, the conflict or incompatibility between quantum mechanics 
and the general theory of relativity (Green 2000, 65). 

If every particle of matter consists, therefore, of a string, “whose pattern 
of vibration is its «fingerprint»” (Green 2000, 69), then the “properties”4 of 
said particles are not seen as having a fixed and static structure anymore, 
but on the contrary, a flowing, melodic and dynamic one, given by the 
“properties” of the pattern of vibration (Green 2000, 69). In other words, 
even if all the strings are absolutely identical, each particle is a unique string.  

 

Differences between the particles arise because their respective strings undergo 
different resonant vibrational patterns. What appears to be different elementary 
particles are actually different “notes” on a fundamental string. The Universe – 
being composed of an enormous number of these vibrating strings – is akin to 
a cosmic symphony. (Green 2000, 69) 
 

Therefore, if Pythagoras, through the “music of the spheres”, discovered 
a musical pattern at the level of the macrocosmic world, modern physics, 
through the theory of vibrational string patterns, discovered a musical pattern 
at the level of the microcosmic world, showing that this is interweaved by a 
network of wires or minuscule strings “whose vibrational patterns orches-
trate the evolution of the cosmos”(Green 2000, 65). 

Everything is, therefore, music. From the waltz or the majestic music of 
the rotation of celestial galaxies, to the dance or frantic music of the 
subatomic particles (Green 2000, 6) both hypostases, macrocosmic and 
microcosmic, appear as manifestations of a pattern or musical structure 
intrinsic to the Cosmos, revealing in this way the tapestry or texture of the 
musical filaments of the Universe. From this perspective of string theory, if 
the universe can be viewed as music vibrating through hyperspace, we can 
ask ourselves, along with Kaku: “Is there a composer”? (Kaku 1995, 187) 
 
2. The auditory-musical function as a priori function of a Language  
    of order and harmony 

 
All these scientific considerations, which carry forth the existence of a 

universal musical pattern, served as a starting point, general argument of 
framework-theory of the present research. It all started, therefore, from the 
assumption of existence of these vibrations or fundamental strings, discovered 
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by string theory, through which all that exists – matter, life, force and 
energy – appears as a result of the vibrations of these strings, so alike to 
“musical notes” or “Pythagoras “music of the spheres”, which made  
physicists declare that the Universe would be a cosmic symphony, and its laws 
harmonies of a super-string (Kaku 1995, 154). 

My hypothesis is that, due to this musical pattern of the Universe, an 

auditory-musical function can be brought to discussion. It is considered the supe-

rior octave of the basic auditory function. This is because, as opposed to the simple 

auditory function, specialised in passive, utilitarian and strictly adaptive re-

ception of sound vibrations, the auditory-musical function is specialised in 

the active, creative and transformative reception of sound vibrations. It functions as 

a “transformer”, transfiguring and modelling sound vibrations, leading in 

this manner to an adaptation of superior rank and being, therefore, a function 

creative of Cosmos, which is to say of order and harmony.  

The auditory-musical function appears in this way as resembling an 

“antenna” specialised in receiving, converting and transforming vibrations or sound 

“strings” into relations of order, rhythm, measure, balance and harmony, structured for 

humans in the shape of Language. Due to the transformation of these sound 

vibrations into structures of order or structures of language, the auditory-

musical function can be considered the a priori function of a universal Language 

of order and harmony, out of which all other forms of language will be derived. In this way 

the auditory-musical function becomes the creative matrix of all forms of language. 

 

3. The anteriority or primordiality of the auditory-musical function 

 

One of the arguments for which the present research considers the 

auditory-musical function of such importance is the argument of this function’s 

primordiality and anteriority, as related to the visual function, as well as the 

others. The other functions, respectively senses, structure themselves based 

on the auditory-musical function.  

Moreover, as it is well known, during the intrauterine period the first 

sense to develop, between the third and fourth month of foetal life, is the 

hearing and, implicitly, the auditory-musical function, through which the fragile 

creature “dances” and gravitates around the “drum” or mother’s heartbeat, 

then later to her voice and words, connecting in this way with the resonance 

of the pulsation of the original rhythm, which is to say with the sound 

vibration or the melos of life. This is how the auditory-musical function becomes 

a condition of folded possibility of order or Cosmos. For this reason, even after 

birth, the first reference of a child still remains one of auditory-musical order, 

as long as her crying and separation anxiety are only comforted, as primary 

therapy, by hearing the musical sound modulations, rhythms and heartbeats 

of her mother.  
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The auditory-musical function becomes, thus, the primordial function or 
the alpha function, of introversion and internalization of the exterior sound vibrations, 
starting from which, we build our own Universe, our interior Universe, the 
one which is always auditory. The auditory Universe is our first “home”, 
our first “habitation”, and our first internal space, as a premise or prefigura-
tion of our future identity. 

 
4. The auditory-musical function as an identity structuring function 

under the form of a strong national Super-ego  
 
In the following paragraphs I will show that this auditory-musical 

function plays a primordial role in configuring the identity of a nation. In 
what sense? In the sense that if the auditory-musical function is the creating 
function of a universal language of order, which is to say the creating  
function of all forms of language, then the auditory-musical function also 
becomes, implicitly, the creating function of culture, morals, civilization and 
spirituality, meaning the cultural, character-forming, institutional and spiritual, 
respectively identitary function of a nation, structured under the form of a national Super-
ego, as a superior integrator of identity. 

We all know how important the constitution of the Super-ego instance 
is, not only at an individual level, but at a national level as well; it being 
equivalent to censorship and moral conscience. According to Freud, the 
Super-ego, based on repressing selfish instincts, which are tributary to “the 
principle of pleasure”, constitutes itself to favour “the principle of reality”. 
The Super-ego thus forms itself through internalising a fundamental inter-
diction (limit), on the basis of which all future norms, rules, conduct, values 
and moral principles will be able to undergo interiorization. Next to take 
place is the education of the instinct and its transformation into something 
superior and valuable to society, culture and civilization (Nasio 1999, 146). 
The Super-ego thus proves itself to have not only an interdictive function, 
but also a creative one, it being not only the greatest “censor”, but also the 
greatest “creator” of values, ideals, culture, civilization and spirituality, meaning the 
greatest creator of identity (Ardelean 2016, 91). 

If the interdictive-creative function of the Super-ego consists of repres-
sing the inferior vibrations of the selfish instinct, generator of disorder, disharmony 
or chaos, to make perceptible the superior vibrations of the value instinct, genera-
tor of order, harmony or Cosmos, then we can say that the basic function of the 
Super-ego is the auditory-musical function, as function which creatively transforms 
sound vibrations in structures of order, rhythm, measure, balance and har-
mony, converted in language structure. Thusly, the auditory-musical func-
tion proves itself to be a Cosmos creating function, which is to say of cul-
ture, civilization and identity, objectified or institutionalized under the form 
of the Super-ego.  
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In effect, it is this very objectification or institutionalization, specific to the 
Super-ego, which I consider accounts for the difference in degree between identity 
and Super-ego. For, just as the auditory-musical function is the superior 
octave of the basic auditory function, integrating the latter, and actively and 
creatively converting it in a transformative manner, so is the Super-ego the 
superior octave of the basic identity, integrating the latter, and actively and 
creatively converting it in a transformative manner, meaning objectifying, 
materializing and institutionalizing it. It is from this level of creatively 
converting or transforming something “given” that the tight connection 
between the auditory-musical function and the Super-ego stems from.  

Starting from the premise that the auditory-musical function sets “the 
tone”, it being the “conductor” or the orchestrator of all forms of creation, 
culture and civilization, structuring the Super-ego of a nation, we can 
establish the degree of a national Super-ego’s identity beginning with the very 
criterium of the auditory-musical function, according to which nations can be 
classified into musical and non-musical. What can be immediately pointed out is 
that the nations which are most musical are also the nations with the highest 
degree of culture, civilization and identity (the major cultures), which is to say the 
nations with the most developed Super-ego, whereas the most non-musical nations 
are, quite the opposite, the ones with the lowest degree of culture, civilization and 
identity (the minor cultures), meaning the nations with the least developed Super-
ego, case in which it can be more likely talked about a false identity, which is an 
identification, based on copy and imitation.  

My hypothesis is that this very auditory-musical function, specific to the 
Super-ego of great cultures and nations, makes possible the conversion or 
creative transformation of sound vibrations in superior forms of language, 
specific not only to artistical (aesthetical) language, but also to ethical,  
theological, philosophical and scientific language. Thus, the auditory-musical 
function becomes the creating function for all forms of language, which is 
to say the cultural, character-forming, institutional and respectively identitary function of 
a nation, structured, objectified and institutionalized in the form of a nation’s Super-ego.  

We can easily convince ourselves of this, invoking Germany’s example. 
Its auditory-musical genius allowed the conversion and creative transforma-
tion of sound vibrations into the excellence of language forms specific to art 
(poetry, music, painting, literature), to philosophy, morals, religion, science 
and even technology, Germany lacking any cultural void, due to the cultiva-
tion of this exceptional musical hearing on which, in essence, their whole 
cultural, character-forming and institutional genius Super-ego is based. 
Given that their whole architectonic is built on the scale or hierarchy of 
musical sense, it is of no wonder that, if a writer of Hesse’s calibre could 
state that music plays a paramount role in the life and social organization of 
a state, a nation, and that when the musical sense falls into decline, the na-
tion itself, its morals (Hesse 1990, 23), its spirituality, civilization and culture 
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included, falls into decline. This in turn, leads implicitly to the decline of the 
national Super-ego’s institutions, because of the degradation and laxity of its 
musical “string”. 

Therefore, it is upon music, as Hesse states, that a major role in the day 
to day destiny of a nation falls upon. Because if music is “the string” which 
sets “the tone”, the essence of music, which expresses so well the essence 
of life, consisting of rhythm, harmony, order, balance and measure, then the 
escalation of the rhythm, balance, measure, harmony and “tone” reverbe-
rates, distorts and affects the very cultural, character-forming, institutional 
and respectively identitary function of the Super-ego. The Super-ego can there-
fore be considered the expression par excellence of objectifying, of setting into play or of 
institutionalizing the national musical “string”. It follows that this string becomes the very 
“soundtrack” or spine of national identity.  

In conclusion, if the auditory-musical function specific to musical nations will 
favour the development of the cultural, character-forming, institutional and 
identitary function, leading to a strong national Super-ego, then the auditory-
musical disfunction, specific to non-musical nations, will favour the cultural, 
character-forming, institutional and identitary disfunction, leading to a weak 
national Super-ego. 

 
5. The auditory-musical disfunction as a disfunction of identity 
    structuring under the form of a weak national Super-ego 

 
The great difference between a strong (musical) national Super-ego and a 

weak (non-musical) national Super-ego consists in recognizing and being 
aware of a reality, law or superior order principle around which the Super-ego will 
gravitate, describing a rotation movement similar to the spherical rotation of 
Pythagoras planets around the central Fire. This is a heliocentric movement5 out 
of which the “music of the spheres” will reverberate, as an expression of an 
order, law or superior harmony.  

Thus, in the case of a strong national Super-ego, which has at its basis 
the auditory-musical function as a function of harmony, it is this exact aware-
ness of the heliocentric movement around a superior reality which will lead 
to the conversion of collective energies, strivings and efforts into a superior 
will, creative of values, ideals and authority models (Ardelean 2016, 92), ob-
jectified in the cultural, character-forming, institutional and identitary function 
of a nation. 

On the contrary, in the case of a weak national Super-ego, as is the 
Romanian one, having as its basis the auditory-musical disfunction, as a 
disfunction of harmony, the lack of awareness regarding this heliocentric 
movement around a superior reality, will make it impossible to convert the 
collective energies, strivings and efforts into a superior will, creative of 
values, ideals and authority models. This will lead to a high moral relativity, 
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meaning a fragile national Super-ego, lax and unrestrictive (Ardelean 2016, 
92), based on a cultural, character-forming, institutional and identitary 
disfunction.  

Therefore, I set out from the painful realisation that the Romanian 
society suffers from this auditory-musical disfunction. This disfunction consist 
of the low vibrations of dis-order, dis-harmony and out-of-tune-ness, which 
prevents us from “hearing” the higher vibrations of an order, or superior 
harmony, be it spiritual, cultural, social or institutional. The most visible 
auditory-musical disfunction, which imposes itself as evident, is that of a 
Romania which is non-symphonic, meaning a Romania which lacks rhythm, 
measure and harmony. This disfunction reverberates in all levels of life and 
society, affecting our entire sphere of affection, intelligence and character, 
which is to say the whole sphere or our identity.  

Starting from this Romanian identitary disfunction, which has been inter-
preted from various points of view, I will try to show that it can also be 
looked at from the auditory-musical disfunction point of view, which generates 
the whole cultural, character-forming, institutional and identitary disfunc-
tion, meaning the entire disfunction of our national Super-ego. By auditory-
musical disfunction I mean the degree of removal, alteration or escalation of 
the auditory-musical function, as a function or order, harmony, measure, 
rhythm, balance and tuning, respectively the disfunction as disorder, dis-
harmony, imbalance and out-of-tune-ness.  

To be able to gravitate around a superior reality, the Super-ego can be 
seen as a concentric, spherical or heliocentric structure, comprised of three 
great spheres: the affective-emotional sphere, the verbal-rational sphere and 
the volitive-actional sphere. The resonance of these spheres gives the unity or 
character identity of the “soundtrack” or spine of a nation. I will show that the 
disunion of our “soundtrack” or spine is due to this auditory-musical 
disfunction, at the level or/of the three spheres, generating a disfunction of 
the feeling, of the word/thought and of the will.  

The auditory-musical disfunction at the level of the affective-emotional 
sphere, can be seen as a disfunction of the maternal auditory paradise, considering 
our collective unconsciousness. Because this disfunction, pertaining to the 
collective unconsciousness, can only be expressed rhetorically, metaphori-
cally and interrogatively, we can therefore ask ourselves: are we, Romanians, 
a collective entity fundamentally at feud with the auditory-musical paradise, 
meaning with the inner paradise of sound rhythms and harmonies? Is our 
auditory-musical capacity profoundly perturbed and do we, then, suffer 
from an auditory disharmony? And who are we to blame for his disharmony 
or deficiency of the paradisiac hearing? Did our homeland or our Mother-
unconsciousness, who gestated us and brought us into the world, not pro-
tect us with at the warmth of her chest? Did she not rock the volutes of our 
crying into notes or musical portatives? Did she not turn our tears into rays 
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of sun, not caressed us with stories and coddling whispers, fed us our milk 
with the dreams, hopes and aspirations of uplifting songs? Did she not 
initiate us in “the music of the spheres”? Could it be that “the drum” of her 
heartbeat only imprinted on us the low rhythm of “immediate existence” 
and survival, without it being enlivened by higher breaths, rhythms and 
sonorities, through which the priceless and eternal treasure of the memory 
of paradise could have been deeply inoculated within us? Because paradise, 
contrary to popular belief, is always auditory. The auditory “nerve” is spe-
cialized in insuring the internal balance and harmony, which is to say in the 
subtle perception of musical vibrations, rhythms, proportions, geometries 
or harmonies, structured firstly under the form of the vibrations of feeling, 
meaning under the form of an affective-emotional pattern. Thus, without having 
an “ear” for paradise, for perceiving the high vibrations of superior harmo-
nies and octaves, us Romanians, have unfortunately listened to the other 
pole, of the auditory inferno, which consist of the low vibrations of dis-
order, dis-harmony and out-of-tune-ness, which covers our musical hearing of 
paradise. 

This disorder or disfunction of the affective-emotional sphere, which 
belongs to our collective unconsciousness, will become from a biological 
point of view the past, meaning our “dowry”, hereditary inheritance or 
predisposition, which will determine from a psychological point of view our 
present, meaning the verbal-rational sphere of the word and thought, and 
from a social/institutional point of view our future, meaning the volitive-
actional sphere of the will. In other words, the feud with the feeling, meaning 
with the past, with the unconsciousness, will generate in the other levels the feud 
with the word, which is to say with the present, the consciousness, and the feud 
with the will, meaning with the future, with the superconsciousness.  

The most visible auditory-musical disfunction from the level of the 
verbal-rational sphere, as sphere of the consciousness and the present, is 
logopathy which is the feud with the logos, the Universe of the word and of the 
thought. The painting of this Universe is surprised and described in such 
exact and current manner by Caragiale, that we can safely say that what 
Mircea Iorgulescu coined as “Caragiale’s world” constitutes our actual verbal-
rational pattern. 

Given that any language has at its basis a sublinguistic, phonological (Pleşu 
1994, 12) or musical sound foundation, connected to rhythm, harmony and 
measure, which imprints a certain vibration and sentiment, then the logopathy 
of the verbal-rational sphere, from which we suffer, will designate a disorder of 
the rhythm, debit, fluency, tonality, measure, balance and harmony of 
language, under the form of verbal excess or uninterrupted chatter. Logopathy 
will thus describe the clinical painting of “Caragiale’s world”, which is, at a 
symbolic level, the world we live in, the world of a Romania which suf-
fers from a verbal hyperactivity and irritability, a lot greater than the 
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international average. Examples would include: logorrhea, verbiage, chatter, 
babble, gibe, gossip, irony, carping, teasing, cachinnation quarreling, calumny, 
blasphemy, slander, cursing, whining or lamenting. In this “logopathological 
Universe” (Iorgulescu 1994, 104), composed exclusively by word inebriation, 
people talk.  

 

Babble. Gabble, chatter, blether, rant, shout, yell, foam at the mouth, grind 
their teeth, whine, gossip, threaten, perorate, protest, peddle, comment, tease. 
They talk uncontrollably, unconstrainedly, incoherently, inarticulately, deliriously, 
madly, most often without saying anything, but always with an inexhaustible 
energy. (Iorgulescu 1994, 12)  
 

In this logopathological Universe, in which uninterrupted gabble comes 
to fill in a hole, an inner void, there is no quiet, but an ongoing collective 
racket and caterwaul This explains the Romanian’s lack of respect and 
preoccupation of private or inner space, resulting in the absence of the interiority 
axis, an axis of thought, memory and identity par excellence. This will make 
us predisposed to living, in the sense of running, only on the exteriority axis, 
which is to say only in the horizon of the immediate and of improvisation 
from one moment to the other, from one transition to the other, from one 
discourse to the other, or from one word to the other. This continuous 
“flexibility” or chameleonic adaptability to an immediate present, forever 
generative of chaos and transition, will only inoculate us with the cult or 
culture for “resisting” them. In this way we will cut loose from any tendencies 
towards ideal, freedom, verticality, meaning for the finalist culture of the 
deed, construction and creation.  

Finally, in this logopathological Universe, in which „one lives in words, 
works in words, suffers in word, fights in words and inhabits in words” 
(Iorgulescu 1994, 66), language becomes an instrument for mystification 
reality in a space of lies. Language, thus, places its stakes on the implicit 
forms of allusions, undercurrent and deformations of sense, it having in this 
way, a structure, a dual rethoric, a double meaning, true and and false at the 
same time (Iorgulescu 1994, 35-36). Serving mystification and lies, the 
slough of language and the socio-moral slough are inseparable (Iorgulescu 
1994, 35).  

If the auditory-musical disfunction at the level of the affective-emotional 
sphere is given by the disorder of rhythms, vibrations and harmony of the Feeling, and 
the one at the level of the verbal-rational sphere by the disorder of rhythm, vibrations 
and the harmony of the Word, then the auditory-musical disfunction at the level 
of the volitive-actional sphere is given by the disorder of the rhythm, vibrations and 
harmony of the Will. This disfunction of the will is nothing more than a 
disfunction of the value hierarchy scale, similar to the scale of musical notes or 
musical hierarchy. As it is well known, the musical scale entails the very 
precise and rigurous differnce of the musical notes, which delivers the 
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top-bottom hierarchy, high sounds – low sonds, which alternate. The 
harmony of music consists precisely in the integration, the „tuning” or the 
harmonizing of low sounds with high ones. This disfuntion of the will and, 
implicitely, of the value hierarchy scale will lead, therefore, to the deletion 
of the value axis, meaning to the homogeneity, leveling and abolishment of value 
differences and differentiations of will, these being melted in the indistinctive 
amorphus of the „helter-skelter”, in which there is no difference, alterity or 
opposition. If there is no more hierarchy, there is also no more well or bad, or 
good or evil, and there is only the average, and in this average everyone is the 
same, there is none better than the other, no model in which one can truly 
find one’s self. Hence, „they’re all of the same kidney”, „everyone steals”, 
„they’re all corrupt” and „there are none to choose from” become the defence 
mechanism of the will of Romanians, through which the idea of moral in itself 
is dismissed. Because it is „neither this nor that”, „neither one or the other”, 
there is no contrast, no hierarchy, not a vague inkling of a social, intellectual, 
axiological difference, nothing. Only the blend of desolation, obtained 
through the leveling of a world in which  

 

harmony is reached by forcefully bringing everything to the same denomina-
tor, the common denominator of homogenization [...]. To step outside the 
line, to be different, to differentiate, to dare to see and say represents in this 
world a capital sin, which stirrs and spontaneously uniting in coalition the envi-
ronment’s leveling energies, which manifest with extreme violence. (Iorgulescu 
1994, 101)  
 

Thence, this is how the auditory-musical disfunctions of the three spheres 
hold these back from rezonating, hindering, therefore, „the instrument’s 
string” or our national Super-ego from „singing” and vibrating. This 
will lead to a cultural, character-forming, institutional and, respectively, 
identitary disfunction, because of the disfunction of our musical „string”, which 
oscilates between being to lax, which is insufficiently tightened and tensed, 
or overly tightened and tensed. Unable to find a balance, a measure or a 
„major tunning” and, thusly, unable to „sing” in a convincing manner, our 
national „string” cannot yet find its „soundtrack” or spine of its national 
identity. The auditory-musical disfunction becomes in this way the expres-
sion of our auditory identity „at feud”, prologue and epilogue of our entire 
cultural, character-forming, institutional and identitary dis-harmony. 
 
6. Conclusion 

 
In conclusion, what I aimed to evidentiate through this auditory-musical 

function was that the true identity, at an individual, as well as at national level, 
is in its greatest part auditory, and consists of discovering, becoming aware of, objecti-
fying and institutionalizing its own voice, sound, or inner thrill, as a premise for 
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creating all culture, spiritual and civilization forms, as a premise for order-
ing, cosmosizing or shymphonizing the Universe, as a premise for trans-
forming chaos into star (Nietzsche 1997, 10). Therefore, if the auditory-musical 
function, specific to musical nations, reveals the identity-interiority axis, as axis 
or vector for all forms of creations, then the auditory-musical disfunction, 
specific to non-musical nations, as is ours, reveals the identification-exteriority 
axis, as false identity, based on visual identification, with a form or image from 
the exterior. This identification is due to the unrevealing, unawareness and 
dis-institutionalizing of one’s own voice or inner sound, which leads to the copying, 
mimicing or visual immitation, meaning to importing from outside, from the 
exterior, all cultural, character-forming, institutional and identitary forms. 
The identification-exteriority axis becomes, thusly, an axis of running from our-
selves and from our own identity, an axis of not taking responsibility, in 
which our external „eye”, in the absence of our internal „hearing” is only 
oriented towards the exterior. This is where the permanent conflict with 
these images borrowed from outside, circumscribed to a culture whose parti-
cularity is not creation, but „resistance” or continuous adatation to these 
exterior or visual forms, without foundation, „voice” or inner sound, stems 
from.  

 
7. Final argument – the heliocentric movement of music  
    and the Super-ego 

 
If the law of symmetry or resonance between small and great, micro-

cosmos and macrocosmos, through which the alike „participates” to the 
alike, describes the law of symmetry or heliocentric resonance, then the Super-ego’s 
rotation movement, whose vibrant „string” if formed by will, around a supe-
rior reality, describes, according to this symmetry or resonance, a rotation 
movement around a superior, universal Will. In this conception, the vibrant 
„string” of the Super-ego’s will becomes the resonance box of a „Super-string”or superior, 
universal Will.  

In order to support this idea one can invoke Schopenhauer, who demon-
strated that this universal Will, considered the core or the in-itself of things, 
has the highest form of expression, awareness and objectiveness in music (Schopenhauer 
1909, 336), music being considered the universal language which expresses 
the very universality of will.  

 

Music expresses in a perfectly universal language, in a homogene material, mere 
tones, and with the greatest determination and truth, the inner nature, the in-
itself of the world, which we think under the concept of will, because will is its 
most distinct manifestation. (Schopenhauer 1909, 344-345). 
 

And because music expresses best the essence of the will to be, which is 
the essence of life, it is obvious then, that the most musical nations will 
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express the essence of their will to be, as essence of life, the best. In this 
way they will achieve, through means of their Super-Ego, the highest form 
of awareness and objectiveness of the „to be” of will, the „to be” of life and 
the „to be” of their identity.  

Therefore, because music expresses the essence of the will to be, which 

is the essence of life, then the essence of music, and implicitly of will and 

life, is harmony, which is nothing more than „the tunning” of low sounds 

with high sounds, meaning the harmonizing or „major tunning” between 

low and high, sky and earth, as balance, measure or integration of the two 

poles (Hesse 1990, 24).  

This integration of the poles or contraries is accounted for by the 

heliocentric or circular movement of music, will and life, seen as an eternal 

movement of returning of the Same, the Identical. Or, this movement we can best 

feel, „hear” and understand through music, which  
 

is a constant digressionn and deviation from the key-note in a thousand ways,. 

not only to the harmonious intervals to the third and dominant, but to every 

tone, to the dissonant sevenths and to the superfluous degrees; yet there always 

follows a constant return to the key-note. (Schopenhauer 1909, 339) 
 

This return to the fundamental tone signifies a complete rotation or 

integration movement, meaning a spherical movement, out of which also 

springs „the music of the spheres”, as movement and music of the will, of life. 

This is why, only a nation who understands music has access to the meaning 

of the tremendous mystery of the world and life. 

 
Notes 

 
1 This planetary acoustic was highlighted with the help of radio-astronomic technology, 

which made audible the sounds transmitted by the stars, pulsations, quasars or planets with 

magnetosphere, such as the Earth. These apparently describe the resonant radiation in the 

wake of the Big Bang or the big primordial explosion. 
2 Seeing how the lowest note can be found, according to Pythagoras, in correspondence 

with Saturn, the planet which is farthest away, it could be speculated then, that the low 

notes of planet Saturn, considered ever since ancient times the planet of melancholy and 

philosophy, could only be “heard” by those printed with these (pre)dispositions, which is 

to say only by philosophers. It follows that Blaga’s statement, according to which philoso-

phy makes all “tones” lower, by dropping them “with half a tone” (Blaga 1968, 11), can 

also be substantiated. 
3 The particles of universe are not, by themselves, fundamental. An electron is no more 

fundamental than a neutrino.“If we could somehow magnify a point particle, we would 

actually see a small vibrating string. In fact, accordind to string theory, matter is nothing 

but the harmonies created by this vibrating string. Since there are an infinite number of 

harmonies that can be composed for the violin, there are an infinite number of forms of 

matter that can be constructed out of vibrating strings. This explains the richness of the 

particles in nature” (Kaku 1995, 153-154). 
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4 By understanding “how a violin strings vibrates, we immediately understand the proper-

ties of an infinite number of musical notes” (Kaku 1995, 153). 
5 It is interesting to observe in this sense, that the heliocentric movement, actually discov-

ered by Pythagoreans a long time before Copernicus (Fouilée 2000, 70), describes the very 

prototype of the movement of recognition of a superior order reality. It gravitates around a 

superior axis or alterity, be it Pythagoras’ central Fire, God or Mother, around whom the child 

describes in the intrauterine period, but not only, a heliocentric movement, gravitating 

around her heartbeat, “drum”, rhythm, “string” or vibration, as well as the Law/Principle 

around which gravitates the instance of the Super-ego. 
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Abstract: The aim of this article is to analyze the way in which Joachim of Fiore 
approaches the doctrine of the Trinity present in the first book of the Sentences of 
Peter the Lombard and the consequences that the critique made by the Abbot will 
have upon the further understanding of the history of ideas regarding versions of 
biblical exegesis (allegorical, symbolical or institutional, literal) and the doctrine of 
salvation. Concepts such as quaternity and similitude are put into discussion while 
the article focuses on developing a correct understanding of the three statuses and 
the two tempora through which Joachim of Fiore divides history in order to better 
highlight the evolution of the idea of salvation and how this concept operates in 
Christianity. An analysis of the three images (the tree of the two tempora; the tree of 
the Trinity; the Trinitarian circles) present in Joachim’s Liber figurarum has the 
purpose of detailing the figurative thought and understanding of the Scripture 
realized by the Abbot in his own very unique manner.  
 
Keywords: Joachim of Fiore; tradition; Sentences; Peter the Lombard; doctrine of 
the Trinity; medieval philosophy.  

 
 

Reading the Four Books of Sentences that Peter the Lombard wrote around 
1150, Joachim of Fiore must have stopped his attention especially on the first 
book that speaks about the Mystery of the Trinity. He must not have been 
very pleased about what he found regarding the doctrine of the Trinity that 
Peter synthetized in this work and decided to express his opinion on the 
matter in what it shall be known as the Liber Figurarum in which he illustrated 
two unique anti-Lombard figures. The images will be later known as the fig-
ure of the Trinitarian Circles and the figure of the Trinitarian Tree. These 
figures had no other intention than the one to demonstrate the criticism 
regarding Peter the Lombard’s Trinitarian views in the Sentences and to show 
what he thought to be the authentic approach of the relationships between 
the Persons of the Trinity. Joachim does not only reject the approach of 
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Lombardus through the work that he wrote, but also offers his own inter-
pretation that he considers to be the authentic one in discussing the problem 
of intra-Trinitarian relationships. Joachim considered that the Lombard had 
proposed in his work an understanding of the Trinity that would lead to a he-
retical concept of quaternity instead of trinity, a concept that may define a 
fourth part of the Godhead. Instead of this approach, Joachim will propose a 
conception of the Trinal essentia as opposed to a quaternitas that might have 
emerged from Peter the Lombard’s texts. Why is it important to shed light on 
this critique that determined the debate regarding the doctrine of the Trinity? 

The importance of reaching an accurate and informed perspective on the 
aforementioned approach is from a cultural and scientific point of view cru-
cial. Mainly because the Sentences represented for years the main source of 
theological teachings and lectures in medieval universities: a commentary on 
the Sentences was required of every master of theology, and was part of the 
examination system. At the end of lectures on the Lombard’s work, a student 
could apply for bachelor status within the theology faculty. The importance 
of the Sentences to medieval theology and philosophy lies to a significant extent 
in the overall framework they provide to theological and philosophical discus-
sion. The doctors of the Church that have substantiated the doctrines wrote 
Commentaries on the Sentences; authors like Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure, 
Duns Scotus, William of Ockham have used the definitions and interpreta-
tions that Peter the Lombard arranged in his four books of the Sentences. If 
their primary source besides the Gospels and the works of the Fathers of the 
Church is corrupted by heretical opinions on the fundamental dogma of the 
Christian Church, the Trinitarian dogma that is, then the entire Christianity 
faces a serious and difficult problem to surpass regarding its faith and funda-
mental beliefs. This is also what Joachim of Fiore may have firstly thought 
when trying to discuss the lombardian approach and presented his critique. In 
this sense, it is imperious that a proper research should be conducted in this 
direction in order to discover whether da Fiore’s critique to the Lombard’s 
approach on the Trinity is really valid or not.  

One of the difficult issues is to clarify whether this position has been 
maintained by Joachim throughout his entire work and whether his critique 
may be observed in his later works as well. The current approach regarding 
this aspect expressed by Harold Lee in “The Anti-Lombard Figures of Joachim 
of Fiore: A Reinterpretation” (1980, 130-131) is that the anti-Lombard position 
presented by the Abbot represents merely an early and not entirely successful 
attempt of da Fiore to represent the complexity of the Trinal relationships. 
Joachim saw in Lombard’s Sentences, as Lee (1980, 133) argues, a serious threat to 
his own views on the Trinity, and began a controversy which was ultimately to cause a 
confrontation between supporters of the two men at the Lateran Council of 1215, at which 
time da Fiore’s views on the Trinity were already considered to be heretical. 
In this sense, his approach referred to the fact that there exists a single divine 
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essentia of the Three Persons, and that, notionally speaking, divine essence 
could not beget divine essence; the Father could not beget the Son, for in a 
metaphysical understanding of the problem, both existed simultaneously as a 
unity of divine being. As the Father could not be separated from His divine 
attributes like wisdom or power, which were not beget from His divine 
essence, so He did not beget the divine essence of the Son (Lee 1980, 133). 
When speaking about the Trinity one must not imply any distinction with 
respect to divine essence, is what Joachim of Fiore emphasizes, or else one 
may speak about a quaternity of the Father, the Son, the Holy Spirit and the 
Divine Essence or Substance. 

An element of difficulty regarding a proper analysis of the exposed issue is 
that Joachim’s treatise De unitate et essentiae Trinitatis in which he expressed his 
arguments defined as a significant attack on Lombard’s Trinitarian views is 
now lost. The work may only be observed by analyzing fragments present in 
the decree of the Lateran Council of 1215 (Mansi 1758-1798, 981-983) and in 
the Protocol of Anagni (Denifle and Ehrle 1885, 49-142). The Decree of the 
forth Lateran Council held in Rome in the year of 1215 had as main themes 
of discussion aspects such as transubstantiation, the papal primacy and the 
behavior of clerics. The second canon speaks about the condemnation as 
heretics of the doctrines of Joachim of Fiore and Amalric of Bena. The 
doctrine of Amalric of Bena has been earlier condemned by the University of 
Paris in 1204 (the act of condemnation being ratified by Pope Innocent III) 
because it would have asserted a form of pantheism and the apocatastasis. 
The Protocol of Anagni was conceived by a papal committee at the initiative 
of Pope Alexander IV and had the main purpose to establish the future of the 
Franciscan Order and the theology that the Order must adopt. This aspect is 
necessary due to the event at the University of Paris in which William of 
Saint-Amour produces an ecclesiological dispute regarding the Mendicants 
Order by writing the work De periculis novissimorum temporum. The work will be 
condemned by the pope in Anagni at the date of October 5th 1256. Earlier, in 
1254, Gerardo di Borgo San Donnino wrote an Introduction at the Eternal 
Gospel that represents merely an interpretation and a summary of Joachim’s 
writings regarding the book of Revelation and what is assumed to be a 
Commentary to Jeremiah falsely attributed to da Fiore containing a rough 
critique of papacy and of the imperial power of the time. Gerardo asserts that 
the Church of the second Status of History will be destroyed along with the 
Scripture and the traditional doctrine, all of them being replaced by the 
writings of Joachim of Fiore. The Protocol of Anagni condemns the work of 
Gerardo and this condemnation has the effect of producing a fracture 
between the ecclesiastic hierarchy and the Franciscan followers of the Abbot 
(Collins 2002, 121-123). 

Joachim also charged Peter the Lombard that he might have introduced an 
erroneous concept of similitude of the Three Persons and did not explicitly 
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presented the separateness of the Trinity (Ottaviano 1934, 83-84). A limitation 
and research difficulty occur in analyzing this argument due to the fact that it 
has not been clearly stated whether this work Liber Contra Lombardum is really 
authentic and may be attributed to da Fiore himself. An accurate research 
imposes upon establishing the correct link between Joachim and this treatise 
in order to validate its authenticity, because another scholar, that is, F. Foberti 
(1934, 98) in his Gioacchino da Fiore, claimed that the De unitate… was a 
Cistercian forgery (claim that has not been supported by other scholars) and 
that the Liber contra Lobardum is not by da Fiore at all, but represents actually 
an earliest version of the pseudo-Joachite works dating from approximately 
1235. Another difficulty of the issue is to compare the two approaches that 
seem to be, at a first glance, very different from each other: Joachim has a 
more figural approach to Biblical exegesis, and especially of the Revelation, 
whereas Peter is more dialectical when interpreting the Scriptures.  

The limitations of current approaches regarding the issue are also present 
due to certain disagreements that still exist among scholars about the weight 
that should be accorded to various patterns (the dominant patterns are of 
twos and threes, of sevens and twelves and everyone who reads just but a 
single work of the Abbot of Fiore may find interesting aspects regarding 
numerology and the symbolistic of numbers) that illustrate Joachim’s peculiar 
theory of Scripture. This aspect represents a major source of the differing 
judgements on the abbot’s theology of the Trinity and of history (McGinn 
1971, 32). In this sense, a successful approach has been made by A. Crocco 
(1955, 192-196; 1957, 218-232) when clarifying some of the problems con-
nected with Joachim’s Trinitarian theology such as the influence of the Greek 
theology or of the School of Gilbert of Poitiers and establishing that da  
Fiore’s theology represents a reworking of traditional Latin sources with the 
presence of some additions that are not untypical of other twelfth century 
Trinitarian theories. Opinion also asserted by M.-D. Chenu (1947, 167) in 
discussing the influence of the Greek Fathers on the Abbot’s understanding 
of the Trinity. Nevertheless, this perspective has to be updated in the lights of 
newer texts discoveries in order to adequately define whether Joachim indeed 
had a conscious reaction against the Scholastic application of logical categories 
and distinctions to theology when preferring a more archaic and symbolic 
approach of the Scripture and displaying a not so profound, but correct, 
knowledge of the Fathers.  

Bernard McGinn considers that Joachim’s accusation that Peter the  
Lombard has destroyed the Trinity by making the divine essence really dis-
tinct from three persons results from a misunderstanding of the terminology 
and context of Lombard’s thought: he clearly intermingled what would be 
later distinguished as procession and mission speaking from a traditionalist point 
of view against new theological trends from a not very well informed position 
(McGinn 1971, 33). This also might represent a limited approach and as a 
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researcher, I could not just consider or take for granted the fact that Joachim 
did not know or simply did not accepted theological terminology when 
defining his doctrine. I am pretty sure that a rigorous text analysis, when this 
is possible, might elucidate the aspects and shed more light into the real 
theological views of Joachim of Fiore due to possible new texts that have 
been discovered in the later years and that not have been properly studied 
until this moment.  

Fiona Robb (1997, 27-32) argues that the dispute between da Fiore and 
Petrus Lombardus must be analyzed both on the level of method and on that 
of doctrine in order to have a better view on the arguments about the 
orthodoxy of Joachim’s Trinitarian thought. A number of textual studies 
comparing the Abbot’s extant work with the report in the decree have 
reached the conclusion that Joachim’s theory and application of analogy were 
generally beyond reproach and did not deserve the severe treatment they 
received after the Lateran decree.  

E. Randolph Daniel (1980, 473-478) emphasizes the fact that although 
traditional views regarding Joachim’s declared heretical doctrine of the Trinity 
were substantially surpassed by Marjorie Reeves and Beatrice Hirsch-Reich 
when studying the Liber figurarum, the division of history operated by the 
Abbot into two tempora (from Adam to Christ and from Christ to the end of 
history) also and not only the well-known three status or eras (of the Father, 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit) has not yet been properly studied although 
it plays a major role in Joachim’s understanding of history and therefore, of 
the Trinitarian doctrine. The two divisions seem to be simultaneously 
irreconcilable and one has to decipher the accurate meaning of the twofold 
pattern maybe as institutional and the threefold one as mystical, but this aspect 
has to be further studied and researched in order to have a clear view on the 
matter. For a better understanding of the way in which Joachim interprets the 
Scripture and understands the doctrine of the Trinity, for the way in which he 
builds his theory regarding the eras and the statuses of history it is of most 
relevance to analyze a few images extracted from the Liber figurarum, the Tree 
of the Two Tempora, the Tree of the Trinity, and the Trinitarian Circles.  

The image of the Tree (see Figure 1) representing the two eras show, as 
one may observe in the image bellow, starting from the lower part up above, 
the institutions and the persons implied in the history of salvation: from 
Adam to Jesus Christ one may identify the time of the Old Testament 
that coincides with the era of the Father. From the first coming of Christ 
until the end of history it is represented the time of the New Testament, a 
time made of the era of the Son and of the final era of the Holy Spirit. 
The face of Christ dominates the center (the First Coming and the  
Incarnation-Death-Resurrection as the time of salvation and restauration of 
man) and the upper plan of the Tree of history (the Second Coming-the 
Universal Resurrection-the Final Judgement). In the lower part of the tree are 
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symmetrically represented according to the historical-biblical information the 
12 tribes of Israel (ten branches where there are written the names of the 
tribes starting from the patriarch Jacob and two branches from the figure of 
the prophet Hosea). In the upper part of the image one may discover the 12 
Christian churches starting from the image of Christ. Along the body of the 
tree there are the 63 generations present in the era of the Father ending with 
Christ, generations divided in three groups of: from Adam to Isaac, from 
Jacob to Amaziah, from Hosea to Christ. The 63 generations from the era of 
the Son starting with Hosea are divided in three groups of 21 and one may 
observe that during these 21 generations the final part of the era of the Father 
and the initial one of the era of the Son are contemporaneously intermingled. 
A particular aspect of this image is that the era of the Holy Ghost is not 
depicted. This era is only prefigured through a verse that reminds the time 
when Prophet Elijah will come back on the face of the Earth as a way of 
renewing the Church (in the upper part of the Tree- in the left side of the 
image). Because only the Father knows the time and the events that will 
happen in that time, Joachim chooses not to illustrate them.  
 

 
 

Figure 1. The Tree of the Two Tempora 
(Source https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liber_Figurarum) 



Hermeneia - Nr. 21/2018                                                                      Florina Rodica Hariga 

 207 

In the image of the Trinitarian Tree (see Figure 2) one may identify the 
vertical evolution of history as a mark of rectitude and three circles as an 
instantiation of the three Divine Persons, and, of course, of the three 
temporal status. The Three starts from Noah and it is formed through the 
mixture of two branches as a mark of history generated by two of his three 
sons, Shem and Japheth, the third branch, that of Ham, remains dry, without 
evolving. During the era of the Father (the first circle at the ground of the 
tree) if the two branches have less leaves, the one of Shem has more. At the 
beginning of the era of the Son (the second circle) the branch of Shem 
becomes the Judaic people, and the one of Japheth becomes the Pagan or 
Gentile people. During this status the Pagan people assimilates Christianity 
and earns more leaves than the Judaic one that rejects Christ. The era of the 
Holy Ghost (the third circle of the upper part of the image) shows that the 
two people are blossoming together because the Jewish people will also 
convert to Christianity. The abundancy of fruits, leaves, and flowers, the 
diversity of colors present at this level symbolize the glory, the triumph of the 
universal Church in the era of the Holy Spirit. In the image one may also find 
three medallions present at the base of each circle. They represent Noah (the 
first one bellow) as a symbol of the Father, the other Christ and a dove as the 
Holy Ghost. 
 

 

Figure 2. The Trinitarian Tree 
(Source: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liber_Figurarum) 
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The most representative image for the doctrine of the Trinity remains the 

one of the Trinitarian Circles (see Figure 3). The image of the Trinity is the 

one that dominates the time of the two Testaments, the entire course of the 

history of salvation. The first circle expresses the status of the Father, the 

second the one of the Son, the third the one of the Holy Ghost (the different 

colors of the circles symbolize the Trinity of the Persons itself: green the 

Father Creator of nature, blue the Son that has come down on earth from 

Heaven, red the Holy Ghost who is love). The unity of the divine substance 

is indicated by the oval middle in the conjoint center of the three circles. The 

intra-Trinitarian relations are delimited by the intersection of the circumfe-

rences and by the succession of letters present inside them (the name of God, 

the Tetragrammaton IEUE in this case): I (Father)-E (Holy Ghost)-U (Son)-

E (Holy Ghost). The Holy Ghost comes also from the Father (IE), as from 

the Son (UE). I - the God of Abraham, the first time of the law through 

Moses; E - the God of Isaac, the time of the Gospel and the law, Elijah; 

U - the beginning of the time of the typical intellect, the fulfillment of the 

Gospel, John the Baptist; E - the God of Jacob, the beginning of the time of 

the anagogic intellect, the time of the intelligence of the Gospel, Elijah.  

 

 

Figure 3. The Trinitarian Circles 
(Source: https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liber_Figurarum) 

 
In the image, on the lateral sides, one may also observe the Greek 

characters alpha and omega as capital letters and a few series of smaller circles. 
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Alpha illustrates the way in which the two Persons, the Son and the 

Holy Ghost, come from the One, the Father (in the center it is written 

“Trinity - one single God”). Omega shows how One, the Spirit, comes from 

two, the Father and the Son. The smaller circles indicate periods in the 

history of salvation according to the four steps of spiritual evolution (the time 

when the law was received, the time when the law had to be obeyed, the time 

when the Gospel had to be obeyed, the time of the typical intellect); then the 

lower circles show five ways through which one can understand the intra-

Trinitarian relations and seven ways through which they can be defined in all 

possible combinations.  

This might seem a rather interesting challenge when one discusses Joachim’s 

critique on the Lombard’s doctrine of the Trinity as a threat to the possibility 

of salvation operated by Christ according to the doctrine as it has been 

formulated following Lombardus’ rationale writings, a decision that was to 

shape the perception of twelfth-century Trinitarian debates until modern 

times. 

Also an outstanding analysis of the issue has been made by Peter  

Gemeinhardt (2012, 16-27) who proposes to re-discuss some striking features 

of the abbot’s Trinitarian thought in order to shed new light on the debate 

and Joachim’s condemnation in 1215. The idea is that the controverted writ-

ings of Joachim have to be interpreted as resulting from spiritual experience 

shared to others through means of analogies and allegories and not from in-

tellectual effort and this clearly reshapes the way in which the notion similitudo 

was defined by da Fiore.  

As Gian Luca Potestà (2004, 56-67), da Fiore decided to defend himself by 

counter-attacking and moving the conflict to a different terrain from the one 

on which he had been attacked, from hermeneutics to the theology of Trinity; 

but after a proper reading of the work Pslaterium decem chordarum in which 

Lombardus is never explicitly named and attacked by Joachim as it had been 

supposed in the lost work (De unitate …) and only the accepted doctrine 

attributed to him is merely discussed, one discovers by confronting the text of 

the Lateran Council that the authors of the decree interpreted the treatise in a 

more extreme sense than it was intended and that they actually manipulated 

their source to fit their desired frame.  

Reviewing the aforementioned issues it is evident that the topic arises 

many questions about the real critique expressed by Joachim of Fiore on 

Peter the Lombard’s doctrine of Trinity. Its consequences on the discussion 

about tradition and creating one’s own auctorial identity by approaching 

tradition in a critique manner are scientifically motivating and of most 

importance for the entire academia community interested in the history of 

ideas, medieval philosophy and Christian theology. 
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Abstract: Our text aims at bringing into discussion a series of attitudes of the 
interpreter (here, the Director, the result of his hermeneutical act being the Show 
in itself) in relation with the classical theatre text. In other words: a contemporary 
director reads a classical text, interprets it and builds a show on it. How much of 
the world of the text will be found in the world of the show? To what extent does 
the text remain a mere dialogue partner and how much is it exploited, politicised, 
and changed into a pretext for showing off an identity unknown to the text? 
In a similar way, we are interested in studying this kind of behaviour in the 
Romanian cultural area, where the relationship between the director-interpreter 
and the classical text of the Romanian theatre accounts for more general attitudes 
of the Romanian intellectual person in relation to his own tradition. 
 
Keywords: interpretation, tradition, stage director, Caragiale, Chiriţa. 

 
 
Our text aims at bringing into discussion a series of attitudes of the 

interpreter (here, the Director, the result of his hermeneutical act being the 
Show in itself) in relation with the classical theatre text. In other words: a 
contemporary director reads a classical text, interprets it and builds a show 
on it. How much of the world of the text will be found in the world of the 
show? To what extent does the text remain a mere dialogue partner and 
how much is it exploited, politicised, and changed into a pretext for showing 
off an identity unknown to the text? 

In a similar way, we are interested in studying this kind of behaviour in 
the Romanian cultural area, where the relationship between the director-
interpreter and the classical text of the Romanian theatre accounts for more 
general attitudes of the Romanian intellectual person in relation to his own 
tradition. 

We are considering three stages of this relationship: 
1. The interpretation of the classical text as on stage/staging representa-

tion. The interpretation is now limited to a large bow before the text seen as 
an untouchable and unchangeable heritage. This attitude is present until the 
1970s of the 20th century. The director’s fundamental question is: how shall I 
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stage/interpret this text without altering its essence? The show becomes a sort of 
museum whose main exhibit is the text. 

In the Romanian area, this paradigm has particularly survived due to the 
National Theatres, whose main purpose, provided by their functioning 
regulations, is to preserve and promote the national cultural heritage. How-
ever, this phenomenon is more general. It is related to what we could call 
“the statue effect”, namely the conviction of a community that statues are 
more important than what it is alive. The effect of statue is intimately 
related to a blockage in a patrimonial past, which is indisputably superior to 
the present. The same statue effect is responsible for the Romanian cultural 
mythifications. See Eminescu’s case, “a national poet”, who is now in the 
hands of the sale assistants at Kaufland and the waiters at “Bolta Rece” 
restaurant. 

2. The interpretation of the classical text as a starting dialogue with it, at 
the present moment. According to Gadamer’s language, the director’s per-
spective is aiming at the perspective of the text in order to approach it. The 
performance is decided specifically when the “horizons merge”. In Peter 
Brook’s performances, the attitude is based on Shakespeare’s plays impos-
ing itself as a mainstream of the classical text reading until the end of the 20th 
century. The director’s fundamental question is: how shall I stage/interpret this 
text so that its essence becomes relevant for the questions, restlessness, and anxieties of the 
contemporary individual? 

Although this attitude is considered old-fashioned in the European theatre, 
in Romania it is still successfully used by certain directors who are encour-
aged by the ambition to present the classical text from a completely new 
perspective, but without changing anything of the text itself. On the occa-
sion of a public speech concerning the disputes about the exploitations at 
Roşia Montană, the director Radu Afrim used to call it “our cherry-tree or-
chard”. The essence of Cehov’s text was in full agreement with the situation 
of Roşia Montana, the orchard being guilty for everything we are losing 
today, whether guilty or not. For many inhabitants of Iaşi, cutting down the 
lime trees on “Ştefan cel Mare” Boulevard symbolically meant cutting down 
that orchard of Cehov’s world. The lime trees were our orchard. 

3. The interpretation of the classical text in a monologue-like approach 
instead of a dialogue-like one. The director is not interested in starting a 
dialogue with the text, but in using it as a mere support for making his/her 
own voice heard (or the voice of the group which he/she belongs to). The 
tradition embodying that text is completely ignored or, on the contrary, it is 
explicitly instrumentalized in order to legitimize certain values. The attitude 
has become prevalent for the European direction of the 21st century. The 
director’s fundamental question is: how shall I stage/interpret this text so that its 
essence becomes my essence by any means? 
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One of the most relevant examples in this respect is the text readings 

used by Thomas Ostermeier, a famous German director, on Ibsen’s texts. 
Mostly disinterested by other interpretative strings, the director only cuts 

out of these texts the discussions related to money, transactions, and business. 

His performances based on Ibsen’s plays have become a way of criticising 
the European capitalist society even if Ibsen and his plays didn’t want that. 

Another example of interpretation which forces the text relates to the 

readings of the Polish director K. Warlikowski on Shakespeare’s plays and 
to the concern of building his performances on the characters’ sexual  

ambiguities. In the Romanian theatre space, such interpretative plot twists 

are practised by Radu Afrim. In his staging of A Midsummer Night’s Dream at 

Iaşi, Shakespeare’s forest becomes the Forest café. In another staging in 
Bucharest, the action of Năpasta (The Pest) by Caragiale takes place in a beauty 

parlour. 

It is this very third stage that is opening a very interesting debate about 
abusive interpretation and the subordination (politisation) of tradition. The 

theatre, probably one of the most live arts of the humanity, may become a 

rather accurate barometer for the attitudes of a community in relation to its 
own tradition. 

The relation that the people of the Romanian theatre have with tradition 

is a contradictory one. Fewer and fewer of them, especially the elderly, 
continue to talk about a sacredness of tradition. The texts of Caragiale,  

Delavrancea, Kirițescu, or Alecsandri must only tackle what they were meant 
to. However, most of them have another attitude, a completely different 

one: these texts must be forcefully made to match the today’s “Romanian 

realities”. When this is not possible, the classical text is simply abandoned. 
It is, for instance, the case of the Romanian historical drama. 

 

A closed subject: the historical play 
 

Nine of ten Romanian people in the field of theatre, be they actors, di-

rectors, or theatre critics, writhe when they hear our historical drama plays. 
Apus de soare, Viforul, Vlaicu Vodă, Despot Vodă, or Alexandru Lăpuşneanu are ti-

tles which nobody wants to hear about, although they are well written plays 

and most of them based on Shakespeare’s model, with clearly constructed 

conflicts and acceptable characters as regards actors. No one contests them 
as dramatic writings; however, almost everybody seems exasperated by the 

historical theme. The situation in Romania is strange in relation to the 

European space. In the French theatre, any staging of Hugo’s historical 
texts is a real celebration; the English theatre could not be imagined without 

Shakespeare’s historical plays; in Russia one needs a lot of courage to say 

that one is not interested in the historic plays of let’s say Lev Tolstoi or 
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Puşkin. In Germany, apart from the experimental delights, staging Goethe, 

von Kleist or Schiller remains a responsibility that cannot be avoided. 
On the occasion of the Centennial of Romania, there were some at-

tempts to reread the Romanian historical drama, the most remarkable of 
them being Vlaicu Vodă at Excelsior Theatre, directed by Horia Suru. The 
result was doubtful underlying our lack of desire to (re)connect to the 
tradition of this type of text. In the best case, we are reminded of the  
historical dramas in a parody note. Radu Afrim, for example, has the habit 
of ironically quoting from them. 

Eventually, what are the reasons for this impossibility to resonate with 
the tradition of the historical text? Here are some possible answers: 

(a) A feeling of embarrassment towards a history that we consider inferior 
compared to other histories. 

(b) The diminution of the authentic nationalist feeling. 
(c) The excessive use of historical texts in the communist era by 

ideologized/ideologising staging and protochronism. 
(d) The impossibility to find echoes of those characters in this present. 
 

The obsession about Caragiale 
 
The abuse of interpretation in the Romanian theatre is a result mainly of 

the attempt to satisfy point (d) at any cost. We are only interested in what is 

right for us or what we think is right for us. Ștefan cel Mare or Vlaicu Vodă 
are no longer possible in the Romanian society of the 21st century. In other 
words, the directors-interpreters no longer have a purpose as concerns 
them. Things are completely different in the case of Caragiale, since he is 
unanimously considered the main psychoanalyst of the Romanian people. 
The interpretation of his texts no longer takes into account the temporal 
contexts or the local colours, the nuances of the line, but it violently attacks 
the text making it sound as if it were written today. For each character, we 
are looking for a correspondent in the present time, completely changing the 
initial atmosphere and sacrificing the original picturesque. Thus, a pattern-like 
Caragiale, a pre-made Caragiale, a Carrefour-like Caragiale is born. Inter-
pretation becomes usage. The interpreter cancels any distance, any precau-
tion as concerns O scrisoare pierdută (A Lost Letter) or O noapte furtunoasă (A 
Tormented Nght). The classical text and the tradition which the text contains 
cease to speak to us, the merge of horizons being a rude connection. 

Throughout time, all prejudices related to the way Caragiale should be 
interpreted were transferred from the interpreter to the public/audience, the 
situation becoming even more complicated. The audience enters the theatre 
hall with a set of expectations which few directors tend to ignore. The audi-
ence want Zoe to strikingly resemble ordinary politically mundane charac-
ters; they desperately want Pristanda to be the picture of the obedient and 
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corrupt policeman, just as one could not imagine Caragiale’s politicians dif-
ferently from what they look like on television by their full name. The 
director-interpreter will meet these expectations at the expense of the real 
dialogue with the text. The text and tradition are seized, cut out, and vio-
lently attacked through abusive adaptation. 

 
Chiriţa syndrome 

 
A rather similar situation is seen in the case of the contemporary 

readings on Chiriţa by Alecsandri. The hermeneutic abuse relates to the 
strictly negative reading of the famous female character and to the effort to 
align the classical prototype of Bârzoi’s wife with a recognizable typology of 
the present time. However, unlike Caragiale, whose texts become silent  
when facing the abuse, Alecsandri’s Chiriţa opposes updates so that the 
modern performances clearly display their conflict with the text. Tradition 
refuses the performance, its aesthetics frequently turning into kitsch or non-
sense. To enter a true dialogue with Alecsandri’s Chiriţa implies giving up 
those “negative prejudices” which the same Gadamer draws our attention 
upon. It means giving up seeing the character unilaterally and observing, 
among other things, how much Chiriţa goes beyond her time, how  
advanced her life conceptions and ideas are for the 19th century, how much 
tragedy this comical character hides, and how much frustration for being 
born in an inappropriate age. 

 
Conclusion 

 
From the perspective of the Romanian theatre and of its interpretations, 

the relation with tradition is a bizarre one. For somebody studying it from 
the outside, the mixture between swears and smooth epithets towards 
tradition would probably seem shocking. It would also be shocking to see 
how much hypocritical oblivion we are capable of. To violently attack 
tradition (sometimes until denial) and ignore it by omission – here are the 
two poles defining the relation between the director-interpreter and the 
classical theatre text. The relation between the same director and the foreign 
text involves a different debate. The changes of the hermeneutic behaviour 
are astonishing. As for this, maybe some other time... 
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Abstract: Within the hermeneutic field, textualism broadly refers to the priority 

offered to texts as hermeneutical objects. Authors such as Shaun Gallagher, on the 

one hand, contend that the aforesaid preference defines a paradigm within which 

comprehension and interpretation are conceived as the reading of a text. A short 

review of the history of hermeneutics reveals how explanation and understanding 

became disjointed as a consequence of trying to enlarge hermeneutics’ scope while 

keeping the interpretation of a text as its epitome. The main downside of textual-

ism, from Gallagher’s point of view, is that it encumbers the apprehension of the 

self-reflective and transformative nature of understanding. From a different per-

spective, the pragmatist remarks of Richard Rorty concerning textualism help 

grasping it as a philosophical approach in a more extensive frame of reference, the 

American philosopher outlining its role in a general cultural context. He provides 

constructive observations regarding the ways in which textualism might be misun-

derstood, concurrently bringing to attention its strengths. On this background, the 

present article attempts to discern between a concept of identity within textualism 

and one that strives to avoid the faults or weaknesses entailed by this paradigm. 

 

Keywords: textualism, Richard Rorty, hermeneutics, understanding and explanation, 

meaning and significance, identity. 

 

  

The following pages start from the premise that identity – in the sense of 

personal, as well as collective identity – is commonly conceived under the 

influence of textualism. Thus, identity is often assumed to be a coherent  

narrative waiting to be read. The quest to find oneself, which has become a 

cliché at least in Western cultures, is illustrative for this assumption. On a 

collective level, the mere opposition between national and European iden-

tity, for instance, is a symptom which indicates that such a presupposition is 

at work in our thinking. Becoming aware of this presumption and analysing 

its origin should facilitate arriving at a more adequate concept of identity. 

Before proceeding with an attempt to describe the main features of the idea 

of identity within a textualist setting and to suggest an alternative, it is 

necessary to clarify the sense in which the word textualism is employed. 
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The Concept of Textualism 

 
The hermeneutic interest in the relation between reader and text is traced 

by Karl Simms back to Luther. In The Blackwell Companion to Hermeneutics, 

Simms draws attention to the fact that hermeneutics took a turn towards 
textuality1 when Luther advocated individual reading and the sui ipsius interpres 

principle – the idea that the text is its own guide for its interpretation 

(Simms 2016, 320). It was a reaction against the traditional reading of the 
Bible according to the Catholic doctrine, which assumed that the Holy text 

has multiple levels of meaning and thus – believed Luther – obscured its 

message. Hans-Georg Gadamer emphasizes that, although the main purpose 

of the Reform was normative (“the aim was to get back to the correct inter-
pretation of those texts which contained material that was authentic”), a 

secondary consequence occurred within this context: “a new methodological 

consciousness was awakened that wanted to be objective, object-centred, 
and free from all subjective arbitrariness.” (Gadamer 2007, 46-47) In a first 

instance, providing an account of textuality would therefore imply not only 

focusing on the text as the object of hermeneutics, but also a commitment 
to finding its true, univocal meaning. But more than that, this would 

lead to the development of a specific form of “consciousness”. On this  

background, it may arguably be affirmed that while textuality refers to the 
features that determine something as text, which also mark how the text is 

approached, textualism names the hermeneutic attitude originating in the 

idea of methodologically approaching a text. 
The word textualism is used in at least two different contexts in contem-

porary philosophical papers. In a primary sense, it refers to the fact that 

hermeneutics takes the text as its main or only object. The text – or the 

relationship between reader and text – becomes the paradigm of all herme-
neutical matters. Shaun Gallagher considers this to be a problematic situa-

tion. It is, in his opinion, a restrictive way of understanding hermeneutics. It 

narrows the range of possible objects of interpretation, reduces the role of 
the interpreter to that of a mere reader, and determines the process of in-

terpreting as a simple act of reading. A more appropriate model would be, 

from his point of view, the educational experience. Such a paradigm shift 
would allow an accurate description of interpretation as learning, which 

entails understanding, explaining, and applying at the same time (Gallagher 

1992, 29, 331). 

From a different perspective, the neopragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty 

employs the word textualism to refer to those authors who, even if they 

adhere to different lines of thinking, have in common the assumption that 

the only possible response to a text is another text. The essay Nineteenth-

Century Idealism and Twentieth-Century Textualism is about “people who write 
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as if there were nothing but texts.” Such authors are not necessarily 

philosophers; they are also literary critics, historians or social scientists 

(Rorty 1982, 139). Textualism itself is a “post-philosophical form” (Rorty 

1982, 143). Nevertheless, Rorty couches the remarks concerning them in 

philosophical terms: the aforementioned paper draws a comparison between 

textualists and the 19th century idealist philosophers, suggesting that the 

former are the “spiritual descendants” of the latter. The assertion is based 

on the identification of two suppositions that are shared by textualists and 

idealists: on a philosophical (one may say even metaphysical) level, they 

both believe that “we can never compare human thought or language with 

bare, unmediated reality” (Rorty 1982, 139); on a contingent-historical level, 

they constitute a movement against the predominance of natural sciences 

in the cultural arena, emphasizing either that scientific concepts are just 

instruments used to describe “a phenomenal world” or that scientific vo-

cabulary “is merely one among others”. The main point that sets textualists 

apart is that, unlike idealists, they do not allege having “discovered the real 

nature of truth or language or literature” and consider “that the very notion 

of discovering the nature of such things is part of the intellectual framework 

which we must abandon” (Rorty 1982, 140). 

Rorty obviously refers to a different context than Gallagher and uses the 

term in a somewhat divergent sense. The American neopragmatist is not 

directly interested in the history of hermeneutics, but in the particularities of 

a certain “post-philosophical” approach, which illustrates, albeit on different 

grounds, one of the consequences of pragmatism. In his own words,  

textualism provides “instances of what can be achieved once one stops 

being bothered by realistic questions such as « Is that what the text really 

says ? » or « How could one argue that that is what the poem is really about ? » 

or « How are we to distinguish between what is in the text from what the 

critic is imposing upon it ? »”. From a pragmatist point of view, such 

“realistic questions” are simply in vain since “any specification of a referent 

is going to be in some vocabulary.” Any description is just one among many 

other conceivable narratives and cannot claim a special relation to a certain 

reality. Descriptions of various realities can only be compared between 

themselves and not against their referent. No vocabulary is privileged, even 

if at different points in history some prove more convincing or better suited 

for the needs of that time than others. This is “the strong and ironic sense” 

of Derrida’s formulae “There is nothing outside the text”, as opposed to a 

“weakly literal-minded sense” that would be “just one more metaphysical 

thesis.” (Rorty 1982, 154) 

If textualism is understood in this sense, Gallagher’s criticism seems 

redundant: it would translate into saying that the assertion “There is nothing 
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outside the text” leaves no room for what is outside the text. However, 

what he has in mind is closer to what Rorty calls “weak textualism”. The 

American philosopher expressly distinguishes between a strong and a weak 

version of textualism. Although “both start from the pragmatist refusal to 

think truth as correspondence to reality”, the weak textualist remains a 

“victim of realism, of the « metaphysics of presence »”, whereas “the strong 

misreader” breaks with metaphysics, entering the realm of “post-philosophical 

philosophy”. The weak textualists give up the hopeless and fruitless search 

for the author’s intentions and believe in the text’s autonomy, yet they insist 

in lingering within its boundaries. They are looking to break its code and 

discover its meaning, still crediting “the distinction between discovery and 

creation, finding and making” [my emphasis]. In contrast, the strong 

textualists just want to offer a possible reading, without caring whether its 

meaning is to be found in the text or whether it is their creation. The wish 

to enjoy “the comforts of consensus” determines the weak textualists to 

stay faithful to the ideal of method, and thus to endorse a privileged 

vocabulary, ignoring Nietzsche’s or James’ lesson that such a vocabulary is a 

myth (Rorty 1982, 151-152). 

Inasmuch as it acknowledges the autonomy of the text (in relation to its 

author or to its initial public) but seeks to discover various perspectives the 

text might hold, the textualist envisaged by Gallagher fits the profile of a 

weak textualist described by Rorty. Most likely, it is not a mere coincidence 

that the two authors invoke the same names within the respective contexts, 

i.e. Wilhelm Dilthey and Hans-Georg Gadamer2. The claim that within the 

textualist paradigm interpretation “is construed as merely an internal opera-

tion of reading”, as opposed to conceiving it as a more complex process, 

akin to the learning experience, “genuinely interwoven with explication and 

application” (Gallagher 1992, 330), corresponds to the neopragmatist’s re-

marks concerning the weak textualist’s desire for consensus. Of course, the 

grounds and the stake of each author’s critique are disparate: one is inter-

ested in pointing out that such an approach hides the belief in a privileged 

vocabulary and, along with it, the traces of the correspondence theory of 

truth; the other wishes to highlight how this type of focus on text margin-

alized matters related to education and impoverished hermeneutics. But  

their referential situation, so to speak, is the same: Rorty’s weak textualist 

and Gallagher’s reader are both interested in coming up with an analysis 

which would be accepted by their research community as true, correct or 

adequate, ignoring its relevance for a wider public, its potential innovative 

and transformative character. 

This referential situation is exactly the one provided by Rorty in his essay 

(Rorty 1982, 152). Admittedly, in the case of Gallagher’s work, it is not 



Hermeneia - Nr. 21/2018                                                                 Cristiana-Maria Asăvoaie 

 221 

directly targeted. Nor is it, nonetheless, difficult to spot. His main complaint 

concerns the expulsion of explication outside the scope of hermeneutics. 

He reminds us that, after Friedrich Ast made a clear distinction between 

understanding and explaining, establishing the latter as subsequent and 

dependent on the former, Schleiermacher simply excluded the explanatory 

aspect of interpretation from the equation (Gallagher 1992, 324). Indeed, 

while Ast defines hermeneutics or exegesis as the “explication of the written 

works of antiquity”, which is based upon the “understanding of antiquity in all 

its external and internal elements” (Ast 1990, 41), Schleiermacher straight-

forwardly states that only “subtilitas intelligendi [exactness of understanding] 

belongs to hermeneutics”, “subtilitas explicandi [exactness of explication]” 

pertaining to “the art of presentation” (Schleiermacher 1990, 57). Moving 

from biblical or classical exegesis to general hermeneutics, the romantic 

philosopher broadened textual hermeneutics, but focused it on under-

standing as an anterior, more basic, and independent process in relation to 

explanation. Explication or the presentation of what is understood became 

an additional, occasional element, irrelevant to the art of understanding and 

interpreting. 

Gadamer emphasizes Schleiermacher’s achievements and how they were 

possible: the romantic metaphysical perspective was what led to a different 

focus on comprehension and interpretation. It was “against the backdrop of 

his metaphysical conception of the individualizing of the life of the cosmos” 

that Schleiermacher conceived understanding as “a reproductive repetition 

of the original intellectual act of the author’s production of meaning on the 

basis of the congeniality of spirit.” (Gadamer 2006, 51) Thus, the romantic 

philosopher did conceive understanding as an interior process, but he also 

grounded it “on dialogue and on interhuman understanding”, which in turn 

changed the status of hermeneutics from that of a mediator “of certain 

definitive texts” to that of a “scholarly foundation […] for all historically 

based humanistic disciplines”. (Gadamer 2006, 51) 

From Gallagher’s point of view, this is exactly what allowed the extension 

of the text as the paradigm for all hermeneutic experience. When Wilhelm 

Dilthey undertook the task of laying down hermeneutics as the organon of 

Geisteswissenschaften, he remained within the scheme set by Schleiermacher. 

Understanding and interpreting were reduced to inner processes not only in 

relation to texts, but with regard to historical events, social phenomenon 

and so forth. Collaterally, explanation was perpetuated as an auxiliary, an 

answer provided in various situations, such as the pedagogical one. In this 

manner, application or the connection of ideas with particular interests – 

intrinsic to comprehension, as Gadamer had already shown – got separated 
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from the concept of understanding. Thus, important dimensions of herme-

neutics were erased. (Gallagher 1992, 323-331). 

Gallagher’s conclusions may be translated along the following lines:  

persisting within a textualist paradigm and conceiving interpretation as an 

act of silent reading risks diminishing hermeneutics to an endeavour focused 

on how to find the accurate meaning of a text or an event for the sake of 

finding it, its relevance to a problem, to certain circumstances, to a commu-

nity becoming a secondary matter. In fact, every “interpretation involves 

application in which meaning is construed within the framework of signifi-

cance” or, in other words, it “involves a tension between remaining open to 

that which requires interpretation and tending to the claims made by the 

interpreter’s own circumstance.” (Gallagher, 1992, 349) Ignoring this crucial 

aspect of one’s hermeneutical situation or merely dismissing it on the 

grounds that it is contingent would be dishonest, to say the least. Such a 

remark about hermeneutics is very close to Rorty’s commentaries concern-

ing the weak textualist, who practices philosophy or literary criticism with 

the hope of developing a privileged vocabulary instead of simply making 

their point when suggesting “a new and useful vocabulary”. 

The suggested rephrasing is validated by the concept Gallagher intro-

duces after his critique of textualism: the concept of local hermeneutics. 

This notion is not intended to replace the idea of universal hermeneutics; it 

is complementary to it. More than that, local hermeneutics is a necessary 

addition: even if all human action has an interpretative character and despite 

the fact that interpretation is universally linguistic and always occurs within 

tradition, languages and traditions as such are not universal. This is a fact 

which leads to the formulation of another “universal principle: all interpre-

tation is local.” (Gallagher 1990, 331-332) If Gadamer’s project was to offer 

an account of how understanding takes place, “to present the hermeneutic 

phenomenon in its full extent”, and not to develop “an art or technique of 

understanding” (Gadamer 2006, XXII), it would fall under the scope local 

hermeneutics – not as a theory, but as a practice – to provide the indispen-

sable “descriptive, explanatory, and prescriptive parts.” (Gallagher 1990,  

334) Such a practice would not involve a technical use of hermeneutical 

tools in contingent situations either, but it would imply coming up with an 

interpretation of particular problems by rules figured out within the context 

itself (Gallagher 1990, 342). 

It seems satisfactory to conclude at this point that both American authors 

contribute to a coherent picture of textualism and its conceivable conse-

quences, not only as a philosophical approach or a hermeneutic paradigm, 

but as a mind-set. On the one hand, besides praising the virtues of strong 
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textualism for having tried to overcome epistemology and fulfil the mission 

to abandon “the notion of discovering the truth”, Richard Rorty warns about 

the possibility of erroneously re-interpreting this perspective in a meta-

physical manner and creating “a new misleading image – the image of the 

world as consisting of everything written in all the vocabularies used so far.” 

(Rorty 1982, 150-154) At the same time, his critique of weak textualism 

sheds light on the poor outcome of stubbornly striving to linger within the 

perimeter of a text or, it may be spelled out, of anything one might ap-

proach as if reading a text. Assuming that the interpreted can be decoded, 

understood within its own boundaries, is on par with looking for “a method 

of criticism” that would lead to a certain or objectively adequate apprehen-

sion. It is an imitation of science instead of an advancement of “genuinely 

modernist criticism.” (Rorty, 1982, 152-153) It goes against any insight 

regarding the impossibility to overcome one’s hermeneutic situatedness and, 

from a pragmatist point of view, it is fruitless. 

On the other hand, Shaun Gallagher shares this perspective inasmuch as 

he considers that textualism leads to a weakened concept of interpretation, 

which leaves no room for contingent colorations. If explication and appli-

cation are not seen as intrinsic to understanding, the anterior character of 

tradition, about which Gadamer taught us, is clearly not grasped. (Gallagher 

1992, 327-328) Furthermore, conceiving comprehension as a conservative 

reading of text hinders the perception of the truly transformative and self-

reflective character of understanding. The meaning of every encountered 

situation is not plainly distinct from its significance for the interpreter. It is 

shaped “within the framework of significance”, without the latter com-

pletely determining the former. Neither is secondary in relation to the other, 

as a weak model of textualism would have it. 

 

Identity and Textualism 

 

Taking into account the two authors’ observations regarding textualism, 

the hypothesis according to which identity is conceived within its frame may 

be detailed further. Mirroring Gallagher’s ideas, the following analogies may 

be drawn (acknowledging that they are generalizations of a pattern of 

thinking, not a comprehensive description of a complex reality). If identity 

is seen as a text, its understanding is an act of silent reading. Conversation, 

play, learning, and so on are either instances when identity may be displayed 

or merely tools to improve one’s reading. Moreover, explanations constitute 

an additional discourse, derived from what has already been understood. 

Just as the relevance of a text in a situation is secondary to its meaning, so 
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are actions and attitudes extensions of one’s identity. Making use of Rorty’s 

terminology, even if various narratives of one’s identity are accepted as 

possible in correlation with different contexts, within this setting there still 

is a privileged vocabulary, accurately describing a person or a community. 

Would giving up the idea of a privileged vocabulary fit to describe iden-

tity imply a relativistic if not nihilistic perspective upon it? Arguably, the 

answer is no. On the one hand, paraphrasing Rorty, understanding that 

there are multiple narratives should not lead to a metaphysical stance con-

juring the misleading image of identity as consisting of all possible vocabu-

laries depicting it. Nor would it be useful to ask what is it that all those vo-

cabularies really portray or search for some sort of meta-narrative. Suffice to 

say that “descriptive, explanatory, and prescriptive” elements are provided 

only through local interpretations. Their priority is set within each context 

by the interpreter, not in an arbitrary fashion, but within the confines of their 

hermeneutic situation and by the rules established using the previous ex-

perience which is challenged by new, unfamiliar circumstances. 

On the other hand, opposing the idea of one narrative to the image of a 

plurality of narratives implies, in fact, remaining within the same logic. As 

Gallagher suggests, the boundaries of textualism should be crossed. This 

would mean that hermeneutic experiences such as conversation, play, or 

learning are not ways through which one understands one’s identity, they 

rather are an ongoing understanding, along with the various narratives. 

Gallagher also asserts that learning, instead of reading, should be the 

paradigmatic model of hermeneutics, as it involves understanding,  

explanation, and application, it is logically broader, and its reference covers 

a wider realm. His idea seems useful both in regard to hermeneutics and 

educational theory – which are his main concerns in the quoted book -, and 

with reference to the problem of identity, but not necessarily on the 

grounds he proposes. Learning is an illustrative example of hermeneutic 

experience because, in its authentic sense, it is always triggered by a  

question. Conceiving identity outside textualism and in terms of learning 

would entail becoming aware that understanding it means answering a 

question. In a more or less poetic expression, one might say that identity is a 

question. What sets communities and individuals apart are not just the 

answers they provide to various questions, but the questions they prefer to 

ask as such. Despite the variety of answers one may reach within the 

multiple encounters with different people, texts, traditions along one’s life, 

what keeps defining his or her identity are the questions one asks. The rare 

experiences that are perceived as changing who one is are, in fact, those 

which change the questions to which one seeks the answers. 
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Notes 
 

1 The term “textuality” is to be distinguished from the word “textualism”, although they are 
closely connected. As suggested at the end of the paragraph and in the following pages, while 
the latter is employed to indicate the emphasis on the relationship between interpreter and text 
within hermeneutic theory, perhaps to the detriment of other types of experience, the former 
refers to the thematization of the nature of a text and of its relationship with its reader. One 
may say that textualism describes a disproportionate concern with textuality, at least in the 
sense in which Gallagher uses the word. 
2 Rorty argues that Hans-Georg Gadamer is a weak textualist because he advocates the search 
for the truth in the text. However, Gadamer’s hermeneutics is clearly not a conservative one: 
he neither suggests that one should seek an original meaning of a text, nor does he prescribe 
sets of rules by which a text might be decoded. The German philosopher merely encourages 
an honest and well-intended approach: listening to what the text has to say. But it is obvious 
that when the text speaks, it speaks to its interpreter. One can only listen to it from one’s own 
hermeneutical situation. The truth that may be revealed within this encounter is not the truth 
of the text or of the interpreter, but an insight on the subject (die Sache) about which the text 
speaks. “A text is not to be understood as an expression of life but with respect to what it 
says. […] The understanding of something written is not a repetition of something past but 
the sharing of a present meaning.” (Gadamer 2006, 393-394) 
Shaun Gallagher also concludes that Gadamer is strongly influenced by textualism as he often 
resorts to the hermeneutic situation of the text to prove his point. The American author 
thinks that textualism is the reason why Gadamer does not appreciate the hermeneutic 
dimension of the pedagogical situation. Indeed, the German philosopher himself admitted 
that his work was marked by the fact that he was an “old philologist”. Nevertheless, one of 
his main intentions has been to reveal the universal character of hermeneutics. He expressly 
says in his “Reply to my critics”: “The hermeneutic experience truly is woven completely and 
utterly into the general being of human praxis.” (Gadamer 1990, 292) 
In my view, it is not textualism that determined him to consider that the pedagogical dialogue, 
for instance, is not a hermeneutic experience. It is rather the sense in which he used the 
expression “pedagogical situation”. The education process Gallagher refers to is already 
conceived in accordance with philosophical hermeneutics, while Gadamer took into account 
a type of scholarly instruction common in his days. Even if he has not developed the idea 
extensively, Gadamer definitely saw the hermeneutic nature of education, the speech he held 
in 1999, Erziehung ist sich erziehen, being a clear proof in this sense (see Gadamer, 2001, 
529-538). More than that, as Jean Grondin points out, Truth and Method actually “puts into 
practice” a “patient conception of education” that Gadamer draws from the concept of 
Bildung (Grondin, 2012, 37). 
Although it is useful to pay attention to the fact that Gadamer favours the text as an example, 
I believe it is fair to say that philosophical hermeneutics does not fall into the trap of what 
Gallagher calls textualism or what Rorty sees as “weak textualism”. 
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Who is the Patient in Plato’s Dialogues ? 
 
 
Abstract: Throughout his Dialogues, Plato speaks about medicine in many ways and 
with many purposes. Asking about the patient in Plato’s “medical” thinking 
requires an analysis about the meanings of the term “patient” as we understand it 
today as well as how it might have been understood by the philosopher. It also con-
nects with other important terms like “care”. The paper makes a short analysis of 
five examples where Plato speaks about ailments, cures and care: Laches (185d-e), 
Charmides (156d-e), Symposium (186b-d), Phaidros (244d) and two examples in the 
Laws (733d-e and 854b-c). The discussion concludes that the “patient” in Plato’s 
Dialogues might be whatever part of a body, a soul or a community which got 
dislocated from the metaphysical order of the whole and needs to be restored in its 
proper place and function. 
 
Keywords: medicine, bioethics, doctor-patient relationship, Plato. 

 
 

Plato’s ideas about medicine and care often appear in his Dialogues. The 

philosopher uses medicine as a metaphor (Lidz 1995), as an analogy for 

philosophy (Thivel 2004), as an example of privileged practice (Joly 1961), 

an allusion to politics or craftmanship (ἡ ηέσνη), sometimes worthy of despise, 

sometimes respectable, an itinerary that parallels the evolution of his Theory 

of Forms (Thivel 2004). This has led some authors to think that Plato had a 

rivalry with medicine (Levin 2014) and that his opinion shifted from despise 

to praise and then back to a reconciling attitude. However, not only did the 

philosopher’s attitude toward medicine change along the Dialogues, but there 

is also some uncertainty regarding the type of care one receives, the nature 

of ailments, the types of cures being promoted and the specifics of the phy-

sician-patient relationship. This relationship is considered when comparing 

what Plato tells us along the Dialogues with the concepts we use today to 

understand such “medical” activities. Therefore, one central question con-

cerning what Plato thinks about medicine would be: who is the patient in 

Dialogues ? 

First, we need to take into consideration the terms being used in this 

paper as well as the terms that Plato used with respect to the patient-doctor 

relationship. As the reader can easily notice, the question asked in English 

                                                           
* PhD, Lecturer in Bioethics, Faculty of Medicine, “Grigore T. Popa” University of Medicine 
and Pharmacy Iaşi; PhD Student, The Faculty of Philosophy and Social-Political Sciences, 
“Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iaşi, Romania; e-mail: tudor.rotaru@umfiasi.ro 



Who is the Patient in Plato’s Dialogues ? 

 228 

contains the word patient which might or might not be a good label with the 

entity receiving care (ἡ θεπαπεία) mentioned in Dialogues. In standard 

English, patient as noun means a person receiving or registered to receive 

medical treatment (Pearsall 2001). It comes from the Latin word pătĭens, the 

present participle of pătĭŏr which means to suffer, to endure, to be the victim of 

(Gaffiot 2002). 

Plato, himself, when discussing about a person who receives medical 
care or something that can be construed as such, often uses a present 
participle of κάμνω (Plato 1903a, Republic 342d1, 1903c, Laws 720d). The 
word means to work, win by toil, labor, toil, to be weary, to be sick, to be suffering, to 
be distressed (Liddell and Scott 1940). He does that, for instance, in the 
Republic when he says  

 

neither does any physician in so far as he is a physician seek or enjoin the 
advantage of the physician but that of the patient ? For we have agreed that the 
physician, “precisely” speaking, is a ruler and governor of bodies and not a 
moneymaker. (Plato 1982, Republic 342d)  

 

He uses the same term in the Laws:  
 

But the free-born doctor is mainly engaged in visiting and treating the ailments 
of free men, and he does so by investigating them from the commencement 
and according to the course of nature; he talks with the patient himself and with 
his friends, and thus both learns himself from the sufferers and imparts 
instruction to them, so far as possible (Plato 1967, Laws 720d). 
 

It follows that, the basic term in ancient Greek has a broader meaning 
than what we currently understand by patient. It appears to purport to an 
entity who suffers, is weary of or sick from the effect of some other entity, 
the effect itself being of indeterminate nature. This suffering, enduring or 
victimized entity is meant to be in a relationship with someone who cares 

for (θεπαπεύει) that entity and the care itself (ἡ θεπαπεία) is of a larger 
nature than what we construe today as medical intervention. The verb 

θεπαπεύυ has multiple meanings as well: do service to the gods, do service or honor 
to one’s parents, wait upon a master, pay court to, treat medically. The connected 

term θεραπεία carries meanings like attendance of persons, service paid to the gods, 
worship, service done to gain favor, medical or surgical treatment or cure (Liddell and 
Scott 1940).  

The multiple questions that can be raised about this network of meanings 
deal with the mutual relationship among those who are suffering, those who 
provide care, the type of suffering and the type of care. We can ask ourselves 
whether, across the Dialogues, the patient is only the whole of one person, a 
part of a person, a community of people or another entity. We can also 
observe who those are who appear to be suffering but also who, or what 
inflicts the suffering. What kind of suffering is taken into consideration, and 
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who are the ones providing care? Last, but not least, what type of care is 
being considered when Plato speaks about contexts when meanings close to 
patient are at hand? From this intersection of the four main elements: the 
sufferer, the care provider, the suffering and the care, the problem raised in 
this paper can be abstracted as such: who suffers and who gets care in 
Plato’s Dialogues ? 

The stake of this main question connects to how we can explore and 

understand Plato’s implicit teachings about what we call medical ethics, 

today. The significance of θεραπεία can enrich what we think about contem-

porary medical ethics, especially when considered in its relationship with 
philosophy. Figuring out who the patient is in Plato’s Dialogues can pave the 

way in extracting valuable teachings for current day medical practices.  

We will present some examples originating from Plato’s work, using a 
chronological order of authentic dialogues (Copleston 2003). One of the 

fragments dealing with θεραπεία is found in his early dialogue Laches, where 

Socrates mentions care for the soul (πεπὶ τςσῆρ θεπαπείαν): “So what we 

have to consider is whether one of us is skilled in treatment of the soul and 
is able to treat it rightly, and which of us has had good teachers.” (Plato 

1955, Laches 185e). This phrase comes as a conclusion to a larger exchange 

between Socrates, Melesias and Nicias about who is fit to give advice and 

guidance when young men’s education is at stake. If we are to consider the 
four elements we argued about in the beginning of this paper, we can clearly 

see that the ones who get care are young men’s souls. The nature of 

suffering is a lack of education, a lack leading to dishonor, as it is mentioned 
at the beginning of this inquiry “and we point the moral of it all to these 

young people, telling them that if they are careless of themselves and will 

not take our advice, they will win no reputation, but if they take due pains, 
they may very likely come to be worthy of the names they bear” (Plato 

1955, Laches 179d). We can observe the social feature of this problem, as a 

reputation is something a person can acquire from their community and 

peers. The care (θεπαπεία) is “an accomplishment studied for the sake of 

young men’s souls” (185d-e) and the one providing it is “skilled in treatment 
of the soul” (185e) or, better said, skilled in the care provided “for the end 

one had in view to start with, and not about the means to be used for such 

end” (185d). Therefore, in this early dialogue, the patients are young souls 
who would be in danger in losing their honor by means of poor education 

and example.  

In another fragment provided through the voice of Socrates, in Charmides, 
Plato teaches about the important relationship that exists between the part 

and the whole. Attempting to cure young Charmides’ headache, Socrates 

explains that one cannot construe a cure for the part without a cure for the 
whole:  
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This Thracian said that the Greeks were right in advising as I told you just now: 
“but Zalmoxis,” he said, our king, who is a god, says that as you ought not to 
attempt to cure eyes without head, or head without body, so you should not 
treat body without soul; and this was the reason why most maladies evaded the 
physicians of Greece – that they neglected the whole, on which they ought to 
spend their pains, for if this were out of order it would have been impossible 
for the part to be in order. (Plato 1955, Charmides 156d-e).  

 

The suffering is a morning headache, the sufferer is (apparently) a part of 

the body, the care is a charm (ἐπῳδή) and the one providing care is Socrates 
himself, as one who strips the soul (154e) of the young Charmides. This 
relationship between the part and the whole is an important feature of 
platonic thinking (Lidz 1995). It follows that, in this instance, the patient is a 
part of a human being thoroughly connected with the mind-body whole. 

In Symposium, we have extracted valuable information from the famous 
speech of Eryximachus concerning what health is with respect to the two 

types of love, the good ἔπυρ and the bad ἔπυρ (καλόν ηε καὶ αἰζσπὸν 

ἔπυηα).  
 

Reverence for my profession prompts me to begin with the witness of  
medicine. This double Love belongs to the nature of all bodies: for between 
bodily health and sickness there is an admitted difference or dissimilarity, and 
what is dissimilar craves and loves dissimilar things. Hence the desire felt by a 
sound body is quite other than that of a sickly one. Now I agree with what 
Pausanias was just saying, that it is right to gratify good men, base to gratify the 
dissolute: similarly, in treating actual bodies it is right and necessary to gratify 
the good and healthy elements of each, and this is what we term the physician’s 
skill; but it is a disgrace to do aught but disappoint the bad and sickly parts, if 
one aims at being an adept. For the art of medicine may be summarily  
described as a knowledge of the love-matters of the body in regard to repletion 
and evacuation; and the master-physician is he who can distinguish there 
between the nobler and baser Loves and can effect such alteration that the one 
passion is replaced by the other (Plato 1925, Symposiun 186b-d).  

 

Therefore, in this fragment the suffering seems to be a prevalence of the 
bad type of Eros. The sufferer is one who has various sickly parts under the 
influence of the bad type of love. The care or the cure comes by distin-
guishing the two types of loves and replacing one type with the other. The 

one providing the cure is the master-physician (ὁ ἰαηπικώηαηορ). We can 
see that Eryximachus peaks about a hypothetical individual body, of 
someone who is not in control of these two types of love.  

In Phaidros, an important variety of religious treatment is also mentioned 
(Schuhl 1960). Plato writes about “diseases and the greatest troubles” that 
strike entire “families through some ancient guilt” (Plato 1925, Phaidros 244d). 

The treatment finds a way of release for those in need (οἷρ ἔδει ἀπαλλαγὴν 
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ηὕπεηο). The sufferer is an entire family; the suffering itself is made of 

diseases (νόζυν) and troubles (πόνυν). The cure or the intervention seems 

to be the madness from the gods (ἡ μανία), and the ones providing the cure 
are not specifically mentioned, but they possess the madness that comes 
from the gods. It follows that the patient would be an entire group of 
people who relate to each other and who inherit a spiritual imbalance.  

In the Laws, Plato teaches about how different lifestyles can be defined 
by their limits in pain and pleasure. 

 

The lives of us men must all be regarded as naturally bound up in these 
feelings, and what kinds of lives we naturally desire is what we must distinguish; 
but if we assert that we desire anything else, we only say so through ignorance 
and inexperience of the lives as they really are. What, then, and how many are 
the lives in which a man – when he has chosen the desirable and voluntary in 
preference to the undesirable and the involuntary, and has made it into a 
private law for himself, by choosing what is at once both congenial and 
pleasant and most good and noble – may live as happily as man can? Let us 
pronounce that one of them is the temperate life, one the wise, one the brave, 
and let us class the healthy life as one; and to these let us oppose four others –
the foolish, the cowardly, the licentious, and the diseased. (Plato 1967, Laws 
733d-e).  

 

The ailment is an imbalance between pleasure and pain, the sufferer is every 
citizen, the cure is a way of life in accordance with a certain balance and the 
one who cures is the law giver. It looks like, in this passage, the patient is 
the community as a whole, a group of people in need of guidance about 
how to conduct their lives in accordance with a proper ratio between 
pleasure and pain.  

It is also, in some other place in the Laws, that Plato talks about an evil 
which comes neither from gods nor from men; it is also connected with 

some wrong (ἀδίκημα) belonging to ancestors. The temple robbing is 
considered an ailment in itself, and Plato advices  

 

My good man, the evil force that now moves you and prompts you to go 
temple-robbing is neither of human origin nor of divine, but it is some impulse 
bred of old in men from ancient wrongs unexpiated, which courses round 
wreaking ruin; and it you must protect yourself against it with all your strength. 
How you must thus guard, now learn. When there comes upon you any such 
intention, betake yourself to the rites of guilt-averting, betake yourself as 
suppliant to the shrines of the curse-lifting deities, betake yourself to the 
company of the men who are reputed virtuous; and thus learn, partly from 
others, partly by self-instruction, that every man is bound to honor what is 
noble and just; but the company of evil men shun wholly, and turn not back. 
And if it be so that by thus acting your disease grows less, well; but if not, then 
deem death the more noble way, and quit yourself of life. (Plato 1926, Laws 
854b-c).  
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The sufferer is the one tempted of temple robbing. The suffering is an evil 

(κακόρ) thought oriented toward something. The ones offering care are 
“the men who are reputed virtuous”, and they provide care through their 
mere presence and example. In this last passage, we can see that the ailment 
is individual but is spiritual in nature and has a deep connection with the 
wrongdoers in the past. The patient is someone tempted to break one of the 
most sacred rules of the city.  

Through the examples we provided, we offered some insight into what 
Plato teaches about care and patients. As we can see, neither the terms in 
use along the Dialogues, nor the modern words we put in place nowadays can 
be totally superposed to the various situations where Plato talks about 
ailments, sufferers and cures. The common thread that binds all the examples 
seems to be metaphysical in nature. The “patient” is a part of the whole 
which, for one reason or another, got dislocated from the metaphysical or-
der. This metaphysical order is common for body parts, soul parts and city 
parts. To break the connection with this metaphysical harmony is to suffer, 
to be weary, to be a victim, to toil as well as to endure. Care is provided 
through various means, and it always seeks to restore that specific element 
to its original place and function. For modern medicine, a patient who asks 
for help might be construed as a piece of a larger order that fell into disar-
ray. Health would, therefore, mean more than a cure for the body, or an 
isolated spiritual intervention which explains everything by wrongdoing and 
sin. Health would mean restoring or including the person or the community 
into the general order of proper functions and places. It means reconnect-
ing someone to the whole which, in turn, generates another understanding 
of what that whole should be.  

This reading of ailments and cures is consistent with other places of the 
platonic works where the philosopher teaches about the importance of con-
sidering the whole in order to understand the part. In Phaidros, Socrates 

asks: “τςσῆρ οὖν θύζιν ἀξίυρ λόγος καηανοῆζαι οἴει δςναηὸν εἶναι ἄνες 

ηῆρ ηοῦ ὅλος θύζευρ”;  (Plato 1903a, Phaidros, 270c). This key fragment has 
been translated in various ways, either with “the nature of the Universe” in 
a Romanian version (Platon 1983), either with “the nature of the whole 
man” in an English version (Plato 1925), although the safest interpretation 
would be “Now do you think one can acquire any appreciable knowledge 
of the nature of the soul without knowing the nature of the whole ?”. This 
interpretation fits the reading other scholars had about this passage, like  
Schul (1960).  

In this platonic reading, health and cure are different and broader than 
what we currently understand about health, disease and medicine. Medicine 
itself becomes broader. It gets to a metaphysical ground where a cure is 
useless unless it reintegrates what was lost into the whole. 
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Notes 
 
1 Since the translations from Plato’s works are significantly different, we preferred to  
mention in each citation in the text both the edition used and the fragment from the 
dialogue that we refer to. 
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Why did the Man die?  
Rosi Braidotti and the Posthuman Project 

 
 
Abstract: The radical philosophies of the 20th century analyze the general foun-
dations of knowledge, establishing a series of positions that challenge common 
philosophical beliefs. The aim of this paper is to present one of the radical episte-
mologies’ deconstructed concepts, namely the Man. Interpreting a series of ideas 
found in Nietzsche’s works, Michel Foucault claims that God and Man are in a 
relationship of interdependence, both concepts being just constructions of the 
“demiurge of knowledge”. In order to justify the so-called “end of Man”, and to 
discuss the entrance into a posthuman age, I am going to have as theoretical refer-
ence ideas found in Rosi Braidotti’s works. According to Braidotti’s opinion, the 
posthuman is a natural historical condition in which we are located and not a  
futuristic dystopia. Using a neo-Spinozist approach, Braidotti builds a creative 
framework to overcome humanistic thinking and anthropocentrism. I am going to 
discuss this position and the imminent opening to an understanding of subjectivity 
based on community, relativity and positive affirmation. The last part of the pre-
sent paper describes the importance of formulating a new ethical project that 
would also include the non-human (animals, environment and robots). 
 
Keywords: Rosi Braidotti, posthumanism, post-anthropocentrism, neo-Spinozism, 
radical epistemologies, posthuman ethics, creativity. 

 
  
The dead of Man: a short story 

 
In the history of human thinking, the process of knowledge is usually 

influenced by some idealistic perspectives which, in distinct periods, exist in 
various cultural spaces. Placed on a map of knowledge, concepts start to 
hold an archetypal function. These concepts become ontological models 
that increase the intellectual development from different cultures. The 
importance of this gnoseological model remains significant as long as its 
basic principles are not questioned. In the framework of this logic, the criti-
cal philosophies existing in the second part of the twentieth century must 
be perceived as a systematic approach that explores the foundations of 
this model of knowledge. For these epistemologies, Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
position is fundamental because, according to the German philosopher, “all 
that philosophers have been handling for thousands of years is conceptual 
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mummies; nothing real has ever left their hands alive” (Nietzsche 1998, 16). 
In the Nietzschean context, the atemporality in knowledge is explained by 
the fact that the metaphysical principles of philosophy have reached a limit 
that cannot be passed. Thus, in a poetic and, at the same time, prophetic 
manner, Nietzsche proclaims “God’s death”. In the view of the German 
philosopher, God is the concept from which all the metaphysical construc-
tions of philosophy begins. 

Interpreting some passages related to this subject in Nietzsche’s works, 
Michel Foucault presents another aspect of major interest in the approach 
of this study. As Nietzsche says “once the sacrilege against God was 
the greatest sacrilege, but God died, and then all these desecrators died” 
(Nietzsche 2006, 6). For Foucault, this is a clear sign that God and Man are 
in a relationship of interdependence due to the similarity of their content. 
According to the French philosopher, “by means of a philological critique, 
by means of a certain form of biologism, Nietzsche rediscovered the point 
at which man and God belong to one another, at which the death of the 
second is synonymous with the disappearance of the first” (Foucault 2005, 
372-373). This proves that both concepts are simple epistemic constructions. 
These Nietzschean ideas are significant for Michel Foucault who, through 
his archaeological method, makes an analysis which determines that man “is 
a quite recent creature, which the demiurge of knowledge fabricated with its 
own hands less than two hundred years ago” (Foucault 2005, 336). 

Addressing to the crisis of the man which started several decades ago, 
Rosi Braidotti formulates a point of view, where posthuman is seen as a 
natural stage based on overcoming the Vitruvian model of representation. 
Developing only certain characteristics, especially those related to gender 
(male), skin color (white), space (European), a form of beauty and lacking 
any form of disability, this kind of representation is universalized by receiv-
ing the role of the transcendent model. In Foucault’s logic, Braidotti  
observes “that this Man, far from being the canon of perfect proportions, 
spelling out a universalistic ideal that by now had reached the status of a 
natural law, was, in fact, a historical construct and as such contingent as to 
values and locations” (Braidotti 2013, 23-24). Starting with these arguments, 
Braidotti’s central thesis is that the universalistic approach builds a binary 
model of representation that introduces the notion of “difference”. Be-
tween the positivity of those who are like the universalized model and the 
negativity of those who are different, we have some forms of discrimination 
that can very often lead, to a master-slave relationship. For Braidotti, “in so 
far as difference spells inferiority, it acquires both essentialist and lethal 
connotations for people who get branded as « others ». These are the sexu-
alized, racialized, and naturalized others, who are reduced to the less than 
the human status of disposable bodies” (Braidotti 2013, 15). From this  
problematic and fundamental point, Braidotti begins to build her own 
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approach centered on the description of the posthuman and also the post-
anthropocentric model in which we are historically located. 

Posthuman thinking is positive because it considers these “others”  
previously negatively treated as equal and also as acceptable alternatives of 
subjectivity. The separation of the old model, an extremely regulatory one, 
focused on exclusionary manners, introduces a new approach based on 
alternative models. Thus, the deconstruction of the Vitruvian human model 
leaves an empty space “and traces a different discursive framework, looking 
more affirmatively towards new alternatives” (Braidotti 2013, 37). This  
empty space is one in which thinking becomes possible, and its products 
must provide working manners appropriate to the present. 

This approach is doubled in Braidotti’s framework thinking by a post-
anthropocentric vision. This proposal overcomes the vision where the man 
is perceived as the center of the living world, being not entirely a new one. 
Beginning with the period after World War II, anthropologists assert that 
the self-induced supremacy of the human species is a real danger. For 
example, Konrad Lorenz says in his work called On aggression that “to regard 
man, the most ephemeral and rapidly evolving of all species, as the final 
and unsurpassable achievement of creation, especially at his present-day 
particularly dangerous and disagreeable stage of development, is certainly 
the most arrogant and dangerous of all untenable doctrines” (Lorenz 2005, 
221-222). Due to the development of sciences, and also through other phe-
nomenon such as global economic issues, Braidotti considers the posthu-
man framework as an extremely complex one. The boundaries of what the 
human represents, are difficult to establish, and the development of a form 
of ecological justice is necessary due to contemporary ecological realities. 
These problems lead to a post-anthropocentric position. Considered a con-
sequence of these realities, “the crisis of anthropos relinquishes the demonic 
forces of the naturalized others. Animals, insects, plants and the environ-
ment, in fact, the planet and the cosmos as a whole, are called into play” 
(Braiodtti 2013, 66) in a deep connection specific for Braidotti.  
 
Aspects of subjectivity in post-human thinking 

 
As described above in the previous section, Braidotti formulates a post-

human critical theory based on a critical perspective, which also has a crea-
tive aspect. Therefore, posthuman thinking proposes the creation of new 
concepts that are necessary for the present historical period, but it also 
rediscovers and revalorizes certain forms of thought. This critical theory is 
highlighted when Braidotti presents the new model of posthuman subjec-
tivity. Thus, the posthuman vision goes beyond the forms of dualism that 
are considered in this paradigm models that promote forms of negativity in 
relation with “others”. This unitary vision of the living world considers that 
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the difference between nature and culture is also outdated: “the boundaries 
between the categories of the natural and the cultural have been displaced 
and to a large extent blurred by the effects of scientific and technological 
advances” (Braidotti 2013, 3). The consequence of these realities is that we 
must rely on a non-dualistic vision of the relationship between nature and 
culture.  

In order to illustrate this vision, Braidotti goes to the neo-Spinozist 
approach of French philosophers, especially Deleuze and Guattari “which 
assumes that all matter is one (monism); that matter is intelligent and self-
organizing (autopoiesis); that the subject is not unitary but nomadic; and 
that subjectivity includes relations to a multitude of non-human « others »” 
(Braidotti, Hlavajova, 2018, 340). Braidotti emphasizes this paradigm inspired 
by Spinoza’s work, perceiving it to be in line with the latest scientific devel-
opments: “the classical emphasis on the unity of all matter, which is central 
to Spinoza, is reinforced by an updated scientific understanding of the self-
organizing or « smart » structure of living matter. These ideas are supported 
by new advances in contemporary biosciences, neural and cognitive sciences 
and by the informatics sector” (Braidotti 2013, 57). Alternatively stated, the 
processes described by Braidotti equate to a transformation model that 
includes the process of life. In the radical immanence promoted by the 
posthuman thinking system, and also as a result of the anthropocentric 
rupture, life is no longer regarded as a specific attribute given only to the 
human: “man and nature are not like two opposite terms confronting each 
other – not even in the sense of bipolar opposites within a relationship of 
causation, ideation, or expression (cause and effect, subject and object, etc.); 
rather, they are one and the same essential reality, the producer-product” 
(Deleuze, Guattari 1983, 4-5).  

We are led to an extension of the sphere of life, beyond the human-spe-
cific “Bios” to the larger domain of “Zoe”. This category “is the transversal 
force that cuts across and reconnects previously segregated species, catego-
ries and domains” (Braidotti 2013, 60) and builds a form of relationship 
with “others”, such as animals, environment, robots. This complex per-
spective is emphasized by the relationships between people and non-human 
categories, based in particular on the chemical and medical industries. Here 
we are discussing about how the man wants to improve the existence of 
plants and also to protect the lives of some animals through medication and 
surgery.  

All these arguments justify the need to understand “the diversity of life – 
as zoe – as non-hierarchical matter, which recognizes the respective degrees 
of intelligence and creativity of all organisms” (Braidotti, Hlavajova 2018, 
340). Braidotti’s perspective on the subjectivity offers a vision in which the 
sexualized, racialized and naturalized ”others” return as alternat ive and 
extended models of ”self”. This neutral recovery of the ”difference” can be 
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achieved by a developed sense of responsibility, where many aspects of 
community involvement and collective construction need to be well struc-
tured and functional. As Braidotti says,  
 

a posthuman theory of the subject emerges, therefore, as an empirical project 
that aims at experimenting with what contemporary, bio-technologically mediated 
bodies are capable of doing. These non-profit experiments with contemporary 
subjectivity actualize the virtual possibilities of an expanded, relational self 
that functions in a nature-culture continuum and is technologically mediated. 
(Braidotti, 2013, 61)  

 

By building this perspective, Braidotti attempts to embrace various prob-
lematic issues in which the notion of vulnerability is central and should be 
used when we manifest the desire for a planetary connection in which peo-
ple are intimately linked to the destiny of other species. These ideas which 
build this vision lead us to a new ethical model. This topic will be presented 
in the next section of the paper. 

 
Another utopia ? An ethical project for a better future 

 
The system of ideas developed by Braidotti aims to provide practical 

models for solving contemporary global issues. These models of analysis 
continue to be developed in post-human studies and are an alternative to 
the theoretical thinking paradigms. In this complex and often conflictual 
contemporary world, various issues begin to concern contemporary phi-
losophers. The lack of palpable solutions and also the few possibilities of 
intervention cause fear. Braidotti presents all these facts, but her vision is 
positive: “we need to actively and collectively work towards a refusal of 
horror and violence – the inhuman aspects of our present – and to turn it 
into the construction of affirmative alternatives” (Braidotti 2013, 129-130). 
Consequently, one of the subjects that Braidotti mentioned in her works is 
related to the foundation of a new posthuman ethics which “is based on the 
praxis of constructing positivity, thus propelling new social conditions and 
relations into being, out of injury and pain” (Braidotti 2013, 129). This ethic 
is an interdisciplinary one, so specialists from different fields have to share 
their knowledge and beliefs to build practical and viable solutions, “post-
human theory also bases the ethical relation on positive grounds of joint 
projects and activities, not on the negative or reactive grounds of shared 
vulnerability” (Braidotti 2013, 190). From Braidotti’s point of view, fields 
such as science, philosophy and art need to interconnect. In this new ethical 
model, the conceptual rigor offered by philosophy must be related to the 
latest science results. Combined with the creativity of the arts, these theo-
retical patterns open up to a multitude of important aspects for the devel-
opment of alternatives that can be materialized. 
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The project of this new ethic is not just a local one. Following the 
general beliefs of Braidotti’s perspective, this new ethical model is not only 
about developing theoretical frameworks that embrace all human beings, 
but one that opens to the entire categories of the living world, from animals 
and the environment to robots. Or as Braidotti describes, “a sustainable 
ethics for non-unitary subjects rests on an enlarged sense of inter-
connection between self and others, including the non-human or «earth» 
others, by removing the obstacle of self-centered individualism on the one 
hand and the barriers of negativity on the other” (Braidotti 2013, 190). 
Braidotti is not afraid to say that her own ethical project is, like all the 
others, one that lies at the limit between reality and ideality. In this sense, 
her beliefs also follow formulas that are only in the order of possible, but 
we must show optimism towards them. Thus, it is likely signify  
 

that the conditions for renewed political and ethical agency cannot be drawn 
from the immediate context or the current state of the terrain. They have to be 
generated affirmatively and creatively by efforts geared to creating possible 
futures, by mobilizing resources and visions that have been left untapped and 
by actualizing them in daily practices of interconnection with others. (Braidotti 
2013, 191) 
 

In this logic, the mobilization of these global forces that Braidotti desires 
is an experimental one. Until we find those formulas that work and lead us 
to a positive development of life (Zoe), we have to try different approaches, 
“at this particular point in our collective history, we simply do not know 
what our enfleshed selves, minds and bodies as one, can actually do. We 
need to find out by embracing an ethics of experiment with intensities” 
(Braidotti, 2013, 190). Obviously, for this posthuman ethic model, we also 
have a set of rules that provides the conceptual bases of the field. In this 
area, in order to implement this new model, we need to develop some cer-
tain criteria such as “non-profit; emphasis on the collective; acceptance of 
relationality and of viral contaminations; concerted efforts at experimenting 
with and actualizing potential or virtual options; and a new link between 
theory and practice, including a central role for creativity” (Braidotti 2013, 
191). Some of these concepts are mentioned in other works of Braidotti, 
and some of them are also developed in previous sections of this article. 

What is more important to describe here is the function that creativity 
holds in the area of this ethics proposed by Braidotti. The understanding of 
this project “requires more visionary power or prophetic energy, qualities 
which are neither especially in fashion in academic circles, nor highly valued 
scientifically in these times of coercive pursuit of globalized « excellence »” 
(Braidotti 2013, 191). These views are provocative in relation to those areas 
of knowledge based on clear evidence. Braidotti develops them when she 
refers to what the future thinkers will be. Beyond a transversal knowledge, 
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which analyzes the living world as a whole, a thinker of the future will have 
prophetic and visionary abilities. These qualities are necessary  
 

in order to secure an affirmative hold over the present, as the launching pad for 

sustainable becoming or qualitative transformations of the negativity and the 

injustices of the present. The future is the virtual unfolding of the affirmative 

aspect of the present, which honors our obligations to the generations to come. 

(Braidotii 2013, 192)  
 

Therefore, this project does not mean turning back to the present problems, 

but it is rather a proposal for interdisciplinary dialogue, the exploitation of 

multiple variations and diversity. In this manner, we may face the real world 

we live in, which requires the development of positive ways of thinking, 

appropriate to the realities of this historical period. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The intellectual and theoretical aspects that Rosi Braidotti described in 

her studies proves why she is one of the most important contemporary 

thinkers. The rapid development of ideas such as those found in Braidotti’s 

work, together with the support of the new studies that are published 

annually, and also the conferences held in important academic spaces all 

around the world, demonstrate posthuman thinking begin to be regarded 

with interest. And if we follow the basic ideas that this epistemic paradigm 

presents, we must develop a positive way of understanding what posthuman 

thinking means. 

As I presented in this paper, “to be posthuman does not mean to be 

indifferent to the humans, or to be de-humanized. On the contrary, it rather 

implies a new way of combining ethical values with the well-being of an 

enlarged sense of community, which includes one’s territorial or environ-

mental inter-connections” (Braidotti 2013, 190). With a number of inevita-

ble utopian accents that exist in any project of thought that seeks to repre-

sent possible forms of future, Braidotti proposes a form of complex analysis 

of the present in its positive and also negative aspects. In this place, the 

desire is to identify those models that can “increase our freedom and under-

standing of the complexities we inhabit in a world that is neither anthropo-

centric nor anthropomorphic, but rather geo-political, ecosophical and 

proudly zoe-centered” (Braidotti 2013, 194). 

To put it in another way, this perspective may educate us to establish 

forms of protection for future generations, not just by conserving planetary 

resources. It is up to us to protect the greatest benefit we enjoy, called the 

intellectual dimension, “these values may help us remember (...) that we are 

merely custodians for the present generation of a complex intellectual  
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inheritance which we did not create – and which is not ours to destroy” 

(Collini 2012, 199). Thus, we must accept these values with all their com-

plexity and also increase them in various positive and responsible forms. 

This is the lesson that posthuman is trying to teach all of us. 
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L’Argent and the Aesthetics  

of Robert Bresson, Reconsidered 
 

 
Abstract: Robert Bresson‟s films are even more distinguished for their method or 
their style than for their individual subject matter. That is because Bresson‟s 
subjects pale beside his treatment of them, so much so that it is almost as if the 
director were making the same movie time after time. Like Bazin‟s true filmmaker, 
Bresson thus attained his power through his method, which is less a thing literally 
to be described or expressed (as in such terms as color, deep focus, handheld 
camerawork, and long takes) than an inner orientation enabling an outward quest. 
That quest, in Bresson‟s case, is to honor God‟s universe by using film to render 
the reality of that universe, and, through its reality, both the miracle of its creation 
and the mystery of its being. In this essay the author reconsiders Bresson‟s final 
film, L’Argent, from the perspective of its spiritual style, which in this instance (as 
in the numerous other instances where Bresson adapts a literary source) is consonant 
with the film‟s adaptation method. 
 

Keywords: Robert Bresson; L’Argent; transcendental style; French film; Diary of a 
Country Priest; A Man Escaped. 
 
 

Oeuvre and Influence 
 
There aren‟t many art forms where commercial success is relentlessly 

equated with aesthetic worth. In painting, the idea that Walter Keane is a 
greater artist than Robert Rauschenberg because many a 1960s tract house 
had a Walter Keane painting in it would be laughingly dismissed. And anyone 
claiming that Rod McKuen‟s “poetry” outranks the work of Ezra Pound 
because it sold more might invite censure, even arrest. Among the major arts, 
it‟s only in film that popular directors – Steven Spielberg and George Lucas 
spring immediately to mind – merit innumerable awards, miles of media 
exposure, and armies of imitators trying to re-create both their “artistic” 
standing and their financial success. This distressing cultural trend has 
resulted in some serious cinematic casualties, whose work is largely unseen 
because there is no sense of critical proportion in the film world, no 
reasonable critical standard. And the most notable victim in this instance may 
be the French director Robert Bresson. 

It‟s my view, however, that Robert Bresson was one of the great film 
artists of the twentieth century, one of the great artists of that century. The 

                                                           
* PhD, University of Kurdistan-Hewler, Iraq; e-mail: robertjcardullo@gmail.com  



L‟Argent and the Aesthetics of Robert Bresson, Reconsidered 

 244 

viewer who surrenders himself or herself to Bresson‟s work is not likely to 
remain unaffected by the extreme intensity of the emotions conveyed, the 
formal rigor of the style, the utter seriousness of the subjects, or the deep 
commitment of the filmmaker to his own artistic conceptions. Still, Bresson 
remains little known or appreciated beyond the most discerning of filmgoers. 
While the retrospective of his work that traveled throughout the United 
States and elsewhere in 1998 – organized by James Quandt, senior program-
mer of the Cinémathèque Ontario – helped to change that situation, many 
viewers still resist Bresson for the very qualities that define his uniqueness. 
Focusing less on what he offers than on what he withholds, even foreign-film 
aficionados preferred (and prefer) his flashier contemporaries – Fellini, 
Antonioni, Bergman – who embodied their existential angst in the emotive 
performances of star personalities (by European standards, anyway). Bresson 
not only renounced the star, he banished professional actors altogether from 
his increasingly detheatricalized, spartanly cinematic universe.  

For many, a Bresson film is a punishing experience thanks to the alleged 
“severity” of his style and the bleakness of his narratives. Yet the frugality of 
that style – the exactness of its framing and montage, the elimination of 
excess – has undeniably influenced a slew of contemporary European film-
makers, including Chantal Akerman, Olivier Assayas, Laurent Cantet, Alain 
Cavalier, Claire Denis, Jacques Doillon, Bruno Dumont, Eugene Green, 
Michael Haneke, Benoît Jacquot, Jean-Pierre and Luc Dardenne, and Maurice 
Pialat, although none of these artists reject actors and expressive performances. 
Still, the adjective “Bressonian” is misused and overused; and, in the end, this 
filmmaker is inimitable because his style is inseparable from a stern moral 
vision. Bresson, as uncompromising as his filmic style, offered it straight up: 
no ice and no water on the side, which is to say without humor, stars, or 
entertainment in any conventional sense. 

Bresson, then, is a true anomaly even by the exacting standards of  
intransigent auteurs like Carl Dreyer or Josef von Sternberg. He supposedly 
was born on September 25, 1907, but, following his death on December 18, 
1999, obituaries in the press reported that he was born, in fact, on that day six 
years earlier, in 1901. If this is indeed the case, then Bresson lived for all but 
twenty-one months or so of the twentieth century. His filmmaking career 
itself spanned forty years, from 1943 to 1983, during which time he directed 
thirteen films. (Bresson disowned his first film, a medium-length surrealist 
comedy with nods to René Clair and Jean Vigo, Public Affairs [1934], which 
was rediscovered in the late 1980s after long being thought lost.) That he 
deserves the title of the most thoroughly twentieth-century artist, simply by 
virtue of his birth and death dates if not his filmic production, will strike 
some as ironic at first glance. A deeply devout man – one who paradoxically 
described himself as a “Christian atheist” – Bresson, in his attempt in a 
relatively timeless manner to address good and evil, redemption, the power of 
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love and self-sacrifice, and other such subjects, may seem to us, and perhaps 
was, something of a retrogression. Analysis, however, might show that he 
establishes his modernity as an artist precisely by “retrogressing” in the 
manner, and under the particular historical circumstances, that he did. 

 
Life and Art, or War, Religion, and Painting 

 
The details of Bresson‟s personal life are not well-documented, for he was 

not given to self-promotion or self-revelation. According to the New York 
Times obituary (Dec. 22, 1999), he challenged a potential interviewer in 1983 
by asking, “Have you seen my film?” When the journalist replied that he had, 
Bresson continued, “Then you know as much as I do. What do we have to 
talk about?” Nonetheless, we know some of the details of Robert Bresson‟s 
biography. He was born in the small town of Bromont-Lamothe in central 
France, and first turned to painting after graduating from a Parisian secondary 
school, where he excelled in Greek, Latin, and philosophy. Marrying at age 
nineteen (and later remarrying after the death of his first wife), Bresson began 
in film as a script consultant and collaborated on several scenarios (C’était un 
musicien, Jumeaux de Brighton, Air pur) before the start of World War II. 
Soon after joining the French army, he was captured by the Germans and 
imprisoned for almost two years (1940-41) – which turned out to be a signal 
event in his artistic, as well as his personal, life. 

This formative influence and two others undoubtedly mark Bresson‟s 
films: in addition to Bresson‟s experiences as a prisoner of war, his 
Catholicism – which took the form of the predestinarian French strain 
known as Jansenism – and his early years as a painter. These influences 
manifest themselves respectively in the recurrent theme of free will-versus-
determinism, in the extreme, austere precision with which Bresson composes 
each shot, and in the frequent use of the prison motif. Two films of his are 
located almost entirely inside prisons: A Man Escaped (1956) and The Trial of 
Joan of Arc (1962); and Bresson otherwise often used prison as a metaphor for 
spiritual imprisonment as well as release. A classic case of the latter is 
Pickpocket (1959), where Michel finds redemption from his criminal career 
only by intentionally being caught, as he tells Jeanne from his prison cell in 
the famous final scene, “What a strange road I had to take to find you.” 

Three of Bresson‟s films take place in a wholly Catholic context: Angels of 
the Streets (1943), a metaphysical thriller set in a convent; Diary of a Country 
Priest (1951), a rare instance of a great novel (by Georges Bernanos) being 
turned into an even greater film; and The Trial of Joan of Arc. His Jansenism 
manifests itself in the way the leading characters are acted upon and simply 
surrender themselves to their fate. In Au hasard, Balthazar (By Chance, 
Balthazar, 1966), for example, both the donkey Balthazar and his on-and-off 
owner Marie passively accept the ill-treatment they both experience, as 
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opposed to the evil Gérard, who initiates much of what causes others to 
suffer. Indeed, Bresson seemed to become increasingly pessimistic about 
human nature during his career: his penultimate two films even suggest that 
he had more concern for animals and the environment than for people, while 
the characters in his astonishing swansong L’Argent (Money, 1983) are simply 
the victims of a chain of circumstances undergirded by the maxim that “the 
love of money is the root of all evil.” 

One effect of the Jansenist influence is Bresson‟s total mistrust of psy-
chological motives for a character‟s actions. The conventional narrative film – 
actually, the conventional story of any kind – insists that people have to have 
reasons for what they do. A motiveless murder in a detective story would be 
unacceptable, for instance. In Bresson, however, people act for no obvious 
reason, behave “out of character,” and in general simply follow the destiny 
that has been mapped out for them. Often a character will state an intention, 
and in the very next scene do the opposite. Characters who appear to be out-
and-out rogues will unaccountably do something good, an example being the 
sacked camera-shop assistant in L’Argent, who gives his ill-gotten gains to 
charity. At the same time, Bresson did not predetermine how his films would 
finally emerge; instead, it was a process of discovery for him to see what 
would finally be revealed, or experienced, by his non-professional actors (or 
“models,” as he designated them) after he had trained them for their parts. 

Bresson‟s second influence, his early experience as a painter, is manifested 
in the austerity of his compositions. A painter has to decide what to put in, a 
filmmaker what to leave out. And with Bresson nothing unnecessary is 
shown; indeed, he goes further, often leaving the viewer to infer what is 
happening outside the frame. Thus we often see shots of hands, doorknobs, 
even parts of things in instances where any other filmmaker would show the 
whole. A Bresson film consequently requires unbroken concentration on the 
viewer‟s part, and I myself have occasionally felt literally breathless after 
watching one because of the concentration required. It is in fact on account 
of their economy that many of Bresson‟s films are exceptionally fast-moving 
in their narrative. (One exception is the almost contemplative Four Nights of a 
Dreamer [1971], where little actually happens in this story of unrequited love, 
whose central character, interestingly, is a painter.) If L’Argent, for one, were 
remade as a Hollywood thriller, it would have at least double the running time 
and would dwell at length on the brutal violence in the last section, which is 
merely elliptically hinted at by Bresson. The running time of L’Argent is 
eighty-five minutes, and the running time of each of Bresson‟s other films 
similarly averages under ninety minutes, yet the viewer can be surprised at the 
amount that happens in that time.  

A Man Escaped and Pickpocket, for example, may be first-person narratives 
of impeccable integrity, yet neither film wastes time establishing character 
in a conventional – or convenient – novelistic way. Instead, each relies on 
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economical actions to reveal the psychology of its protagonist. Thus as we 
watch Fontaine, condemned prisoner of the Vichy government, convert the 
objects of his cell into the means of escape, we discern the qualities of his 
character – determination, discipline, patience, perseverance, and resourceful-
ness. We are told at the beginning of Pickpocket, by contrast, that Michel has 
embarked upon an adventure to which he is not suited, but the internal con-
flict this implies is expressed less in complex dialogue or voice-over narration 
than in the increasingly detached, de-dramatized manner in which his thefts 
are filmed. In both pictures, then, it is the physical action, meticulously com-
posed and edited, that consumes most of the screen time, in the process 
giving the audience adventures in audio-visual perception as acutely tuned as 
those of the protagonists. 

Having achieved in Pickpocket and A Man Escaped what he believed was a 
truly “cinematographic” (more on this term soon) art, Bresson turned to The 
Trial of Joan of Arc, at sixty-five minutes his shortest work, in which the 
dominating principle – ironically for this artist – is language. Still inadequately 
appreciated, it is perhaps the most extraordinary rationale for his style, 
perfectly suited to the sober business of presenting the texts of Joan‟s two 
trials – the one that condemned her and the one that rehabilitated her years 
after her death – without drama, excess, or theatrical flair. Next to Carl 
Theodor Dreyer‟s eloquent, expressionist meditation on the same subject (La 
Passion de Jeanne d’Arc, 1928), Bresson‟s film, an exercise in control and 
reserve, seems as committed to a terse, documentary-like approach to history 
as Pontecorvo‟s The Battle of Algiers (1966). 

 
Bressonian Sound, Acting, and Script 

 
Along with Bresson‟s painterly eye for what should and should not be 

shown, he made exquisite use of sound: off-screen sound itself is of key 
importance. The raking of leaves during the intense confrontation between 
the priest and the countess in Diary of a Country Priest; the scraping of the 
guard‟s keys along the metal railings and the far-off sound of trains in A Man 
Escaped; the whinnying of horses in Lancelot du Lac (Lancelot of the Lake, 1974) – 
all these sounds serve to heighten the sense that a time of crisis has arrived 
for the central characters. Voice-over narration is also used, in combination 
with dialogue – in Diary of a Country Priest and A Man Escaped as well as 
Pickpocket – to underline the impression of an interior world constantly 
impinging on, and being impinged upon, by reality. Music, for its part, is used 
increasingly sparingly as Bresson‟s career progresses: a specially composed 
score can be heard in the early films, but in A Man Escaped there are only 
occasional snatches of Mozart, in Pickpocket of Lully, in Au hasard, Balthazar 
of Schubert; and in late Bresson, non-diegetic music is dispensed with 
altogether. 
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A key ingredient of Bresson‟s method – indeed, of his ellipticism – is his 
view of actors, his “models.” From Diary of a Country Priest on he used only 
non-professionals, and was even reported to be upset when two of his actors 
(Anne Wiazemsky from Au hasard, Balthazar and Dominique Sanda from A 
Gentle Creature [1969]) went on to have professional acting careers. Only one 
actor ever appeared in two of his films: Jean-Claude Guilbert in Au hasard, 
Balthazar and Mouchette (1967). Actors were chosen by Bresson not for their 
ability but for their appearance, often for an intense facial asceticism, like 
Claude Laydu as the curé d‟Ambricourt or Martin Lasalle as Michel the 
pickpocket. He then trained them to speak with a fast, monotonic delivery 
and to remove all traces of theatricality. 

It is for this reason that Bresson rejected the word “cinema,” which he re-
garded as merely filmed theater, and instead used the word “cinematography” 
(not to be confused with the art of camerawork). As an integral part of this 
cinematography, all the movements of the actors were strictly controlled by 
the director: when they walked they had to take a precise number of steps; 
and eye movements became extremely important – the lowering of the eyes 
toward the ground almost becoming a Bresson trademark. The result of this 
approach is that the viewer connects not with a character‟s surface appear-
ance but with the core of his being, his soul. Bresson‟s first two features – 
Angels of the Streets and Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne (Ladies of the Park, 1945) – 
do use professionals, even “stars” (in addition to featuring “literary” scripts, a 
certain artificiality in the lighting, and even a baroque quality to some dra-
matic sequences), and though they are both excellent films that anticipate the 
director‟s later thematic concerns, each would probably have been even more 
satisfying if “models” had been used in the major roles. 

As for their scripts, all of Bresson‟s features after Angels of the Streets have 
literary antecedents of one form or another, albeit updated. Two are from 
Dostoyevsky (A Gentle Creature and Four Nights of a Dreamer), two from 
Bernanos (Mouchette in addition to Diary of a Country Priest), one from Tolstoy 
(L’Argent), one from Diderot (Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne), while A Man 
Escaped and The Trial of Joan of Arc are based on written accounts of true 
events. In addition, Pickpocket is clearly influenced by Dostoyevsky‟s Crime and 
Punishment and Au hasard, Balthazar has a premise similar to the same author‟s 
The Idiot. Lancelot du Lac, for its part, is derived from Sir Thomas Malory‟s 
Arthurian legends, while The Devil, Probably (1977) was inspired by a 
newspaper report, as stated at the start of the film. Even a longstanding, 
unrealized film project of Bresson‟s was to come from a literary source – in 
this case, the Book of Genesis (Genèse) – but Bresson reportedly said that, 
unlike his human “models,” animals could not be trained to do as they were 
told! 

Bresson‟s radical reinterpretation of literary material, however, frequently 
made it unrecognizable. A superb manipulator of narrative incident (though 
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he called himself, not a metteur en scène, the ordinary French term for 
“director,” but metteur en ordre,” or “one who puts things in order”), he 
focused increasingly on slight, seemingly irrelevant details in a story, often 
obscuring or hiding major narrative developments. Bresson‟s films are 
difficult at first (and at last) precisely because they lack such familiar and 
reassuring elements as “plot twists” and establishing shots. “One does not 
create by adding, but by taking away” (Bresson 1977, 48), he asserted. Just so, 
his films are composed of hundreds of relatively brief shots, each one fairly 
“flat,” with the opening shot as likely to be of a foot or an object as it is of a 
face or an entire body. Camera movement is kept to a minimum, for – to 
repeat – the camera shows only what is important and nothing more. Painting 
taught Bresson that one should make, “not beautiful images, but necessary 
images” (Bresson 1977, 45). Necessary words, as well, for dialogue in his 
films is extremely limited, and the performers, though they may bear features 
of a mesmerizing intensity, speak “undramatically” or (as I described earlier) 
“monotonically,” as if they were talking to themselves; even their movements 
are subdued as well as stiff. 

 
Bresson, Philosophy, and the Cinema 

 
Thus, to describe the thirteen films of Robert Bresson and delineate their 

themes would probably do little to convey their overall impact. For Bresson 
worked at the emotional truth of his films with an almost unbearable, even 
ineffable, intensity, out of a deep feeling of responsibility toward his audience. 
It was not the aim of his filmmaking to impress viewers with his brilliance or 
the brilliance of his performers, but to make his audience share something of 
his own simultaneously tragic and ecstatic vision. “Make visible what, without 
you, might never have been seen,” he wrote (Bresson 1977, 39). Accordingly, 
the dramatic elements in Bresson‟s films are built up painstakingly, often 
through a pattern of repetition-cum-variation. There are no grand finales, 
since the truth of any of his works lies in every single frame. At the  
conclusion of a Bresson film one feels, above all else, that one has been 
brought face to face with an essential problem or condition, and that  
whatever the specific nature of this director‟s world-view, the overall effect 
has been a deeply human, finally humane one – utterly free of condescension 
and utterly full of seriousness. 

Bresson‟s subject, despite the lack of reference in his work to contempo-
rary events, was clearly life in the twentieth century. Yet, in answer to a ques-
tion about his attitude toward the realistic treatment of that subject, he 
responded: “I wish and make myself as realistic as possible, using only raw 
material taken from real life. But I aim at a final realism that is not „realism‟” 
(Braudy 1978, 92). And who is to say that his holy trinity of humanity, nature, 
and the object world did not attain a higher truth than the one attained 
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through the pragmatic, empirical approach adopted by most of his contem-
poraries? Where they saw the operation of freedom of choice as inevitably 
joined to the necessity for action, Bresson saw free will operating in tandem 
with divine grace. Where his contemporaries in the film world saw the 
material interconnection of all things, he saw the mystical unity of the spiri-
tual and the material. Where they saw man‟s intuition into the fathomable 
workings of nature, Robert Bresson saw man‟s communion with supernatural 
forces that are ultimately beyond our ken. 

Indeed, his work seems to play out the sentiment once voiced by Leon 
Bloy, the turn-of-the-twentieth-century writer who helped bring about the 
Catholic renaissance in France that certainly marked Bresson‟s life and 
thinking: “The only tragedy is not to be a saint” (Maritain 1949, 117; my 
translation). On the other hand, the force for Bresson of such a sentiment 
may have been the product of his reaction against the Sartrean existentialism 
that dominated postwar French cultural life – the very period of Bresson‟s 
emergence as a major filmmaker. However, although spiritual essence clearly 
precedes material existence in his films of that period, it could be argued that 
the films after Au hasard, Balthazar incline toward the reverse, that Mouchette, 
A Gentle Creature, Lancelot du Lac, The Devil, Probably, and L’Argent go beyond 
existentialism in their chronicling of a total collapse of moral and ethical 
values in a world gone madly materialistic. L’Argent, in fact, appears to be an 
endorsement of Bloy‟s own early attack on the corruptibility of money.  

Au hasard, Balthazar itself was a radical departure in many ways, not least 
because as an allegory of the Christian story, its use of a donkey was the first 
indication that Bresson had left behind narratives with noble figures in the 
mold of the country priest, Fontaine of A Man Escaped, and Joan of Arc. In 
addition, as a passive creature – beaten and broken in, nearly worked to death, 
then hailed as a saint, only to be shot to death by an officer of the law – 
Balthazar prefigured the protagonists of much of the later work, who, out of 
indifference or weakness, fail to significantly affect the world around them. 
Lancelot du Lac, for example, is an account of the ineluctable collapse of the 
age of chivalry, a theme that seems to prefigure the la ronde-like study of the 
nefarious effects of capitalism in L’Argent as well as the dissolution of 
Western values in The Devil, Probably (where the mockery of all “solutions” to 
personal and social ills – whether religious, political, or psychological – af-
firms a global, apocalyptic pessimism, symbolized by the youthful protagonist‟s 
hiring of someone to kill him as a gesture of protest against humanity as well 
as society).  

For her part, Mouchette, the loveless, abused, humiliated young daughter 
of an alcoholic father and a dying mother, leads so relentlessly oppressive a 
life (one that includes rape by the village poacher she has befriended) that, 
rather than resist it, she drowns herself in shame and misery. The “femme 
douce” also commits suicide – at the start of the film. Having thereby drained 
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the drama from A Gentle Creature (as well as the color, in this his first color 
film, which is composed almost entirely of blue and green tones) by begin-
ning it at the end, Bresson then proceeds to reconstruct the woman and her 
husband‟s impossible relationship through a series of flashbacks that show 
the unbridgeable gulf between them. 

Yet this issue of “dark” versus “light” Bresson warrants further examina-
tion. For while we continue to divide the corpus of his work into the early 
films that end in redemption and the later ones of increasing pessimism (even 
as I earlier did the same), the force of the latter should inspire us to examine 
the former more closely. Can we dismiss the possibility, for instance, that 
however deeply spiritual the country priest is, his consumption of bad wine 
and his poor diet constitute an unconscious death wish that allows him to feel 
closer to the sufferings of Christ with which he identifies? Bresson himself 
was no less seized by, and passionate about, his art, every facet of which was 
infused by his personal and religious convictions, down to the very shaping 
and cutting of the world in his own image – an enactment of the artist as God 
that exhibits more control over the filmic universe than the God of most reli-
gions exerts over the actual one. 

What closer examination reveals is that, however assured and clear  
Bresson‟s narratives (early or late) seem – and their lean, uncluttered style 
certainly contributes to such an impression – they are never as simple as criti-
cal judgment has often made them appear. The darkness that characterizes 
almost every Bresson film from Au hasard, Balthazar to L’Argent is already dis-
cernible, I would argue, in the image of human nature to be found in Angels of 
the Streets, where the corruptions of the world outside can barely be contained 
within the convent. From the beginning, careful viewing reveals, Bresson‟s 
characters are consumed by an arrogance and pride that have the capacity to 
destroy. It is precisely these flaws or sins that the novice Anne-Marie must 
overcome in Angels of the Streets before she can die and redeem the convict 
Thérèse. By contrast, Hélène, the femme fatale of Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne, 
unrepentantly believes that she has taken revenge on her former lover by 
luring him into marriage to a woman who (she later tells him) is a prostitute, 
only because, in her all-consuming narcissism, she cannot fathom the possi-
bility of genuine, all-transcendent love between two human beings.  

 
Spiritual Style 

 
Ironically, it was American champions of Bresson who, taking their cues 

from the subject matter of the first half of his career, christened his style 
“spiritual” (Susan Sontag, among others) or “transcendental,” a term first 
used by the critic-turned-filmmaker Paul Schrader. (The great French 
Catholic film critic André Bazin, who did not live to see most of Bresson‟s 
films, himself championed Diary of a Country Priest – in an essay hailed by his 
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English translator, Hugh Gray, as “the most perfectly wrought piece of film 
criticism” [Gray 1967, 7] he had ever read – as “a film in which the only 
genuine incidents, the only perceptible movements, are those of the life of the 
spirit . . . [offering] us a new dramatic form that is specifically religious – or, 
better still, specifically theological” [Bazin 1967, 136].) These terms continue 
to haunt anyone writing on Bresson, be it in light of the nascently cynical 
tone of the earlier films or the decidedly more cynical one of the later 
pictures. For Bresson, in fact, was out of sync with the ecumenical spirit that 
seized the Catholic Church in the 1960s, and while many of his films employ 
Catholic imagery, they are almost all – early as well as late – characterized by a 
particularly harsh strain of religious thinking closer to that of one of the 
novelist Georges Bernanos, one of whose novels, as previously indicated, 
inspired perhaps Bresson‟s best-known film, Diary of a Country Priest. In it, the 
gray gloom of the French provinces is matched by an unrelieved focus on 
bleakness and cruelty. For Bresson‟s priest is no cheery, uplifting humanist 
but instead a man whose youth belies an uncanny ability to penetrate the 
troubled hearts of parishioners who hardly acknowledge his existence, and 
whose fierce dedication parallels his own slow death from cancer.  

Tone, theme, and point of view aside, Bresson‟s films, from first to last, 
trace one of the most disciplined, intricate, and satisfying artistic achieve-
ments in the history of the medium. No less than D. W. Griffith and Sergei 
Eisenstein, Robert Bresson sought to advance the art of the cinema, to create 
a purely filmic narrative form through a progressive refinement of this young 
art‟s tools and strategies – through the mastery, in his words, of “cinemato-
graphy” over the “cinema.” Like a dutiful student of Rudolf Arnheim and the 
theory that called for film to free itself from the established arts and discover 
its “inherent” nature, Bresson discarded, film by film, the inherited conven-
tions – not only the actor but the dramatic structure of scenes in favor of a 
series of neutral sequences, often using sound to avoid visual redundancy. 
This meant not only later renouncing such memorable performances as those 
of Renée Faure and Sylvie (Louise Sylvain) in Angels of the Streets and Marie 
Casarès in Les Dames du Bois de Boulogne, but even L. H. Burel‟s atmospheric 
cinematography in Diary of a Country Priest, which he came to think was too 
picturesque. Moreover, the emphasis on precise framing and editing in the 
films that followed – A Man Escaped, Pickpocket, and The Trial of Joan of Arc – 
was a move toward an increasingly minimal filmmaking style in which every 
gesture, every image, every word counted. 

For Bresson, getting to the essence of each narrative was synonymous 
with getting to the essence of the medium. As he himself declared, his films 
were not made “for a stroll with the eyes, but for going right into, for being 
totally absorbed in” (Bresson 1977, 47). So much is this the case that Susan 
Sontag was moved to characterize the very watching of Bresson‟s films as 
an experience requiring a discipline and reflection on the viewer‟s part as 
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demanding as the tests of will his protagonists had to endure (Sontag 2009, 
32). The reward for such discipline and reflection is the feeling, as Gilbert 
Adair wrote in Flickers of the Japanese director Kenzi Mizoguchi, that “his 
films are among those for whose sake the cinema exists” (Adair 1995, 121). 

 
L’Argent and Other Bresson Films 

 
One of those films is his last, L’Argent, by which time Bresson was 

probably the oldest active director in the world. But his evolution had been in 
striking contrast to that of his contemporaries. Even if we do not take into 
account those filmmakers whose declines had been conspicuous, most of the 
senior statesmen of the cinema showed in their later phases a serenity of style, 
an autumnal detachment from reality, which compares with that of elder 
artists in other genres such as the drama, the novel, and poetry. Not so with 
Bresson. L’Argent, his thirteenth film (freely adapted from Tolstoy‟s 1905 
novella The Counterfeit Note), was made in essentially the same strict, tense, 
controlled style – here used in the depiction of extraordinary violence – that 
he used in Angels of the Streets in 1943. 

Hence George-Louis Buffon was mistaken: style is not the man himself – 
as Buffon said it was in 1753 in his “Discourse on Style” (Roger 1997, 432) – 
it‟s the universe as seen by the man. (Many a disorderly person has been an 
artist with an orderly style.) But neither is style a separable system into which 
an artist feeds material. Van Gogh didn‟t look at the night sky and decide that 
it would be pretty to paint the constellations as whirls. And Joyce didn‟t 
decide it would be clever to describe that same sky as “the heaventree of stars 
hung with humid nightblue fruit” (Joyce 1992, 698). Neither artist had, in a 
sense, much choice. His style, of course, was refined through a lifetime and 
first drafts were not often final drafts, but the temper and vision of that style 
were given from the start. 

Thus it‟s impossible to imagine Bresson deciding to make L’Argent as he did. 
On the basis of his career, we can assume that, at some time after he had read 
Tolstoy‟s story, his mind and imagination shaped the structure and look of his 
film in ways that his mind and imagination had long been doing. It‟s a kind of 
fatalism, I believe. Not all fine artists work in the same way all their lives: 
the Japanese director Yasujiro Ozu is one who did not. But some, like 
Bresson, do. 

Consequently, you know, if you‟re familiar with Bresson‟s oeuvre, that 
L’Argent was made with non-actors. Moreover, he instructed his “models” to 
speak their lines and move their bodies without conscious interpretation or 
motivation, in a determined attempt on this director‟s part to keep them from 
psychologizing their characters. Bresson hated acting and often said so. He 
chose people instead who had what he considered the right personal qualities 
for their roles, and he said that he never used people twice because the 
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second time they would try to give him what he wanted in place of what they 
were. It‟s as if he were guided by Kleist‟s line that “Grace appears most purely 
in that human form which either has no consciousness at all or an infinite 
one: that is, in a puppet or in a god” (Kleist 2013, 47). Since Bresson couldn‟t 
employ gods, he got as close as possible to puppets – with non-actors. They 
enact the story of L’Argent, as of Bresson‟s other films, much as medieval 
townsfolk might have enacted a mystery or morality play, with little skill and 
much conviction.  

Apart from the acting – or non-acting – you also know, if you‟ve seen 
Bresson‟s films, that if the subject was contemporary (as it is in L’Argent), the 
sounds of metropolitan life were probably heard under the credits, as if to 
adumbrate the role that such sound, any sound, would play in the film to 
follow. You recall that the story was told with almost Trappist austerity and 
emotional economy, in such an elliptical, fragmentary, even lacunary way that 
only in its interstices can be found its poetry – indeed, much of its meaning. 
You recall as well that Bresson‟s camera fixed on places a moment before 
characters entered and remained a moment after they left, not only to include 
environment as a character but also to signify that humans are transient in 
the world; and you are aware that, in any one of his films, probably a chain 
of consequences would begin with an event seemingly unrelated to the 
conclusion.  

In our time, when we are saturated more than ever with images of the 
most superficially realistic kind, particularly on television, Bresson thus tried 
to wash our eyes and lead us to see differently – to bathe our vision, as it 
were, in an alternative reality. Moreover, his distrust of words – Bresson‟s 
laconic dialogue is almost as characteristic of his work as the neutral tone of 
its delivery – often made him choose characters (like Mouchette in the 1967 
film of the same name, or like the truck driver of L’Argent) who have little or 
no ability to speak, and who therefore suffer their oppression in silence. And 
often we see as little of them as we hear of their dialogue, for Bresson liked to 
focus his camera on a door through which a person passed or on a “headless” 
body approaching a door, turning the knob, and passing through. (His rare 
moving shots were usually reserved for that kind of traversal.)  

When it isn‟t doorknobs in L’Argent, it‟s cell doors – in prisons that are so 
clean and well-run, so intensely physical as well as aural, so much a part of 
society‟s organization, that they freeze the marrow. (The suggestion, of 
course, is that humanity itself, inside or outside prison, is trapped behind four 
walls. Possibly prisons figure so often in Bresson‟s films – in addition to 
L’Argent, they can be found in A Man Escaped, Pickpocket, The Trial of Joan of 
Arc, and as early as Angels of the Streets – and are the most emblematic of his 
décors, because he himself spent eighteen months in a German P.O.W. camp 
during World War II.) Bresson thus put places, things, and people on virtually 
the same plane of importance. Other directors do this, too – Antonioni, 
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for instance. But with Antonioni, it‟s to show that the physical world is 
inescapable, almost a person itself; Bresson, by contrast, wanted to show that 
the world and the things in it are as much a part of God‟s mind as the people 
in the world. 

 

L’Argent: Money, Money 

 

Let me address the world of L’Argent in a bit more detail, because its 

pattern is simple yet common in the work of Bresson: a pebble is moved, and 

the eventual result is an avalanche. A teenaged Parisian from a wealthy home 

asks his father for extra money, besides his weekly allowance, to repay a debt. 

The money is refused. The teenager then consults a friend of his age and 

station, who has counterfeit banknotes (no explanation of the source) and 

knows where to pass them (no explanation of the knowledge). The youths 

pass off a false note to a woman in a camera shop. When her husband 

discovers the fraud, he passes off the note to the driver of an oil-delivery 

truck. The truck driver is subsequently framed as a passer of counterfeit 

money and the ensuing scandal causes him to lose his job. In order to 

continue supporting his family, he tries driving a getaway car for some 

criminals, but their heist doesn‟t go so well and he is sent to prison for three 

years. While incarcerated, his child dies of diphtheria and his wife leaves him. 

Crazed upon release from jail, the former husband and father turns to theft, 

violent crime, and eventually cold-blooded murder before turning himself in 

to the police – for good, as it were. 

This seemingly random and ultimately sensationalistic story holds because, 

as in all of Bresson, the focus is not on the story, it‟s on matters of which 

we get only some visible-audible evidence. That is to say, to the devoutly 

Catholic Bresson, evil is as much a part of life as good, and what happens 

here en route to God‟s judgment is not to be taken as proof or disproof 

of God‟s being. Though the sentimentalist in Tolstoy (on display in The 

Counterfeit Note) would disagree, God does not prove, does not want to prove, 

his existence by making the good prosper and the wicked suffer, by aiding the 

morally weak or rescuing the ethically misled. (The most religious person in 

the film becomes a murder victim.) This world is, after all, only this world, 

says L’Argent; God alone knows everything, the suffering of the faithful and 

also the suffering of the sinner.  

Bresson‟s world-view is well conveyed here by his two cinematographers, 

Emmanuel Machuel and Pasqualino de Santis (the latter of whom had 

worked for Bresson before). All the colors look pre-Raphaelite, conveying the 

innocent idea of blue or red or any other color. And this fits Bresson‟s 

“innocent” method: violence runs through L’Argent but is never seen. When 
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the truckdriver commits a double murder, for instance, all we see of it is the 

tap water that runs red in a basin for a few moments as he washes his hands. 

When he commits ax killings, the only stroke we see occurs when he hits a 

lamp. This “innocence” extends to the last sequence of the film. The driver, 

who has killed off a family in an isolated country house, goes to an inn, where 

he sits and has a cognac. It is then that he turns himself in: by calmly walking 

over to some policemen standing at the bar and confessing his crimes. In the 

next shot we are with the crowd outside the inn door. As they watch, the 

police come out, taking the driver away. We never see him again; instead, the 

camera places us with the innocent bystanders, who continue to watch the 

door, watching for more police, more prisoners. But there will be no more, 

and the film ends on the image of the crowd, waiting and watching – the 

constant disposition of every moviegoer as well, to be sure, but, even more 

so, the habitual stance of the audience of any Bresson film, where the 

emphasis falls on the watching (and the hearing) while you‟re waiting. 

The other remarkable aspect of Bresson‟s oeuvre, aside from the consis-

tency of his style, can be deduced from the content of L’Argent as summa-

rized above: to wit, forty years after his real beginning in 1943 with Angels of 

the Streets, his films still had the power to create scandal. Even as Pickpocket 

was rejected by many at the time of its release (but hailed by New Wave 

filmmakers like François Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, and Louis Malle, then 

making their first films, as a landmark in modern cinema), L’Argent was 

booed by the audience at Cannes in 1983 despite the fact that it won the 

Grand Prize for creative cinema (together with Andrei Tarkovsky‟s Nostalgia).  

The director himself faced a violent reaction when he received the award 

from Orson Welles – himself no stranger to rejection and scandal. The irony 

in this instance was that Bresson, the avowed Catholic and a political 

conservative, was attacked by all the right-wing newspapers in France that in 

the past had defended his films. At the core of this attack, one can detect an 

exasperation with, even a hostility toward, an artist whose lack of commercial 

success had nonetheless never made him sacrifice one iota of his integrity, 

and who always maintained his rigorous artistic standards. 

 

In Summa, Bresson 

 

It is sometimes forgotten that part of Bresson‟s integrity – his moral or 

ethical rigor, if you will – was his insistence on treating his share of socially as 

well as linguistically marginalized characters, in such films as Pickpocket, Au 

hasard, Balthazar, and Mouchette. Yet no one would ever have called him a 

working-class naturalist like Luc and Jean-Pierre Dardenne, whose pictures, 

even though they sometimes have an implicit Christian component (especially 
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Rosetta [1999] and The Son [2002]), are closer in subject to the social-problem 

play tradition of the European naturalistic theater. Bresson, by contrast, was a 

transcendental stylist (to use Paul Schrader‟s term) concerned to unite the 

spiritualism of religious cinema with realism‟s redemption of the physical 

world in its organic wholeness if not otherness, its inviolable mystery, and its 

eternal primacy or self-evidence. 

From first to last, then, Bresson‟s films trace one of the most disciplined, 

intricate, and satisfying artistic achievements in the history of the medium. 

No less than D. W. Griffith and Sergei Eisenstein, Robert Bresson sought to 

advance the art of the cinema, to create a purely filmic narrative form through 

a progressive refinement of this young art‟s tools and strategies – through the 

mastery, in his words, of “cinematography” over the “cinema.” Like a dutiful 

student of Rudolf Arnheim and the theory that called for film to free 

itself from the established arts and discover its “inherent” nature, Bresson 

discarded, film by film, the inherited conventions – not only the actor but the 

dramatic structure of scenes in favor of a series of neutral sequences, often 

using sound to avoid visual redundancy. For Bresson, getting to the essence 

of each film narrative was synonymous with getting to the essence of the 

medium.  

To be sure, not everyone agrees about Bresson‟s stature and importance: 

he did, and does, have his dissenters, certainly among members of the popular 

press but also among serious critics like Vernon Young, Stanley Kauffmann, 

and John Simon. You can understand the dissent against Bresson when 

you consider some critics‟ comparison of Bresson‟s style to that of such 

modernist atonal composers as Arnold Schoenberg, Anton Weber, or Olivier 

Messiaen, at the same time as they point out that, unlike conventional  

filmmakers, Bresson was working in an intellectual, reflective manner rather 

than an unreflective, visceral one. Similarly, these critics sometimes pair  

Bresson and Mark Rothko, whose paintings, with their large canvases of 

strong color and a minimum of variation, are known for the spareness if not 

poverty of their expression – like Bresson‟s films. To fully understand the 

dissent against Bresson, however, you also have to remember that his  

Catholicism, nay, his religiosity itself, was out of step in the existentialist-

dominated intellectual climate of 1950s France, even as it was unfashionable 

in the materialist-obsessed, know-nothing culture of 1980s America. 

Still, to see Bresson‟s films – to see only L’Argent, in fact – is to marvel 
that other directors have had the ingenuity to evolve such elaborate styles and 
yet restrict them to superficial messages. It might even be said that watching a 
Bresson film is to risk conversion away from the cinema. His meaning is so 
clearly inspirational, and his treatment so remorselessly interior, that he 
shames the extrinsic glamour and extravagance of so many movies. Shame on 
them, and God bless him. 
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Abstract: Broadly speaking, both in his novels, Report to El Greco, The Fratricides, 

even Christ Recrucified, as well as dramas (e.g. Kouros, Melissa), the Greek writer 

Nikos Kazantzakis transfigures certain classic ancient paradigms. These relate in 

particular to conflicting situations, thus understanding the supremacy of several 

creators compared with the aspiration towards the perfection of some creatures, as 

the eternal dominance of the human substance. In other words, beyond the auto-

biographical configuration, though unacknowledged by the author, his writings 

bear the mark of an agony that is finally filled with serenity, corresponding to an ideal 

apathanatismos. Always referring to the heroes and demigods (Dyonissos, Theseu, 

Ariadne, Minotaur, etc.), this writer translates, on the one hand, paradoxically, the 

experiences of modern man into a classical, almost austere antiquity in a kind of 

reversible katharsis over time, and on the other he completes all the ancient pro-

tagonists with their modern features, and more with some personal characteristics. 

Therewith, the traditional and modernistic symbols, myths, or meanings are melted 

in an innovative (tehné) hermeneutic crucible, through which, either by a sustained 

struggle, or a sophisticated fight, new creatures as they are encountered in most 

Kazantzakian dramas are contrived. 

 

Keywords: myth, conflict, demythisation, modern paradigms, remythisation, drama. 

 

 

Myth has always attracted man’s interest, his need for enjoyment being 

combined with the urgent need (even nowadays) for explanations of not yet 

understood phenomena. As Vassilis Vitsaxis believes in The Myth. A Reference 

Point in The Existential Searching: “Therefore, ideas on reality emerge by the ex-

perience of the sacred, of truth, significance, which will be further systematized 

by metaphysical speculations” (Vitsaxis 2007, 29). On the other hand, the con-

flict in literature is rather a dynamic paradigm that includes various characters, 

situations and forces, entities usually in creative opposition. There are also 

some stages of the conflict, which are manifested both in the psycho-social rela-

tions and in the literary field, – the disagreement/confrontation, escalation and its 

resolution (see Arabs versus Westerners). In what concerns the evolution of the 

myth, we witness the initial establishment of a convention, corresponding in 
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modern and postmodern times to a contravention, the amendment of essential 

myths, while their reconfiguration follows new patterns. The twentieth cen-

tury sets up more insights on “casting” and diverting conflicting issues, and 

here we mention A. Gide, P. Claudel, J. Joyce, Luigi Pirandello, A. Malraux, 

Sartre, S. Beckett, Saint-John Perse, E. Ionesco and A. Sikelianos, as well as 

the poets R.M. Rilke and P. Valery. 

Among N. Kazantzakis’ plays, available to the Romanian reader, only 

three have been translated so far – Kouros, Melissa and Christopher Columbus, in 

which the aspects of the conflict – the old world, the new world, or rather the features 

of the old man towards the new human mythology are especially revealed. It is worth 

mentioning that the Greek writer melts some myths, but not European or 

African but interim, of Cretan origin, drowned and then saved, as another 

Atlantis. While briefly analyzing the first three plays, Kouros seems the most 

important, bearing the effigy of that young man of those ancient Greek times, 

a marble sculpture representing, according to some specialists, Apollo’s 

embodiment, reaching colossal heights even up to 3 meters tall. That obvious 

aristocratic ancestry (areté) of these representations is really interesting; their 

supposed noble origin which was associated to a certain point with immortality. 

Firstly, a symbolizing intention is detected in the mere selection of the 

protagonists’ names in these three plays, as so often met in Kazantzakis’ 

writings (e.g. Manolios of Hristos răstignit a doua oară / Christ crucified a second 

time). For example, Melissa automatically represents in the artistic imagination 

the bee’s symbol, which, incidentally, is not related to the primordial melos. She 

mainly concentrates not only on the creative, but also on the destructive, 

conflicting forces, in a secondary register. The significance of the legendary 

Sophocles being surrounded by bees at birth extended to the belief that the 

poet himself is the embodiment of a bee as a creative receptacle, and Rilke 

states this in a letter, “We are the bees of the invisible. We arduously gather 

the honey of the visible to deposit it in the golden hive of the invisible.” In 

one of the dictionaries of literary symbols, “bees were often regarded as very 

warlike, and their hive to be organized like an army” (Ferber 2001, 17), while 

a swarm of bees was considered ominous.  

It is very difficult to summarize the ideo-affective peculiarities of 

Kazantzakis’ plays, what persists is the fact that the writer fractally gathers 

ancient mythological shreds, to translate them into a valuable opera aperta. 

Furthermore, he takes over Shakespearean visions in an original manner, for 

example when Periander (from Melissa), the tyrant in Corinth, appears in the 

garden as a nékya holding a dagger in his hand, his name meaning “almost 

man.” (Not coincidentally, his little son, Kipselos, bears the name of the 

hive, and it is up to a point that he carries the hopes of the royal family 

enlargement and of that dynasty). As far as Licofron is concerned, who 
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etymologically is the one who is “wolf – raised”, he indirectly struggles with 

the spirits of a long past, living in an era of sublime degradation. Besides, 

both in Melissa and Kouros, the night (Nyx) shows itself as a supreme deity 

above all other gods, because during the night, the conflicts, especially the 

inner ones, are exacerbated (a. “Night is a bigger and stronger goddess than 

the day”; b. Theseu asks Ariadna – “Who sent you to me, daughter of the 

Night?” – The Night sent me. The night with full moon. Don’t ask me 

more” – Kazantzakis 1989, 34). Therefore, among the characters of the same 

play, but also in prose, an identity transfer often takes place at N. Kazantzakis, 

so that Kipselos and Licofron brothers become alike, far beyond the different 

mentalities, while Ariadna borrows Theseus her (divine) powers as in the past, 

and she almost becomes masculine. The central core of the quasi-trilogy is, of 

course, Kouros, kouros and koré being the twin hypostases of the same superior 

human type defying destiny, and therefore death, “Destiny embraces one of his 

thousands of thrilling masks to thrust you in chasm” (see Madam Hortense). 

Moreover, in all his three plays, the writer starts from the prehistoric myth of a 

new world and a new civilization (since Gilgamesh and Enkidu), reaching once 

again the myth of a new man, or more subtly, of the new Adam, but not without 

being accompanied by agony, because the Christian hues of Kazantzakis’ 

writings cannot be abstracted, gradually passing through intermediate  

mythological sequences. (Even if he was excommunicated, his books were 

indexed, the patriarch Athenagoras of those times kept them in his personal 

library).  

According to the Greek playwright, the old idea of immutable destiny is 

paradoxically changed into the concept of moment “a full of promises 

passing moment over your head” (Kouros)/ (Kazantzakis 1989, 29), having 

similar definitions. Why did Kazantzakis feel the need to reshape some 

perfect mythological patterns? Theseu as a Saviour in Attiki, hybridly forged 

and updated from Hercules and St. George; the adamic / mono-gamic love 

(Periander-Melissa), whose mechanism breaks down at some point, (“Sorry, 

Melissa! You know very well that I was driven by love, I was crazy for 

you” (Kazantzakis 1989, 76), searching and finding of a new land by  

Christopher Columbus. Ultimately, three plays also contain in their subtext 

the abandonment of the conflict under the occurrence of exaltation and con-

flict (e.g. Theseu gives up fighting with the Minotaur which does not even 

occur as a character of the drama, but only by the features of the atypical 

master, Minos.) There is also a complex artistic motif, having a solid founda-

tion but hard to detect at first sight: it is the everlasting human metamorphosis, 

nearly teandria: in Kouros there is the semi-god, the new Theseu, in Melissa by 

the Periander’s transfiguration, thanks to the assumption and forgiveness, 

through Licofron’s son, while Christopher Columbus, as his name suggests, is 
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a terrestrial pattern of Christ paradigm to a point – he bears Christ’s message 

to new, unknown realms, but not without risk. The animalistic hypostases 

found in these dramas firstly contribute to the setting out of the bestial side 

from the superior one, and later to the contrasting, stronger outline of the 

latter – “Why have you commanded to hunt the horses before dawn?” 

Periander asks his son, in other words, the metaphoric language is a means of 

transmitting deeper meanings, since the horse served for a psycho-pomp func-

tion and led Licofron before death, more precisely before understanding the 

death of (his mother) by the help of his grandfather’s stories, the tyrant of 

Epidaurus, and connoisseur of mysteries. Bearing a Christian hint, it is temptation 

that comes permanently – Theseu’s temptation to seduce Ariadne (and to be 

with her), or when Periander addresses a request to his son: ”Do not go there. I 

have read in the stars. I know very well that you will repent. Listen to me. My 

whole life has passed as well as fighting men and gods. (I learned to distinguish 

between what’s right and what’s wrong.)” (Kazantzakis 1989, 78). 

As in all these modern plays, the idea of free will is implied, along with the 

idea of a fatal destiny (fate). It is the third gate of destiny, cited in Melissa, that says 

Dare, but not too much, a reinterpretation of that ancient Ananké stenai, which 

stands for poor necessity (as it exists in the postmodern weak thinking according 

to Giani Vattimo). In fact, up to a point, the Greek writer can easily make the  
 

transition between Modern and postmodern dawn by a deconstructive trend in 

his writings, this interpreted (pseudo-) trilogy having sacrifice as a guiding thread, 

but necessarily having a goal, and then overcoming the necessary sacrifice, there 

being a systemic connection between the parts, because, as I mentioned, it refers 

to a new spirit and a new world. Let us not forget that the Greek writer was attracted 

almost irresistibly, as a call of sirens, by Nietzsche’s new man’s ideology, while, of 

course, grounded insidiously and erroneously on the territory of the former 

USSR. Returning to Melissa which is the most intense play, Alka, Licofron’s wife 

warns him when he wants to travel to Epidaurus – “I saw a golden dagger above 

your crown”, the dagger being the leitmotif and the hybris pattern simplifying (the 

hatchet with two blades). Compared to Theseu, who was ruled by the brilliant 

Apollo, the young king of Melissa wants to worship Dionyssos, the “new god, the 

master of life and death”, for “the gods were born of his laughter, and from his 

tears they have begot men” (Kazantzakis 1989, 81). There are also the socio-

literary implications, the allegations, the allegory of a modern world that should 

be better than the old one, but it is perpetually decadent, ruined. In this respect, 

Procles, the other master of Epidaurus, on the verge of his death, farewells those 

lived and known, such as the lyrical ego/ narrator from Raport către El Greco / Report 

to El Greco – I gather my tools: the ugly, the smell, the touch, the hearing, the 

reason. It has come to an end, the day is over; I turn back like a mole into my 

house, the earth. Not because I am exhausted, I’m not but the sun has set. 

(Kazantzakis 1986, 25)  
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In his plays Kazantzakis simulates the fact that he is no longer interested 

in the remnants of myths, though, for example, he meets the figure of old 

Aed, as he “had just arrived on our shore”, says Licofron. “It is said that he 

had come on a dolphin, but I do not believe in these stories.” (Paradoxically, 

by denying the reality of the myth, the consolidation, coagulation of its 

fragments occurs, as there is a revival of the beliefs about the undead and 

other supernatural, paranormal phenomena nowadays (e.g. the Hoia forest). 

It is interesting to notice that according to Nikos Kazantzakis the city of 

Epidaur becomes the dwelling place of Dionysus, although in ancient times 

this had been the home of Apollo’s son, Asklepios, the pious healer. This 

antagonism, between Apollonian and Dionysian, also of Nietzschean origin, 

is solved somewhat by the fact that the one who was healed spent a night, as 

an initiate in Asklepion, more precisely in the place called enkoimitiria, as a 

foreshadowing of death, a huge place where he had to sleep, while God 

appeared to him in a dream, giving health advice. From the Asklepian cock of 

Socrates’ supposed “apotheosis” until Christ’s warning, we paraphrase, “I 

came to bring the sword into the world, not peace!” there is a long and still 

shortcut way. Also, the writer does not forget that he is within the bounds of 

modern artistic conventions, and when Procles whispered to Licofron who 

killed his mother, he forgets to tell us the readers too, the suspense being often 

directed by the playwright, this time. At the same time, he prefers certain 

actantial, triadic, relatively balanced schemes. 
 

          Licofron                              Theseu                              Cristofor 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

             Melissa                                             Minotaur                                      Terra Nova 

Periander            Procles            Minos                Ariadna           Alonso                 Izabela 
 
Another thing worth mentioning, is that once with V. Vitsaxis some 

“efforts to reinterpret the myths in many ways, especially those which relate 
to gods, did not miss the post-classical period, during Epicureans and even 

more intense for Stoics” (Vitsaxis 2007, 75). The fact that the logos coalesce with 

myth according to the same interpreter, although the plays are quite mixed, 
various reminiscences of myths making an original unit, and much less 

known than the prose, and, for example, the mythical pattern of the labyrinth 

that takes shape in Melissa, the initiatory journey of Licofron (and Kipselos) – 
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“and when you throw the dagger at his [Periander] feet, just tell him: “Hades 

salutes you! And now farewell!” (Kazantzakis 1989, 87), and the destiny is  
shaped in somewhat different paradigms – “Happiness determines man 

to have no shame (our emphasis) and pass beyond human boundaries…”  

(Kazantzakis 1989, 89). The transgressive structures between Kouros and 
Melissa have some resemblance, given that in some mythological variations 

Theseus is born in the city of Peloponnese and he is abandoned by his father 

(real or adoptive), and at the age of 16 he receives some more gifts especially 
from Athena.  

The monster called Minotaur remains in a state of adiáphoron, that is, in a 

state of indifference, as well as the myth itself, until it is brought to light by the 

struggle, the creative effort, the eternal conflict between man’s lower 
parts and his spiritual side. In fact, it is certain that for all the heroes of 

Kazantzakis, fighting for themselves is primordial because “man’s goal 

is, according to the old stoic formula, to live in harmony with nature,  
performing the right consisting in things that are useful or have a certain 

value in relation to this kind of life, while evil resides in things that do not 

have such a contribution” (Vitsaxis 2007, 28). Minotaur’s meanings, which are 
partly confused with Minos, have been revealed over time by writers such as 

Henry King (1677), Jan Amos Comenius (1631), J.L. Borjes, Kafka, L. Durell 

and others. If we remain inside the conflict, the reiterated challenge (some 
would say feminist) thrown to Ariadne by Theseu relates to the battle of the 

sexes too, but the latter had not responded by the end of this challenge, 

Nikos Kazantzakis being thus in need and evoking the oldest partial form of 
the myth, when she leaves her pregnant, and yet abandons the woman who is 

responsible for the thread (there is also an implicit suggestion here, that the 

woman is the full, but reversed embodiment of the three Moiras – Lachesis, 

Clothos and Atropos).  
The religious hue is much deeper in Christopher Columbus. Why are this 

mythical figure and this pattern neglected by other writers, and selected by 

Nikos Kazantzakis, is a good question... The old man in that drama is 
glancing, surprisingly, in the voice of André Malraux – “The world broke 

down. It’s ready to perish. Only prayer can stop it from falling into the 

abyss.” (Kazantzakis 1989, 142). There are other modern/-ist implications in 
the play, such as understanding, reconciliation between heaven and earth, as the 

author says, beyond temptation, ships and gold. Christopher receives several 

epithets from others, he becomes a Don Quixote of the Seas – a fool, an 
impoverished hidalgo, whose mind got crazy – “Maybe our tonight’s guest is 

even Christ” says the prior (into another situation of identity interference). 

Sometimes the conflicts themselves (between Juan and Alonso, for example) 
get connotations about a true revolution (”If necessary, bring God out of 

heaven, and from a blow, make Him take the devil in hell instead” 
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(Kazantzakis 1989, 148). There is also a heroic, somewhat exotic, unutterable 

character – The Holy Virgin of the Atlantic; Christian representations are 
enriched with new valences; once it is simple, but with somewhat biblical 

references, and why not, in the broad sense of the word – ”The world! The 

world is an apple! We cut it in two, and each one takes his share.” (Kazantzakis 
1989, 149).  

The stranger, namely Christopher Columbus, speaks extremely important 
words in the volume economy, as well as an illustration of the values of the 
positive type of conflict that we have referred to so far. ”It is the struggle, the trial, 
the way up, the ship that takes us from the old world to the new world. From 
the mud to the gold.” Almost visionary, Nikos Kazantzakis does not give up 
the exoticism that he preserves from other writings (Report to El Greco, Alexis 
Zorbas, travel diaries); “In the Levant, I crossed the whole Mediterranean, I 
stopped at Chios, on the island where I found trees, from which a white, 
aromatic resin that the sultanas chew to sparkle their breath was flowing” 
(Kazantzakis 2007, 151). A definite and creative empowerment (dynameis) is 
expected to flow to the surface, so as it concerns Theseu or Licofron, and 
especially Christopher, in which we recognize one of Kazantzakis alter-egos in 
each of them, when he says, “My mind is a map made by the greatest 
cartographer, by God.” (Kazantzakis 1989, 153). When there are no conflicts 
between the people (Juan and Alonso think of how to eliminate the stranger, 
when the protagonists are not caught up with great impulses (or fixed ideas), 
in agony in its original meaning, then the serene and absolute appeasement 
occurs (the Christian isihia), or the sleep that is “the Lord’s angel, and the 
one who takes care of people.” (Kazantzakis 1989, 155). The three main 
male figures in the book reach the condition of apathanatismos through 
the purification of their passions (katharsis) “freed from dying”, and that’s 
why Columbus declares almost categorically, “The knife does not enter my 
body. I have a great idea, our emphasis” (Kazantzakis 1989, 161). There’s a 
scene in the Second Act where Christ is in a discussion with The Holy Virgin, 
while Christopher Columbus enter the stage – see page 162. According to the 
Greek writer the allegory child-world and the need to exchange that evil of 
this world are urgent. “I feel God’s presence around me. No knife can pierce 
me” (Kazantzakis 1989, 165). Unbeatable, Columbus himself burns the map, 
which obsesses him so much, thus releasing his own pride. Unexpectedly he 
finally reaches an agreement with captain Alonso, and go together to the 
Antilles, “the golden city with four gates – that one bordering the ocean is full 
of sapphires, that from the plain is full of emeralds, that from the northern 
mountains is full of rubies, the one from the southern river is of large pearls, 
like the egg-pot” (Kazantzakis 1989, 168).  

In a retro-prospective scenario, we can ask ourselves what would be the 
attitude of Kazantzakis if they lived in our times, full of conflicts, of mytho-
logical residues (about Crusaders’ Knights, for example) and a Mediterranean 
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full of war immigrants or refugees... Therefore, the hybridization of the  
mythological remnants, coagulated in a personal manner by this writing 
alchemist, Nikos Kazantzakis, especially in his theater plays, proofs a good 
coexistence between tradition and modernity, beyond any old-fashioned 
gossip. The apparent conflicting mythological paradigms in this writer’s plays 
confirm once again that, like Ariadne’s masculine mask, we stretch out a 
saving thread that we can find in the labyrinth of these writings, and find out 
what is the idealistic link between them.  
 
References  
 

Kazantzakis, Nikos. 1974. Kouros, Melissa, Christophe Colomb. Paris: Plon. 
Kazantzakis, Nikos. 1986. Raport către El Greco. Bucureşti: Univers. 
Kazantzakis, Nikos. 1989. Teatru. Kouros, Melissa, Cristofor Columb. Bucureşti: Univers. 
Ferber, Michael. 2001. Dicţionarul de simboluri literare/ A Dictionary of Literary Symbols. Chişinău: 

Cartier. 
Vitsaxis, Vassilis. 2007. Mitul. Punct de referinţă al căutării existenţiale. Bucureşti: Omonia. 
 

 



Hermeneia - Nr. 21/2018 

267 

Carina Ionela BRÂNZILĂ * 
 

Identity and Education  

in the Case of Children’s Literature 
 

 
Abstract: Children’s literature plays a significant and meaningful role in defining 

the youngsters’ personal identity and in instilling national traditional values – as each 

child gets in touch quite early with his or her national literature, with its specific 

characters and set of values. Despite the fact that the role of children’s books in 

this respect is difficult to demonstrate and assess, therefore substantive further 

studies are needed in this area, an extensive part of the current research indicates a 

significant connection between children’s literature and the child’s sense of personal, 

social and national identity. This article aims at presenting the perspectives of some 

important authors in the field and at connecting them to the context of Romanian 

children’s literature.  
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The acculturation process of children is obviously a complex and exten-

sive one, extending over a long period of time and being influenced by a great 

number of factors. However, studies show that being in contact with the 

literature dedicated to their age plays an important role into the child’s devel-

opment. This happens as the children’s way of experimenting the world 

around also includes the stories they are exposed to, as they will interiorize 

the narrative, its characters, its moral lesson. In this way, one story at a time, 

children gradually shape their own identity – which represents in fact a sum 

of identities, the national one being just one of them. For example, Romanian 

children are told and read bedtime stories about Praslea cel Voinic (The 

Mighty Praslea, the often neglected youngest son of an emperor, the main 

character in a great number of Romanian folk stories), Ileana Cosanzeana (the 

beautiful blonde princess that justifies most battles and brave endeavours of 

the characters in the stories), Zmeul cel Rau (The Mean Dragon – the ugly 

and mean character, the wrong-doer in most Romanian stories) and other 

important characters of the national folklore. These characters have of course 

counter-parts in other peoples’ folklore and traditions, they share common 

traits and characteristics, they often go through similar adventures with a gen-

eral common triumph of the good towards the end of the story, but they are 
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all different, at the same time. In that very difference may lie the shaping of 

national identity. Watkins stated:  
 

the stories we tell our children, the narratives we give them to make sense of 
cultural experience constitute a kind of mapping, maps of meaning that enable 
our children to make sense of the world. They contribute to children ’s 
sense of identity, an identity that is simultaneously personal and social. 
(Watkins 1992, 183) 
 

Obviously, the concept of identity changed through time and reflected the 
dominant epistemological position of the era: the older views regarded 
identity as a consistent self, unaltered and unified, whereas the postmodern 
perspective is that of a more ephemeral self, subject to changes from the 
inside and especially from the outside.  

John Locke was among the first to discuss the idea of identity, claiming 
that mind was like a white paper on which experience is imprinted and that 
the development of children’s identity and education heavily depended on the 
environment. Hence the importance of a sensitive educator, able to teach the 
child good physical and mental habits, as well as the practice of reasoning. In 
his Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Locke discussed a new theory of 
mind and the origins of knowledge. Interestingly enough, as the images of 
Romanian story heroes were just mentioned above, he reflected on the 
importance of illustrations for children: each story or description of an object 
should be accompanied by an image or the teaching process will not be suc-
cessful, he claimed. This is an important constituent of children’s literature, 
especially in the visual world of today, and illustrations for children have 
become an enormous market and attraction of the book world. Images play 
an important role in the reception of a children’s book and are important 
in helping shape the identity. Further referring to Romanian folktales, the 
illustrations of these characters manage, due to the talent of the artists, to 
reflect their description in the stories, forming an image in the child’s mind: 
for example, the witches and dragons of Romania look a bit different from 
those of the Anglo-Saxon world and so do the main heroes compared to 
those from the Scandinavian folk-tales. One may wonder to what extent has 
this influenced, if the case, the shaping of identity in the case of Romanian 
children – and the question remains open to further research.  

Returning to Locke, he considered reading as being vital for understanding 
the world and he advised that children should be taught to read as soon as 
they learn to speak. However strict and puritan in his general discourse, 
Locke recommend playing and having fun as a way of enhancing the pleasure 
of learning. He believed that reading should be or become pleasurable for 
children and an entertaining way of spending time. Locke even recommended 
some very kinesthetic educational methods, much appreciated today in 
contemporary schools: learning the alphabet by using toys instead of letters, 
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using the dice, learning the letters through play or motion. He pointed out 
that toys and enjoyable activities make the children believe they are playing 
when in fact they are learning to read, for example. In this respect, Locke is a 
precursor of the holistic teaching methods of today, like learning through play 
or the communicative approach. He is also a forerunner of the theory of 
multiple intelligences, as he believed in innate talents and predispositions of 
the child, advising parents to watch their children attentively so as to discover 
their aptitudes and “to nurture their children’s own interests rather than force 
them to participate in activities which they dislike” (Locke 1964, 37). Locke’s 
ideas that images and ideologies of children’s literature, as well as children’s 
education based on certain principles shape their identity are still valid today. 

Authors like Coates state that the young identify with the heroes in the 
children’s literature and they shape their identity in relation to these characters 
and to the identities they may discover there: 

 

Because children do use their literature for sites of identification […] authors and 
critics focus on identity with a qualifying adjective – gender identity, national 
identity, racial identity, ethnic identity, class identity. Adults have long believed 
that it is crucial for children “to see themselves in the book” so that their 
particular identity structures are validated and affirmed. Black girls need stories 
about black girls, gay boys need to read about gay boys, and so on, so that they 
do not have to adopt alienating and oppressive subject positions or feel invisible 
as they read. Identity in a global, highly and multiply literate culture, however, 
cannot be essentialized quite so completely. People draw their identifications, and 
hence craft their identities, from a range of models, often taking the values of the 
dominant culture as an important component of their identity structure, even 
when that culture could be viewed as historically or culturally oppressive. (Coates 
2004, 111) 
 

Anderson stated that nations are essentially imagined communities  
produced by the imagination of the people believing they belong to a certain 
group and a construct of the media which uses images to perpetuate 
stereotypes and to create a public of citizens – mass audience. Print capitalism 
enabled the circulation and understanding of books, thus creating the first 
nation-states of Europe. “Nation-ness, as well as nationalism, are cultural 
artefacts […] these particular cultural artefacts have aroused […] deep at-
tachments” (Anderson 2006, 48).  

Other authors, like Bhaba, claim that our identity is never truly separated 
from the identity of “the other”, due to the ambivalence of the nation-space 
terms. For example, the nation may change its boundaries constantly, the 
society may be inclusive or exclusive, migration can take the severe form of 
mass migration and this forever changes the culture, the nations, hence the 
difficulty of defining or acknowledging “the otherness”. Just like Anderson, 
Bhaba believes that “in fact, a nation emerges as a form of social and textual 
affiliation” (Bhabha 1990, 292). It is in this sensitive and dynamic world 
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context that the identities of the young are being shaped, and perhaps 
tolerance and fairness need to become a crucial part of the children ’s 
education, reading and upbringing. The literature for the young can definitely 
play an important role in this respect and so do the ways it is employed for 
the greater good.  

The psychology of the child indicates that the first years of a child’s 
development are crucial in what regards mental functions, language learning 
and also psychosocial learning. Education plays the crucial part in this – the 
educational environment the child is exposed to (Bowman, Donovan and 
Burns 2001, 137). Authors like Raburu state that: 

 

Children develop self-identity, who they believe themselves to be, and begin 
to form relationships through play and peer relations which contribute to their 
emotional, social and cognitive development. Theories of self generally agree that 
an early childhood program can foster children’s self- esteem and build the foun-
dation for future relationships with others. From interviews and observations, 4 
to 6 year olds portray their internal lives of self, construct their personal identity, 
and how these may affect the learning process. (Raburu 2015, 1) 
 

Important critics of children’s literature, such as Perry Nodelman in The 
hidden Adult: Defining Children’s Literature, Karin Lesnik-Oberstein in her critical 
literary work Children’s Literature: Criticism and the Fictional Child and like-
minded theorists like Jacqueline Rose The Case of Peter Pan or the Impossibility of 
Children’s Fiction create a particular theoretical framework and perspective 
regarding the young learner as a sociocultural construction, the fertile soil for 
good quality literature and at the same time, the generator of meaning and 
valuable considerations on “childhood”. The sociocultural approach to the 
development of children is much influenced by the paradigmatic research of 
Vygotsky’s developmental psychology. A main concept of Lev Vygotsky’s 
work is self-regulation and the way it develops in children. A first stage of 
the child’s development is called object-regulation, the objects being those 
in the immediate vicinity, such as toys or books. The next stage is the other-
regulation, meaning that others, for example parents take control of the 
children activities, guiding them in their play or learning. Later on, the child 
develops and starts to take responsibilities, until the point of self-regulation 
or independent strategic functioning. Vygotsky claimed that “learning is a ne-
cessary and universal aspect of the process of developing culturally organized, 
specifically human psychological function” and he emphasized the role of 
language in cognitive development. (Rieber&Carton 1978, 40) 

For Vygotsky, the cognitive development results from an internalization of 
language, literature being language in written form and playing a crucial 
role, as well. Furthermore, the adults surrounding a child are, according to 
Vygotsky, an important source of cognitive development: they can offer a 
proper model and a good example. Adults transmit their culture’s tools of 
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intellectual adaptation that children internalize – and what better way to do 
this than through the use of children’s literature? The sociocultural theory 
translates in cycles of assisted performance when learning is a work of 
collaboration and a building process. That is why working and learning in 
groups is so helpful, as learners may try to solve problems in little groups on 
their own, with the educator’s intervention only when absolutely necessary. 
(Rieber&Carton 1978, 42) 

Vygotsky stated that language and thought initially develop independently 
of each other and merge later on. He emphasized that all mental functions 
have external, or social, origins. Children must use language to communicate 
with others before they can focus inward on their own thoughts. Children 
also must communicate externally and use language for a long period of time 
before they can make the transition from external to internal speech. This 
transition period occurs between 3 and 7 years of age and involves talking to 
oneself. After some time, this self-talk becomes second nature to children, 
and they can act without verbalizing. When this occurs, children have 
internalized their egocentric speech in the form of inner speech, which later 
becomes their own thoughts, explains Santrock. (Santrock 2011, 91) 

Vygotsky argued that children who use private speech are more socially 
competent than those who do not, as it represents an early transition in 
becoming more socially communicative. For Vygotsky, this takes place when 
young children talk to themselves – using language to govern their behavior 
and guide themselves. Vygotsky further argued that young children use 
language to plan, guide and monitor their own behavior. It is precisely this 
use of language for self-regulation what he calls private speech. For example, 
young children talk aloud to themselves about such things as their toys and 
the tasks they are trying to complete. Thus, when working on a puzzle, a child 
might say: “This piece doesn’t go; maybe I’ll try that one.” A few minutes 
later the child might say: “This is hard.” (Vygotsky 1962, 128)  

Another titan of child’s psychology is Jean Piaget whose work on child’s 
psychology is fundamental to understanding the development of young 
learners. As Harry Beilin said:  

 

No one affected developmental psychology more than Jean Piaget. From his 
earliest publications in the 1920s to the time of his death, the influence he 
exercised was extraordinary. His theory [...] has no rival in developmental 
psychology in scope and depth. [...] The number of experiments conducted by 
Piaget and his colleagues has never been tabulated, but it is unrivaled in the 
history of developmental psychology. (Beilin 1992, 86) 

 

While aiming to research the formation of concepts and intellectual opera-
tions, “to lay bare the operational mechanisms of thought”, Piaget distanced 
himself from the psychological methods of his time, more precisely the indi-
vidual monograph and the testing method and suggested a more adequate 
one, in his view: the clinical method.  



Identity and Education in the Case of Children’s Literature 

 272 

In a few words, the method to follow in the study of children’s representation of 
the world is this: observe the child naturally, note the child’s utterances and 
questions, and then, inspired by these questions interview other children directly; 
finally, return to pure observation in order to verify the results of the previous 
interviewing. The method is thus a sort of shuttle between pure observation and 
interviewing, interviewing intended to increase the volume of data and direct 
observation intended to situate them in their spontaneous mental context. Thus, 
we avoid two problems: The results of observation only are too poor to allow an 
advanced analysis. The results of interviewing only are too much influenced by 
the questions and unintentional suggestions, to allow an interpretation safe from 
any objection. On the other hand, the two methods combined will result in some-
thing solid, comparable to the clinical method in psychiatry. (Piaget 1926, 79)  
 

Piaget greatly influenced the area of developmental psychology, despite his 
detractors. The field owes him the idea of children’s cognitive development 
and valuable discoveries and concepts, such as assimilation and accom-
modation, egocentrism, conservation, hypothetical reasoning and deductive 
reasoning and so on. As Santrock argues,  

 

[…] along with William James and John Dewey, Piaget contributed to the current 
vision of children as active, constructive thinkers. Piaget was a genius when it 
came to observing children. His careful observations showed us inventive ways to 
discover how children act on and adapt to their world. His work revealed some 
important things to look for in cognitive development, such as the shift from 
preoperational to concrete operational thinking, and showed us how children 
need to make their experiences fit their schemas (cognitive frameworks) while 
simultaneously adapting their schemas to experiencing the real life. (Santrock 
2011, 96) 
 

Piaget discusses four processes relevant to the way children know and 
understand the world: through schemas, assimilation and accommodation, 
organization and equilibration. Schemas refer to what develops in the brain of 
a child while trying to construct and understand the world – in other words, 
mental representations organizing the knowledge. Piaget argued that a very 
young child would be characterized by behavioral schemas (simple physical 
activities like grasping, watching) while later on mental schemas (cognitive 
activities such as strategies for problem solving, classification of objects) 
develop.  

Koki points out that generally speaking, people have a basic, intrinsic need 
to share stories, which from time immemorial have helped organizing 
experiences, record major events and marked celebrations of heroic figures, 
“pointing out patterns of human experience and behavior” (Koki 1998, 3). 
Stories and storytelling have been a major part of the oral culture of all people 
around the globe from ancient times and has played an important role in 
preserving the identity of tribes, people and countries. Being such a natural 
part of human evolution, stories are as significant in language and literacy 
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development as in the development and maintaining of identity. By sharing 
stories to children, it appears “the potential for new connections that link 
them together inside a new tale” (Maldarez 2010, 7). Children are often 
helped to perceive the world around them by stories in various forms: bed-
time stories read by parents, old stories told by the elderly in their family, 
stories shared with the ones around them and their friends. Stories have, 
therefore, interrelated social and evaluative functions from a very early age 
onwards. (Dyson & Genishi 1994, 16). Besides offering a natural, comfortable 
environment for language acquisition, stories constitute a remarkable source 
of experience for all children, helping them learn about the world and 
develop their own identity. Professor John McRae stated there is nothing 
more important in educating a child than  

 

[…] developing in young children the enjoyment of reading. Reading is their own 
window on the world: it is more individual and personal than any computer game 
or TV programme. Reading stimulates imagination, empathy, and awareness. 
Reading gives them the early opportunity to develop the most significant 
elements of language awareness, text awareness and cultural awareness, whatever 
the language in which they are reading. [...] Is there any parent or teacher who 
would actively deny their children the joy of reading books[...]? […] the whole 
wonderful world of reading opens up… and should never end. (McRae 2014, 7) 
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Abstract: Today History is based on written documents. So, the Truth resides on 
the way a source is discovered and worked upon. In other words, history , in 
searching for the truthfulness of a past event, needs written documents.  
In the ancient times, where mythology was an important part in the sphere of  
history, most of the historians were poets. By their special ritual, these glorious 
storytellers were searching for the truthfulness of a passed fact. Going in the 
Underworld of gods, where no mortal can, ancient poets were the only guild who, in 
the middle of a crowd, always spoke the reality. Moreover, these storytellers were 
reality itself, because the Muses, daughters of Zeus, spoke through them. So when a 
word was given in from of an immense audience, everyone was part of a sacred 
ritual; a ritual of the Truth.  
As the events progress, so History. The power of the ancient and powerful poets, 
were but an obscure past. Words were transformed into sentences, and the writing 
system became the basic truthfulness of a past event. And so, forgotten, the old 
storytellers became mere poets, where fantasy and supernatural were the basic  
construct of a poetry.  
 
Keywords: Poets, History, Truth, Homer, Philosophy of History.  
 
 

Many ancient scholars have debated over a long period of time the area of 
Greek-Roman mythology and all the elements that have defined its existence: 
philosophy, history, etymology or religion. Each of these component parts 
expressed, through their thinkers, in their argumentation, their position on 
mythology; some have been convinced of the erudition from archaic nar-
ratives, others have tried to combat the mistakes of these stories through their 
correctness, demonstrating that what was mythical either did not fit into the 
system of modern values, or perpetuate a mistake not allowed for erudition 
reached a higher stage of understanding. The raising of an educated man 
within a society was made only through these debates. Scholarship for the 
ancients was the ability to know as many problems as possible in this 
laborious and arguable field, to have the quality of speech both in writing and 
in public spaces, and to perpetuate the knowledge of others, along with other 
famous writers in this gambling game of human knowledge.  
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Such manifestations and elements of man’s formation over the centuries 
were also passed on to the Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico, who 
through his vast knowledge, realizes a humanist work at a time when most 
scientific papers sought to expose as much as possible to European intel-
lectual circles new ways to know the environment. Contemporaneously with 
Descartes and his theories of reality, Vico wanted to prove through his 
reading that the only fully veritable knowledge of reality is not realized in the 
field of the senses but in the philosophy of history; a philosophy of history 
that, rightly read, can show that man’s perspective on natural phenomena, 
and implicitly reality, is a constant that only perpetuates over time.  

For Vichian thought, three important stages structure the method of 
knowing Greek-Roman mythology. First, language analysis denotes how 
archaic thought occurred at the time. Secondly, Vico’s Critical Art establishes 
the space and historical time that archaic thought existed. In other words, this 
second stage presents the space-time frame, the favourable context where 
mythological reflection was manifested. Thirdly, through a complex analysis 
of “metaphysics”, the Italian philosopher wishes to demonstrate how the 
above-mentioned framework relates by a sacred ritual identified. So the 
existence of thinking, the context in which it took place, and the way it 
existed – by what means, referring to a specific system – define the Vichian 
study, proving to the reader that any Greek-Roman myth represented in the 
area of our human history is a true, undeniable fact.  

Through the contemplation of the three stages in Vichian thought, our 
goal is to demonstrate first of all that the poet, through his access to tran-
scendence, can feel inspired about a past that has already happened. So the 
Greek archaic poet is a historian through this nature. Secondly, history, 
despite the contemporary perspective, was a sacred ritual of knowledge of the 
past. Thus, history has an obvious metaphysical component, a retrospective 
of a lifetime experienced at a time when only the gods can remind the mor-
tals. It will thus be said that the sacred ritual fulfils the role of remembrance.  

Having the main goals, how can we demonstrate them? First of all, an 
analysis of the primary sources will help us substantially in making an 
argument to support the purpose of our work. These include the works of 
Homer Iliad and Odyseeia, the poems of Hesiod Work and Days and Theogonia, 
and the works of the philosopher Plato About the Soul, About Beauty and Laws; 
on the dramaturgy level, Eschil with Orestia and Troienele, together with Seneca 
Agamemnon, completes this main bibliographic picture.  

In order to reach the reflection on the truth, we must admit that our 
research topic implicitly refers to this category, because history, by the 
definition we attribute today, is not at all compatible with that of the ancient 
Greek poets. Moreover, their outlook on history differs greatly from what we 
today conceive as a written source, the convincing act of an action in the 
human past. Starting from this finding, we will analyse in this scientific 
excursus the following: first of all, history is not just written material . 
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The function and objective of history in Greek archaic poets was not  
subordinated to written material, but to oral communication; Secondly, 
history does not mean truthfulness only through written documents. The 
alternative of truth was thus only found by the nature of the sacred word of 
the poet, infused by divinity; if we cannot ascertain the existence of written 
documents attesting to the archaic Greek poet’s history and his ability to 
make history, with what we can replace them? and last but not least, Homeric 
poems have a particular way of referring to history: by religion, geography, 
mentality, biography, and military strategy. But how do these elements affect 
the utterance of truth by the fact that the poet has a particular vision of 
history?  

The historian has always been constrained by his environment of erudi-
tion, a space where he is limited by his documents, and he is looking for the 
truth of past events. For what we call today Truth, the concept itself immedi-
ately sends out the ideas of objectivity, communicability, unity (Detienne 1996, 41). 
Moreover, “contemporary society perceives a truth at two levels: on the one 
hand, compliance with some logical principles, on the other hand, conformity 
with the real, thereby being inseparable from the ideas of demonstration, 
verification, experimentation.” (Detienne 1996, 41) 

For Detienne, the relationship between truth and myth is based on an 
evolution of rational Greek thought. What makes the link between the two 
elements legitimate is the perception of the Greek archaic man in relation to 
the phenomenon of thought. In other words, mythological thinking was from 
the beginning a philosophical reason (Detienne 1996, 43).  

It is simple for philosophy to perceive myths as an undeniable truth 
precisely because these stories incorporate in themselves moral elements that 
have been taken over by the future thinkers of the ancient Eliade. The 
relationship between thinking and the event is crucial. To a historian, for 
example, it would seem rather suspicious to analyse a philosophy of thought 
in relation to the temporality of events, just as a contemplative of reason 
wishes to remain in his meditation without any external influence, careful to 
the evolution of human thinking over the centuries. Everything seems to take 
the perspective on which is formed a certain idea, a chain of arguments, a 
systematized plea. A historical discourse is distinguished from the nature of 
historical reality by the relationship of the two on veracity. In other words, 
each of the elements mentioned earlier contains a certain amount of truth: 
either we incarnate the pathos historian who, like Thucydides or Polybios, 
contemporaries of the political changes in the ancient cities. 

In front of such a structure that carefully delimitates its own nature, 
perception and methodology, our look unquestionably seeks to overcome 
these obstacles. 

The philosophy of history consents to seeking truthfulness precisely  
through a concept that has transformed over time. Is it necessary to begin our 
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meditation only with the definition given by Karl Löwith to the philosophy of 
history as a “systematic interpretation of universal history according to a 
principle by which historical events and successions are unified and directed 
towards ultimate significance?” (Löwith 2010, 11). Eliade, for example, admits 
that a historical analysis of mythical events is possible precisely because “the 
symbol, the myth, the ritual expresses, on different planes and with their own 
means, a complex system of coherent affirmations on the ultimate reality of 
things, a system that can be considered as a metaphysical” (Eliade 1991, 13). 
In other words, truthfulness is not necessarily given by an objective reality, 
but by a subjective metaphysics: the truth through the eyes of the seeker 
(Dumitriu 1990, 123-138). 

If we are to follow the thread of the author’s logic, we find that if “the 
word is missing, the fact exists: only that it is said – that is, revealed in a 
coherent manner – by symbols and myths” (Eliade 1991, 14). Thus, history is 
no longer subject to strictly conventional elements where the document itself 
is an incontestable Truth, but an authentic philosophical system: the search 
for veracity in the evolution of thought. 

In addition to Löwith or Eliade, who applies a philosophy of history in 
their research, Vico provides a much more nuanced framework to the actual 
approach. For the Italian thinker, the truthfulness of a historical fact is not 
expressed in the light of events written or recorded over a temporal period, 
but of man’s perspective on the environment from which it originates, how 
man’s vision attempts to rationalize the surroundings, even from mythical 
periods. For the real, The Truth, being a wisdom of paganism, “began to 
manifest itself as a metaphysical, not a rational and abstract one, like today, of 
people with a book, but a metaphysics based on feeling and imagination, how 
must have been it that of the first men” (Vico 1972, 231). 

Veridity does not exist only through the perception, but also through that 
of a legal authority. Vico clearly sets out his own theses on this subject. Poetic 
wisdom is of a divine nature, its existence being known through the Muse, 
which Homer in Odyssey defines as “precious gold, as the science of evil and 
good” (Ibidem). Being of a divine nature, and thus falling into a metaphysical 
area, the Muse became, through evolution, the science of auspices guess. 
Since she is also divine, divinari 1, she also incorporates the element of the 
juridical authority of all human deeds. So, providence deals with both divine 
and human things (Vico 1972, 231). 

 
Greek poet at the confluence between History and Mythology.  
Memory as poetic reflection. 

 
The recent studies on this thematic segment are divided into two main 

arguments: when the author favours the knowledge of the mythological past 
through the existence of a memoir – whether individual or collective – it is 
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based on an external premise outside the group social. In other words, the 
memory for this author is an out-of-space cause unknown to the characters in 
question (for example the generation that actively participated in the siege of 
Troy) where, by natural means, it has a continuity. Whether natural or with a 
motive or purpose, memory serves active participants a glorious imprint of 
illustrious events in the depth of consciousness. 

If the first part of this theme holds more to an anthropology of manifesta-
tion of consciousness in relation to mythological time and space, the second 
type of argument is about the relation of the poet with memory – a relation-
ship between the recipient of memory and a sender of the same mnemotech-
nical element. The historical past can only be accessed by aed through: 
a. Aletheia – the magical-religious word articulated with poetic memory; 
b. Anamnesis – which is the memory, revelatory of a mystery; c. Ekklesis – the 
action that causes a evocation through which the poet’s desired world is 
accessed. 

 
Elizabeth Minchin and Hector’s Memory as a Transition  
between the Past and the Future. 

 
For Elizabeth Minchin (Minchin 2012, 83-99), memory, in mythological 

stories, is the way an individual manages to transfer information about an 
important past event over several generations. In other words, this cultural 
memory focuses on fixed points in the distant past, being perpetuated over a 
long period of time. And precisely this temporal longevity is due to the need 
for members to become aware of the individuality of the past in relation to 
other historical communities. 

The need for uniqueness is one of the main reasons for the participants in 
that major event not to forget their own history, their own past2. 

Another major aspect in Elizabeth’s argument is that happenings change 
in a natural way, depending on the change of the world. What we know today 
as rudely or fantastically a mythological narrative is due to the change of 
human mentality over time. In other words, being too distant and unknown 
to the contemporary eye, incapable of retrospective or introspective action, 
mythology seems to us as a set of false narratives (Minchin 2012, 86-87). 

Using the arguments of Professor Jan Assmann, our author has some 
concepts to prove the truthfulness of the Homeric poems, precisely by 
applying his personal hypothesis, as outlined above. Elizabeth has three types 
of memory she found in the Homeric poems and subjected them to a 
rigorous interpretation: 

First, personal memory is the memory that remembers. In Odyssey (19.392-466), 
Eurycleia, when he was washing Odysseus’s feet, dressed in a beggar, 
discovered at the feet of the stranger in front of her a scar that resembled in a 
striking way that of the king of Ithaca. Through this observation, Eurycleia 
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activates its personal memory, leading the reader to a past only observed by 
her. That memory talks about the presence of Autolycus in the house of King 
Laertes, as she presents to the father-in-law of the monarch the baby that his 
wife gave birth to (399-402), as Anticleia asked Autolycus to name the boy 
wrapped in the face (402-404) and how the Eurycleia slave heard the old man 
by giving him the name of the baby Odysseus (405-409) (Minchin 2012, 88). 

Second, communicative memory as the memory of the past; is the memory 
that intentionally remembers certain happenings and tells them. In the exam-
ple of the author, Nestor represents the type of character that his wisdom full 
of past experiences is authentic parables and extremely good advice for young 
warriors. A concrete case is also found in the second Homeric poem (3.103-
200, 254-328), when in the face of Telemah, Nestor tells the son of Odysseus, 
all the percussions involved in the king of Ithaca (Homer 2012, 34-48). 

Cultural memory as a reproduction of the past, present and future is the 
most interesting point of argumentation of the researcher. The scene in 
which Hector appears alongside Andromaque is relevant. In the sixth song, 
before Hector emerged from the gates of Troy, his wife, Andromaque, waited 
for him in front of the doors that delineated the fortress-plain fortress. She is 
without father, mother or brother (413; 421-424). Hector only has it, and fear 
is slowly corrupting his conscience. He does not want to be left behind, nor 
to be alone forever with his son in his arms, knowing that, despite the bloody 
past events in which her husband had no injuries or even touched by Death, 
everything it will end in the end; when at some point, the impossible feverish 
will become the possible tangible. In the face of such a speech, Hector takes 
into account the truth of his wife’s words, but his feelings at the moment 
were headed towards his status in the Trojan community: if in the face of 
danger he would have fled, acting like a coward, moments of rebellion against 
Troy would have patted their honour and would be ashamed of their own 
person (441-443). But Hector was raised to become a warrior, a fighter for 
the defence of his land, where each victory meant keeping his father, his 
fortune and his character pure honour (444-446). 

Thus, the Trojan prince is preoccupied with a memory at the social and 
cultural level: the way the status of a warrior is perceived according to the 
mentality of his time (Minchin 2012, 92). Moreover, during his speech with 
Andromaque, the words are no longer his, but Homer’s. Through the prince’s 
words, the author of the poems projects in the past, present and future the 
evolution of the son of Priam’s wife. In the beginning, Hector designs his 
future consciousness, anticipating the Andromaque situation after the fall of 
Troy. He puts himself in the place of his wife, observing on the faces of other 
people the recognition of his own existence based only on the analogy with 
the courageous Hector, defending his homeland with virtue (460-461). 

Starting from these examples, Elizabeth’s argument is as follows: Homer is 
concerned in his work on how different characters project in the past or in 
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the future his own memories. In the case of Hector, he puts himself in the 
position of his wife, accessing his past by affirming that he has no parents or 
brothers to care for him; then his consciousness is placed on his own person, 
looking at the present where the image of the warrior struggling for the glory 
and honour of the city and family is outlined; and eventually Hector returns 
to Andromaque, anticipating a future where, under the destroyed walls of 
Troy, she will be recognized only by the bravery of her much-loved husband, 
finally killed by the ruthless Achaeans (Minchin 2012, 92-94). 

Another aspect that Elizabeth examines in her scientific excursus is that 
the episode in Odyssey where the main character comes into contact with the 
queen of the court of King Alcinous and Queen Arete falls within the same 
hypothesis outlined above. In the 8th song, Odysseus, at the royal table, is 
deeply moved by the interpretation of the court poet, Demodocus, when he 
played the dispute between the hero present at the banquet and the great 
Achilles warrior during the Trojan War (8.75-82). After making a break, the 
aedus is invited to tell again an event from the distant past, this time about 
Ares and Aphrodite. After completing his speech, Odysseus, blessed with the 
pleasure of the heard, invites Demodocus to sing about the Trojan Horse and 
the collapse of Ilion (487-495). The aedus begins his journey, and Odysseus 
cries at the hearing of the related. 

According to the author’s interpretation, the poet’s memory serves to 
know a past that happened within ten years of the fall of Troy, an event that 
was included in the cultural sphere: an aedus, on the island of Scheria, far from 
Ilion, singing a war in which Odyseus was also a witness. Thus, Demodocus 
brings before the reader of the Homeric poem the future back to the present, 
allowing us to see how the hero’s adventures will be celebrated in the coming 
years (Minchin 2012, 96). 

A first corollary can be presented as follows: for Elizabeth, memory is 
carried out from the perspective of anthropology; the memory remains always 
alive within a collective due to the unity of the information that the group 
imparts to it in mind. The ancestral virtues and their continuity are a good 
reason for the posterity that is conscious of the historical past. The inner 
frame of memory is based on some examples of Homeric poems where the 
author introduces temporal elements: through his characters, Homer recounts 
a historical past, a lived present, and an anticipated future. Eurycleia by 
remembrance tells the reader Odyseus’s childhood; Nestor recounts his way 
from Troy to the house; Hector, in relation to Andromaque, remembers his 
wife’s past, her solitary future under the walls of Ilion, and her status as a 
warrior along with the honour of honour; Demodocus entices the audience 
by revealing a past already captured by the cultural memory of a civilization. 
Moreover, he reveals to the others a past with glorious successes to posterity, 
which can be admitted that the poet’s memory is a concrete point in a 
current, oscillating between the vision of the past as an event already  
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integrated into a cultural space and a future, taking on the living image of a 
historical past, that will certainly happen. 
 

Finley and the Skepticity of Memory 
 

Finley is more cautious and reluctant in case of extensive mythology 

debates. He borrows the question of Ranke, how things really are, and 
delimits his research from the natural definition of myths he finds in 

Oedipus, Prometheus or Trojan War narratives, detaching himself from the 

argumentative characteristics of modern and contemporary scholars like Sorel 
or Cassirer (Finley 1965, 297). His speech, at first glance, seems to focus on 

Greek history: the way he has created stories based on irrefutable evidence 

from mythical-religious narratives. It is hard to detract from the mythology’s 

belonging to history, precisely because the researcher who wishes to look for 
causes can find them only in the fantastic narratives emanating from Homer 

and Hesiod. The whole past to Herodotus and Thucydides is full of mythos. 

That is why, for Finley, the merging of history with mythology is accom-
plished within a framework of intentionality, every aspect, every word, and 

any story that has a reason behind them. There is no unfolding of ideas or 

creation of words without a particular pretext. Even when we speak of an 
oral tradition, the author summarizes his argumentation on the falsehood of 

the truth: creation was intentional. Who serves mythology in archaic space? 

the author asks when he attempts to read the nature of the mythological sto-
ries (Finley 1965, 297). 

The product is the myth created from disparate elements, differing from 

one event to another, where time does not exist. The fake mythological dis-
course, in relation to History, is based on the lack of Time as a chronological 

element. For Finley, this is a reason to discredit mythology as a veritable 

discourse (Finley 1965, 285). 

For the English historian, memory is controlled by what they like to see, 

what is relevant, rational, and purposeful. There is no collective memory, 

because if each member has actively participated in an event, the chances of 

forgetting will be great from one generation to the next. Moreover, collective 
memory is not subconsciously interested in what it is or what it wants to 

become; is not articulated (Finley 1965, 286). Even if there is a chance of 

remembrance of a historical past – which is due to a defect in knowledge, a 
mental hazard – it would only take place on an individual. In other words, 

individual memory is selective by its very nature. 

Compared to individual consciousness, collective memory differs from the 
other by the purpose for which that memory creates a perspective on an 

event, repeated by those who consider it necessary to be repeated (Finley 

1965, 287). 
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In relation to Elizabeth’s research method, Finley demonstrates that the 
entire creed of mythology created by poets is at the level of a clear selection, 
at the level of motivation created by those who need narratives to prove their 
truthfulness. In relation to the history where Greek specialists focus on the 
present, telling real events, the poet represents the person who changes the 
narratives of the past according to the realities of his time. 

If for the first two exegetes in the mythological discourse the poet repre-
sents a tool of a time that unfolds either naturally or intentionally, for Marcel 
Detienne and Jean Vernant, the whole unfolding of the narrative events starts 
from the very statute and actions of the aedus, the lecher of history, which by 
divine inspiration narrates and lives, at the same time, a veritable past that has 
enchanted whole warrior communities throughout the centuries. In other 
words, the argumentation hitherto enunciated does not take place above 
Time and Space where an element affects the cycle of the evolutionary event, 
but our gaze realizes the glorious transition to a perspective that gives birth to 
worlds or reminds its historical frameworks by accessing a sacred ritual. 

 
Jean Pierre-Vernant and Memory as the evocation  
of the world of the gods 

 
Memory of space, as we have seen in the previous chapter, causes the 

characters to remind events, either in a natural or intentional way. So, the 
relationship between man and his memory is determined by an external  
factor – the very framework of action. 

But for the singing poet to sing in front of a certain audience, space 
becomes an ancillary element to the ritual that dwells on it. There is only a 
basis for the story that tells the historical truth of the facts in a heroic past, 
because it has the immediate experience of these distant facts. In other words, 
the poet “knows the past because he has the power to be present in the past” 
(Vernant 1995, 139). Dependence on Muses, which causes the creator of 
history to be in permanent contact with them, and revelation, denotes the 
existence of a memo “that conveys the poet to the old events during 
their time” (Vernant 1995, 140). This state of subordination to a revelation 
expressed by the Muse encompasses that person endowed with sensitivity in a 
space of sacredness. Thus, through the applicability of the sacred reproduc-
tion function of a past, the temporal “organization of its narrative only repro-
duces the series of events to which it assists in some way, even in their suc-
cession from the origin” (Vernant 1995, 140). 

Similar to Detienne’s study of the Truth Rulers of Archaic Greece, 
Vernant notes two perspectives of Memory in relation to the Past: between 
the ordinary human being to just look at events such as Finley’s historian and 
the poet who sings a glorious past, there is a great the difference; according to 
Vernant, the verse maker when he becomes possessed by the inspiration of 
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the Museum, speaks an indisputable truth. The function of a priori 
determines the poet, referring to society, to become a truth-teller (Vernant 
1995, 140). 

Truthfulness does not become a problem for the singing of the origins of 
its society. For they always lead to truth. Through the genealogies in the Ship’s 
Catalogue of the second Song, Homer speaks a truth (Denys 1976, 118-154). 
And Hesiod, through his sacred wisdom from the inspiration of the Muse, 
accurately reports the origins of the gods, men, and the curse of those in his 
nation destined to work in order to live in a chronological order. Through the 
leeches of history, this “search for origins acquires a truly religious meaning 
and attributes to the poet’s work the character of the sacred message” (Denys 
1976, 141). So, the sacredness of the poet, through the Muse, ensures the 

truthfulness of the origins (through ἐξ ἀρχης) and, at the same time, that of 
the past. 

Speaking about Memory and the ritual ensemble, it is also necessary for 
the French researcher to make a statement on the poetic function. For before 
laying down fixed rules and discussing the sacred consequences of the poet, 
we are obliged to look at the mechanism that determines these elements. 
Anamnesis, or recall function, is an important pillar of Vernant’s argument. 
Through this act of remembrance, the poet performs a recollection of the 
past (εκκλησις), comparable to that made for the Homeric ritual by the dead: the call to 
the living and the coming to the light of the day for a few moments of a defunct returning 
from the infernal world. Through εκκλησις, the poet automatically establishes 
contact with the past, where in the present case it represents the world 
beyond. Thus, History, as a whole and of the way in which it relates to the 
past, exists as a space beyond the living, a sacred and true metaphysics, where 
the aedus communicates permanently, when it is under the divine inspiration. 
In short, the privilege that Mnemosyne confers upon the aedus, determines him to 
establish bridges of communication with the past that “appears as a dimension 
of the world beyond” (Denys 1976, 143). 

An example to establish the aforementioned hypothesis is the trip of 
Orpheus to Hell. With remorse after the loss of Eurydice, the poet in 
excellence and eternally in love decides to descend into Hell to Hades to ask 
his wife’s soul (Bacon 1976, 79). Through his status as a poet, Orpheus has 
the privilege of communicating with the world beyond. He holds the function 
of memory by which it “does not reconstruct the time, nor does it cancel it” 
(Vernant 1995, 143). Descending into the Inferno is a passage to a country 
where it can perceive and understand what it wants to know. In order to 
understand why his wife was taken to the beyond world, Orpheus has to 
cross the barrier of existence, she must sacrifice her living person to know the 
cause of death. Moreover, with the accomplishment of self-sacrifice, the poet 
manages to perceive the consequences of the natural system as well. In 
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relation to the Orpheus, the simple act cannot change the natural, inducing 
Hades to violate the unwritten laws of the world. Its purpose is only to 
observe, through Mnemosyne, the memorial museum, the important events of 
the past. Instead, the orphan power, no matter how goddess it was, although 
it managed to cross the boundaries of normal, could not forget its own 
nature, curiously and clumsily, to find on the basis of emotions, the veracity 
of the real. The consequence was not only the loss of Eurydice’s soul forever, 
but also the fall in depression – and ultimately the premature death – of the 
poet by excellence. 

The third corollary follows the evolution of a rational judgment by which, 

in the case of Vernant’s argumentation, the following conclusion is reached: 
the function of the Memory is fulfilled by anamnesis and ekklesis; the first, 

expressing itself by remembering the poet’s contact when he receives inspiration 

from the Muse and the second, the evocation, where the aedus accesses the 
historical past, making a bridge between the reality in which the discourse is 

done in front of an audience and the world from beyond where truth is a 

consequence of fulfilling a terrestrial ritual. 

 

Marcel Detienne and Memory as a mediator  

between the Muse and the Poet 

 
Of all the mortal creatures who had access to supreme knowledge and, 

implicitly, to the power of the gods, the poet and the prophet constantly 

shared the same destiny; the first, which, through the inspiration of the 
Muses, sings the historical past, and the second, through the influence of 

Apollo, predicts, through a terrible pathos, the future. The archaic communi-

ties are impressive by the capacities of the two mentors, leaving them tempo-
rarily in a time when access to the power of those who made the world was 

done only on the basis of people where their will was not shaped by choice 

but by a gift offered by those on Mount Olympos. And by this “gift”, it was 

meant a divine gift offered by the gods to chosen murderers (Dodds 1983, 

102). But this demiurgical honour does not exist without self-sacrifice; a mis-

tress who loved Demodocus was the one who took his sight, instead giving 
him something better, the gift of singing (Dodds 1983, 102); Cassandra, 

mentioned at the beginning of the study, was able to state the truth of the 

future prophetess, but the world ignored it3; Laocoon, the priest of Apollo in 

Troy, knew the a Achaeans’s craft, but Athena did not let him tell Priam the 
secret of secrets, being strangled by a huge serpent born ex nihilo by Athena4; 

some new-borns of royal families are chosen by Museums to become poets, 

as Hesiod states in Theogonia5.  
Thus, the active participation of the individual in this transition to other 

worlds through a specific ritual not only carries him, but also the community 
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he is part of, in a history where reality was perceived only from the perspec-

tive of the sacred. If the gift received from the gods had the consistency of a 
mortal shortage, we should not overlook an important aspect: we cannot 

claim existence without a specific cause – an element to ensure its functional-

ity. The interdependence between the Poet, Music and Memory was at the 
transcendent level. For there could be no Memoirs without a Muza that 

would whisper to the aedus an important event of the past. 
 

“Give me now grace, Holy Muse, Olimp with the lodge” (Homer 2012, 290) 
 

Homer was singing when he wanted to know more closely who was 
coming before the great Agamemnon to battle (11.218), when he wanted to 
identify the one who had driven the Trojans out of the Greek ships (14.508), 
or when he searched out the burning perpetrator the vessel of Protesilau 
(16.112). 

In the midst of the war, aedus sings important events where fighters and 
heroes alike, enemies and allies, are fighting for a noble cause. For if no one 

could have been able to relate the important events, everything would have 

turned into silence, then into oblivion. “Forgetting is therefore a water of 

death”6, Vernant said in the context of the Lebadeea Oracle, where a descent 
in the Hades area meant for the mortal a complete wiping of information: the 

past was therefore inaccessible. And for the warriors tried in the most 

important battles, a forgetfulness was in itself a death of a history. In such 
moments, the poet’s function becomes a right-talking memory for the fighter 

community: a true clerk of sovereignty by the historical remembrance of 

deeds and supreme arbitrariness through the objectivity with which he re-
vealed to society the truth of the past (Detienne 1996, 63). 

With this remembrance, the aedus assigns to the king and his sovereigns 

the legitimacy of their existence. Given its status within the hierarchy of 
society, the historian-clerk is in “the service of the « equal » and « equal » 

community of those who share the privilege of practicing the arms trade” 

(Detienne 1996, 63). Moreover, by the power of his word, “the poet makes 
from a mere mortal « the equal of a King »; he gives him Being, Reality” 

(Detienne 1996, 65). Memory is essential to warriors. That is why, within this 

social group, the aristocrat fighter appears to be interested in two key values: 

Kleos and Kydos. By Κλεος was meant the glory that enlightened the victory; 
through divine grace, the one chosen, was recognized by the gods. Κγδος was 

the glory that grew as meaning, transmitted by living speech from one 

generation to the next. Detienne’s hypothesis demonstrates that the alien 
cannot alone attribute the glory of a past. He is just a “mere agent, a source of 

his acts: his victory is due to the gods, and his deed, once committed, only 

takes shape through the word of praise” (Detienne 1996, 64). So the memory 
of others is limited to the present. Instead, by its status and word, the poet 
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attributes to memory the present past of remembrance. The question of 

truthfulness is questioned by Dodds asking whether there is the possibility of 
obtaining the information at a time when there were no written documents. 

According to the Irish author’s argument, such information containing an 

assertive truth could only come from an outside environment of the poet, 
from a contact with a wider knowledge than his own. Thus, the creative 

thinking of the aedus is not the work of the ego, but of a logos beyond its 

existence. 
Hesiod, influenced by the power of the Muses from Works and Days7, aims 

to sing the sacred race of immortals, drawing the attention of his brother 

Perses, that he wants to reveal only truths, according to reality (έγὼ δέ κε 

Πέρση έτητυμα μυθησαιμηυ) (Clay 2003, 32). For Detienne, this object has a 
sacred character: by its religious nature, the poetic function is a ritual speech, 
that is, an invocation of acquiring a knowledge beyond its consciousness; and, 
secondly, this sacredness is found in the religious character of the cultivated 
land. In other words, the truth, or the Truth of speech, appears embodied in 
two persons: the aedus and the plowman. The poet, through the magical-
religious word, articulated with his memory, is the ruler of the Truth. And the 
plowman, through the effort of memory, is obliged to remember the sacred 
rituals of labour. From the Hesiodian perspective, the condition of man is 
dependent on his qualities as a farmer. For everything he produces keeps him 
alive, constantly preoccupied with the way nature manifests itself to his de-
triment or advantage (Clay 2003, 32). It is precisely through this performance 
that makes its existence condition, that the plowman acquires the memory. So 
for both participants – the poet and the worker – to temporal sacredness, 
memory is a sacred attribute acquired either by the function of remembrance 
of the true past – referring to a past – or by the function of remembrance of 
the present – the succession of the seasons as an eternal cycle. 

In the Inventory of Mythology, Hecataios of Miletus appears in the context of 
Detienne’s analysis of the truthfulness of mythical stories: 

 

Interstitial writing, discreet as the smile of the one who is not yet a logographer, 
but a “simple story maker”, writing histories “as they seem true. (hos moi dokeî 
alethea eînai)”. (Detienne 1996, 147) 
 

There is a major difference between the exegetic act and the interpretation. 
For the French researcher, the exegesis requires the addition of information 
on one already processed in the act of writing. In other words, there is 
something extra to something that already exists: 

 

Exegesis is the uninterrupted commentary that a culture makes on its symbolism 
and practices, everything that it gives to its living culture status. Parasitic speech, 
capturing everything that can be evoked, exegesis proliferates from within; it is a 
speech that nourishes and strengthens the tradition to which it links and from 
which it draws its own substance (Detienne 1996, 138). 
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On the other hand, interpretation is the novelty of an idea introduced in 
writing in information already processed. As well as Detienne states, “an 
outlook on the memorial tradition” (Ibidem); a corpus of ideas coming from 
outside, strong enough to change the perspective of the text in question. 
Hecataios is a good example for the author. Repeating what the Greek 
scholar says at the beginning of his work – “Hecataios of Miletus speaks thus 
(mytheîtai). These narratives write (grapho) as I think they are. For the 
narrations (logoi) of the Greeks, as they appear to my eyes, are many in 
number and worthy of laughter” (Hecataios din Milet, FGrHist 1 F 1 a Jacoby 
apud Detienne 1996, 141) –, Detienne observes in this story-teller a first 
historian, older than Herodotus, much praised over the centuries. What 
Hecataios does is to interpret narratives coming to him. This erudite action 
“begins with the graphic space that brings our multiplicity to our eyes and 
continues with the narrative of verosimil” (Detienne 1996, 147). Being a 
genealogist and a geographer, he has the authority of the words and becomes 
for the people around him “the maker, the author of these stories, just as the 
potter shapes a cup and the poet builds a poem” (Detienne 1996, 144). 

An undeniable fact for Detienne is not only the poet’s ability to convey 
the Truth to the hearers but, implicitly, the action that defines mython arkhaion 
synthetes8 as being the ruler of Truth; his word is alethes, like his spirit (νους) 
(Detienne 1996, 69). But such a metaphysical characteristic cannot be 
achieved without a complementary relationship, coming from a specific voice, 
a gesture belonging to a sacred ritual and, of course, a poetic word (Detienne 
1996, 105). In relation to Vernant, the French researcher denies by the poetic 
word the ability to plot a parallel world parallel to it: “the word is not so much 
regarded as resting in the context of a behaviour whose symbolic values 
converge” (Detienne 1996, 105). The gesture and the symbolism of the 
gesture occur together when an attitude proves its authority, the power of 
taxation. For Achilles, for example, the oath that he gives to Agamemnon’s 
sceptre denotes the authority of detachment from the moral authority of the 
king of the Achaeans. From the point of view of the hero, not the existence 
of a man in charge is important – his character or aspirations – but his 
sceptre, the legal element of a political power; Peleu’s son, after he has 
unloaded Agamemnon’s nerves, telling him wine bottles, a dog-bot with a terrible 
soul, he faces a ritual by which he makes an oath by refusing to help the king 
of Argos in his war with Hector and the Trojans (Il.231-244) (Homer 2012, 
12). Another example that can depict the power of a word illustrated by a 
gesture specific to the mythical period, is also found in the Iliad, IXth Song 
(565-571). It provides a coherent explanation: 

 

At any moment, verbal language was interwoven with gestual language: when 
Althaia curses his son, his curse is expressed by word and posture: squatting on 
the ground, she strikes the earth hard to awaken Erinia vengeful. The attitude of 
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the body is that which gives power to the word, a word that identifies itself with 
the dark figure of Erinia. (Detienne 1996, 106) 
 

But neither Althaia nor Achilles are poets, but beings who, in their voices, 

express magical-religious words. The resemblance between the two and the 

aedus is limited to the faculty of expression. In other words, everything 

depends on the ritual in which these words are said: the curse of Althaia, the 

oath of Achilles, and the story told by the poet. Thus, in a religious system, 

the consequence is this: their social behaviours are effective symbols. For they 

“act by virtue of their own power; in the gesture of the hand, in the sceptre, 

in the olive-decorated wool, there is a religious force” (Ibidem), so metaphysi-

cal. The authority of words spoken by a predicate, aedus or king-judge does 

not belong to “a category fundamentally different from the winner’s procla-

mation or the dangers of a dying man to his murderers. It’s the same kind of 

magic-religious word” (Detienne 1996, 106). 

Marcel Detienne’s research focuses on the poet’s perspective: more 

precisely, he sets his argument within the world of the verse-bearer; is a per-

spective that comes from the way that the reality looks around. His word is 

Truth, and his quality is Truth Master by the way he activates and articulates 

his memory in relation to himself and to others. With all that he knows 

comes from a metaphysical environment where his senses are constrained by 

their nature to understand only what is given to him. Moreover, only through 

the Museum the poet holds the power of comprehension – the gift of clair-

voyance – which is above his perception; The Muse activates the memory of 

the history healer, and he formulates the sung, sacred and metaphysical word. 

Thus, what the poet says by divine inspiration is an assertory truth. Through 

the social function it belongs to, specific to the archaic Greek environment 

where the lack of a sacred cult leader has been known from the beginning, 

the poet’s existence serves to identify a lived time. In short, the power of the 

aedus is to overemphasize a particular event in front of a community. He 

merely gives memory to those who, by their silence, have forgotten. It goes as 

far as exposing existence above time; For a warrior, this is not what he is 

without first recalling his status, duties, and objectives. 

For Hesiod’s plowman, the same thing happens. But, in the case of the 

earth, the memory does not come from an external environment, unknown 

to it, but from its very nature. Without the mind of the sacred rituals of the 

earth, man can no longer exist. Dependence on this, forces the plowman to 

memorize what is necessary for his own survival – a determined act of the 

gods. 

Since there is no word but no gesture, everything seems to merge into one 

element. Invocation and singing, hand gestures and oath, curse, and story are 

all part of a specific ritual of the age we are talking about. The voice gives 
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coherence to the word, and in turn the word turns into a symbol. Detienne 

attributes to the adjective θεόκραντος the function of creating or dwelling an 

ex nihilo thing only when we are talking about the actions of the divinities: 

“the gods have the privilege of deciding and doing (νοησαι τε κρηναι)” (Od., 

V, 170 apud Detienne 1996, 108). The connection between the world of gods 

and the poetic does not differ for the French researcher. The connection is 

only at the level of metaphysics: Hermes, who pretends to be an inspired 

poet, does not create the illusion that what he is playing is false. For, “far 

from speaking vain, useless words, he makes the immortal gods and the dark 

earth” (Ibidem). It is precisely that ἐτήτυμα, mentioned by Hesiod that also 

appears in the context of the mortal poet: “Poetic praise raises a reality of the 

same order; the word is here even a living thing, a natural reality that is 

growing, developing; together with praise grows and the man praised, for 

man is praise himself”9. The human being is her own existence, related to this 

ἐτήτυμον. And without the inspiration of aedus, man is no longer what he 

must be. 

 
From the social function to the divinatory function. Conclusions 

 
By virtue of the spoken word and the way the story could be lived through 

the eyes of the reciter of such a world that existed in a past where the orality 
was the mainstay of stories, the poet, through his extraordinary memory, 
could look in two simultaneous space-time frames: the memory of the past 
and the present. The community receiving interest with the pathetic recitation 
of the simple aedus, aware of the added memory, the experiences of the 
past in relation to the conduct of the action. Collective memory is always 
manifested within a collective, and this social group retains the events of the 
past. Of course, time will go unhindered to these historical happenings, and 
when individuals will reflect on what has been done, they will notice with 
stupor the major change in mentalities, expressions, and gestures. Whether 
they will call it an intentionality or merely a coincidence of the change in 
those past events, one fact laments the concrete: the existence of a memorial 
denotes a formidable storage capacity of the archaic Greek at a time when 
writing was at the beginning (Detienne 1996, 65-69). 

The element that differentiates human reality is the way the poet perceives 
the surrounding world. His powers are of a metaphysical nature, his ritual 
realizing the transcendence between our world and that of the gods. Not for 
the archaic community the reception of past events was the birth of a pri-
mordial mechanism through which memories became memories. But it was 
the poet who, through his religious and social function, became the primary 
mechanism himself. In other words, from him the memory started toward 
the listening group; he gives the other members, through his memory, the 
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divine ability to contemplate history, to overcome their ability to understand, 
to become aware of a nature beyond their perception. 

This power, like a sacramental system, has specific stages through which 

the poet has access to the past. First, any contemplation of history implies the 
existence of a memory that signifies access to the unknown world. Secondly, 

when memory is mentioned as an element that delimits the present past, we 

are obliged to present the function through which this system manifests itself 
in the archaic period of Eliade. Aletheia, or the magic-religious words, lie in 

the fecund memorial area; anamnesis is the memory of the singer in relation to 

what is sung; ekklesis implies the ritual evocation through which the poet 
makes the transition to the world of gods and the etetuma, the way in which a 

speech, having the specific sacredness behind it, is assertive. 

 

Conclusion  
 

The poet is a historian; a creator of real facts, at a time when the existence 

of writing was precarious. During the archaic period, only by the existence of 
a political interest, writing was introduced into the centre of community con-

sciousness. “Legibility and simplicity of Linear B (Lissner 1972, 103-112) cor-

respond perfectly to the public character required by new social relationships. 
In fact, the fundamental gesture of the first legionnaires is to give written 

laws, not to turn them into codes entrusted to professionals, but to bring 

them to the eyes of citizens, at the centre of civic space” (Detienne 1996, 66). 
In other words, written laws, few in number, served only to their visual 

awareness by those who passed by them. Plato in Laws (Platon 1995, III, 680 

a5) reminds the shepherds’ tribes, who, after the great flood, do not know any 
martyr, no creator of strict, clear and sufficiently defined rules. Thus, in the 

period when the poet has a prominent social and metaphysical character in 

relation to the other functions, the Greek community has not experienced 

any other transmission of information, and therefore of law, only through the 

living language. The written ones served for those who did not know the 

rules: “The laws, Solon says, write them (graphein) for the good and for the 

bad” (Fr. 24, pp. 18-20, ed Diehl apud Detienne 1996, 66).  
“Political power has never been identified with writing”, Detienne states in 

a chapter devoted to this issue (Detienne 1996, 67). Moreover, this political 

power, through the deepening affiliation of the domestic religion, has 
concentrated exclusively over a long period of time on the modelling of the 

city’s institutions. So political authority has as its source a sacred function10. 

From the outset, the genos concept was reflected not only in the union of the 
clans, but also in the territory they were dominating. Philotes meant a more 

juridical than a sentimental connection, and aidos, the duty consciousness, was 

strongly determined by this legally binding juncture (Glotz 1992, 11-12). 
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Whether because of the mentality of the writing11, the writing had no 

access to the social life of a city, or because of the refusal for the scoring act12, 
the Archaic community was content with the spoken, heard and memorized 

language; but not for a long time13.  

In the face of a changing eternal time, the poet maintained his metaphysi-
cal capacities only when the information was transmitted alive. In a world 

where life and immortality represented a duality that aimed at shaping the 

essence of man14, the aedus, before the philosophers, expressed this desire for 
immortality by its very transcendent nature. In a universe where, on the 

mythological plane, man became what cannot be, and on the philosophical 

plane the being was just what is in and through itself, the Greek poet re-

mained faithful to the first defining aspect: through the versatile declama-
tions, spoken with patos, the human being could metamorphosis in the ani-

mal or divinity – became what cannot be. In such a reality, any radical change 

of existence meant no purpose15. Through his songs, the god was looked 
upon as a man who summed up the brightest virtues (Otto 1995, 18-44), and 

all the human crafts he spoke in a meeting seemed to be known only by 

him16.  
If the poet could acquire the Truth by divine inspiration in relation to the 

philosopher who, through reason, acquires the capacity of understanding 

what is and exists in this reality, means that the first becomes solidary with 
the god that gave him the memory and the second was bound only by himself 

and the ability to structure information through the limited perceptions of its 

human nature. The advantage of the storyteller was the existence of the 
sacred memory, passed to the community. In the face of a philosopher who 

constantly seeks divinatory thoughts and answers, he was easy to the poet “as 

a flake, Plato says, and he is winged and sacred, able to create only when, 

glowed by divine grace, he is despondent to consciousness and the judgment 
expelled from her. Otherwise, no man with judgment in his place could lift up 

or sing oracle” (Pippidi 1970, 62). The functions acquired by the archaic 

sphere through a self-sacrifice mentioned earlier in this research determined 
him to gather any precise and truthful information from the world of divini-

ties. It was not his performance that had to be debated in public speaking, but 

the way to convey, update as accurately as possible the information of the 
Muses. The memory of the poet gained not only the ability to give a beast the 

memory of its existence – as we have seen in the case of the relationship be-

tween Odyseus and Demodocus – but was in itself an essential transcendence 
point in which the world’s meanings, its structure, its beginning, about which 

no ordinary mortal could see (Bădiliţă 1996, 11). 

Thus, the poet’s memory was the tool through which he made the passage 
of his consciousness beyond the world he was reflecting. The sacred process 

of transcendence was in itself a metaphysical system that made communica-
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tion with a space inaccessible to the perception of any mortal who was not 

chosen by the gods. 

At the basic level, the existence of the aedus – its social and religious 
characteristics – and its way of reporting on both spaces – the sacred and 
the profane – falls within the argumentation of the three main features 
mentioned at the beginning of this research. 

First, the archaic thinking that sets the principle of origins and languages is 
found in the poet’s relation to space and time. When Hesiod, inspired by the 
Museums at the beginning of his poem, narrates the birth of the gods with 
pathos, he relates what existed. Through his divine effort and the search for 
origins, Hesiod attributes a sacred character to the message given to his 
brother, Perses. Thus, by chanting the origin of reality, Hesiod’s past is much 
more than the antecedent of the present: it is its source. At Homer, for 
example, we find the need to know the causes of events: the origin of the 
conflict between Achilles and Agamemnon of Chant I, or the Catalogue of 
the Corps of Canto II, where, by genealogy, the heroes are related to the 
gods. This methodology will be copied later by Hecataios of Miletus, where, 
in the context of the rebellion of the Ionians against the Ahemenis in 499 BC, 
all the nations upon whom Darius reigns and the forces of the Great King 
present before the council gathered in Miletus (Detienne 1996, 142). 

Second, the second feature that recalls the search for a concrete principle 
beyond the physical space is found in the poet’s Memoir, a concept storing 
causes and consequences, which has long been debated. 

Thirdly, reporting archaic thinking on unknown causes, which automati-
cally identifies a sacred ritual outside of its perceptual space, I noticed in the 
way the archaic poet was referring to the Past by the Memory Acquired. The 
mechanism of memory was in itself a sacred ritual that identified, by reference 
to divinatory space, unknown causes. And, anamnesis, Aletheia, ekklesis, 
etethuma, all these functions of the Memory make the report of understanding 
and expression of the aedu in relation to the profane space. Through this 
ability to preserve the origin and history of a community, the veritable story-
teller became a mediator between the world of the sacred – where the Gods 
and the Muses know Past, Present and Future – and that of the profane – 
where the song was the remembrance of a forgotten historical event. 

By combining these key hypotheses with the corollaries debated in this 
article, we will be able to reach the final conclusion. The way of reporting a 
Truth of Myth and Space that could only be accomplished through a specific 
dialectic, where metaphysics held a decisive role, is now valid at the end of 
the research. Because once we have analysed the three traits of the poet’s 
existence, we can establish that the poet’s metaphysics – the transcendence 
from the profane space to the sacred and vice versa – is a concept that can 
cover a specific dialectic that has the purpose of identifying a Truth with a 
Space or Mitic Time. In other words, what we call dialectic, is reflected in the 
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poet’s ability to become aware of History through a metaphysical fact. 
Memory, being the divinatory omniscience, places the past in a meta-
historical area, transforming the History perceived by mortal profane in a 
domain of sacredness. Moreover, our perception of History is limited to 
space and time as real, hiding the fact that any man-made introspection and 
retrospection involves a remembrance of uncontemporaneous events with 
him. When we remove any existence of the writing function within a com-
munity, the transmission of information through orality causes the archaic 
Greek being to look for an element that offers truthfulness to it. Through the 
ritual that he contemplates, the poet has become an interpreter of the gods, a 
true connoisseur of assertive information. 

Therefore, the mythology exposed by the most important poets of ancient 

Greece is true not in the sense of our perception of Written Truth, written, 
determined by rational, laborious, and argumentative criticism. But the 

truthfulness of the poets’ words offered history and, implicitly, meta-history, 

which cannot be utterly convinced today: the source of any meditation on the 
Past is the very acronym perception of some uncontemporaneous events with 

us, a profound and forgotten Metaphysics. 
 
Notes 

 
1 It became a divinity; divinari in Latin means to guess, to understand either what is hidden from 
men – the future – either what is hidden by men – conscience (Vico, 1972, 223-226).  
2 “The cultural society represents its members’ awareness of what unites them and what 
distinguishes them from others.” (Minchin 2012, 85) 
3 Regarding the subject of Cassandra: Eschil, 1979, 22-98; Euripide 1962, 167-234.  
4 The suffering of this character is genuie demonstrated in the work of Lessing: “The moans 
of his are coming from a man, but his deeds are of a hero. Toghether, they combine a human 

hero, who is not weak, nor strong, but he is both at the same time, when his conscience is 
asking him or when his principles and duties ask him too. He is the tallest of humanity, of 

which the knowledge is capable to create, and art to imitate.” (Lessing 1971, 39) 
5 “Când fiicele lui Zeus măritul şi-arată preţuirea lor, / Din leagăn îndrăgind pe unul din regi – 
vlăstarele lui Zeus – / Pe limba-i Muzele cu grijă presară stropi de dulce rouă / Şi pe buzele-i 

curg vorbe de miere” (Hesiod-Orfeu 1987, 6) 
6 “At the entrance of the Infern, the initiate, the oracle consultant, being already tested on 

other purificator rituals, was taken near two rivers called Lethe and Mnemosyne. Drinking 
from the first river, he would eventually forget about his human existence, and, like a dead 

person, he will enter in a domain of Darkness. The water from the second river would permit 
the oracle consultant to memorize everything he saws and heard from the other side of this 
world. When he returns, he will not limit himself on the knowledge of the present; the 

contact with the other world will relevate his past and future.” (Vernant, 1995, 144)  
7 “Voi, Muzelor Pieridene, al căror vers aduce faimă, / Veniţi şi despre Zeus grăiţi-mi, slăvind 

pe tatăl vostru-n imnuri!” (Hesiod, 1987, 41)  
8 The forger/creator of old stories (Detienne 1996, 146).  
9 Cf. Pindar, Pyth., IV, 174-176 – έκράνθη – apud Detienne 1996, 147. 
10 See the sceptre, as a political and religious symbol, of Agamemnon or of Achilles from Iliad 
I. 176; 234-236; 245.  
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11 Beside other civilisations, like China or Mesopotamia, in which the graphical signs were 

reserved only to specialists and were a social instrument of codification given to a centralized 

political power, the Greek cities didn’t create an alphabetic instrument; rather, it didn’t want 

to master a certain kind of writing, which was the best political purpose (Detienne 1996, 67). 
12 When it comes to reject the writting, the ancient speaker is the one who doesnt need to 

adopt this system: “Şi-apoi, tu însuţi ştii prea bine că mai-marii cetăţilor şi cei mai respectaţi 

dintre toţi se feresc să compună discursuri sau să lase în urma lor scrieri alcătuite de ei înşişi; şi 

toate acestea pentru că se tem de judecata viitorimii şi de gândul că vor fi numiţi sofişti.” (Cf. 

Platon, Phaidros, 257 d5-8). 
13 When the writing was going to represent an impediment, a danger of changing for the 

social group already getting used to a certain way of life, the old ways were always the best 

ones for the present problems (Cf. Platon, Phaidon, 274b-275b). The myth of Theuth, through 

Socrates words, narrates the differences between writing and talking and the consequences of 

each one in a changeable time. 
14 Regarding the duality as a definitive element in the ancient Greek mentality (Tilgher 1995, 

16-28). 
15 “Pentru a se orienta în lume înaintea dezvoltării filosofiei şi ştiinţelor, oamenii recurgeau la o 

tripartiţie pe care am putea-o numi universală: animalele, oamenii, zeii. Acest regim prefilo-

sofic – sunt inspitit să spun: acest regim “natural” – al spiritului umaneste caracterizat de un 

dublu demers, care ni se pare în mod necesar contradictoriu. […] pe de altă parte, legea 

dinamică a acestei lumi tripartite este metamorfoza, animale, oameni şi zei transformându-se 

unii în alţii, zeu cu cap de câine, oameni cu trup de cal etc.” (Manent 2012, 35-41) 
16 See Platon, “Ion, sau Despre Iliada; genul probatoriu” (in Pippidi 1970, 57-70); Although 

the dialogue Ion has its purpose of destroying the illusion that Homer has a complex 

knowledge about every mastery, we cannot deny the poet’s popularity as a teacher of Greece; 

for Homer as an ancient Greek teacher. (Marrou 1998, 11-40). 
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Gadamerian Background of Merold Wesphal’s 
Existential Hermeneutics of Religion 

 
 
Abstract: Merold Westphal’s hermeneutic epistemology developed in the work 

“Whose Community? Which Interpretation? Philosophical Hermeneutics for 

the Church” (2009) represents an organic synthesis of the basic principles of the 

hermeneutic project of Hans-Georg Gadamer and the dialogic ethics of Søren 

Kierkegaard, which marks the incipiency and formation in the late period of the 

work of the original version of the existential hermeneutics of religion of well-known 

American theologian. Westphal’s desire to overcome the “relativism of hermeneutics” 

becomes a prerequisite for the further development and application of the tradition 

of hermeneutic analysis in theology. The attribute “existential” for own methodology 

Westphal “gained” on the basis of the study and reinterpretation of Kierkegaard’s 

legacy. The same happened with the Westphal’s understanding of the specifics of the 

application of hermeneutic analysis in theology. Gadamer’s hermeneutics is 

perceived by Westphal in the context of Kierkegaard’s intentions, for which it is 

primarily understood as the practice of personal participation (existential presence) 

in the interpretation and realization of God’s will, which generally defines the 

Westphal’s non-typical perception of the Scripture. Therefore, in this case we are 

talking about the life of the text as a way that, to a certain extent, resounds with 

the Kierkegaard’s interpretation of the human existence as a process of constant 

formation of the personality of a human being. 

 

Keywords: existential hermeneutics, existential ethics, the Bible, the Christian 

church, practical wisdom, application, subjective truth, personal involvement. 
 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Merold Westphal is a well-known American contemporary religious philo-

sopher and theologian, Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at Fordham 

University. His phenomenology of religion and postmodernist views are 

methodologically based on the philosophy of existentialism. His views have 

undergone a peculiar evolution from the existential phenomenology of reli-

gion (“existential phenomenology”) to its phenomenological-hermeneutic 

analysis and existential hermeneutics, and eventually embodied in the original 

interconnected concepts of existential ecclesiology and ecumenism. Westphal’s 
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philosophy of religion is formed under the significant influence of existen-

tialism, phenomenology, hermeneutics, postmodernism, traditional Christian 

thought. 

Numerous publications of the American thinker, such as “God, Guilt, and 

Death: An Existential Phenomenology of Religion” (1984), “Kierkegaard’s 

Critique of Reason and Society” (1991), “Becoming a Self: A Reading of 

Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific Postscript” (1996), “Overcoming 

onto-theology: toward a postmodern Christian faith” (2001), “Transcendence 

and self-transcendence: on God and the soul” (2004), “Levinas and 

Kierkegaard in dialogue” (2008), “Kierkegaard’s Concept of Faith” (2014) 

and other works are devoted to various topics, and in particular, the analysis 

of the relationship between existentialism, phenomenology, postmodernism 

and Christian thought, the problem of overcoming onto-theology, moderni-

zation of Christianity – in general are almost unknown in Ukraine. 

Merold Westphal is a living legend for contemporary foreign researchers 

and compatriots, and his views are called “prophetic”. Thus, the collection 

“Gazing Through a Prism Darkly: Reflections on Merold Westphal’s Herme-

neutical Epistemology” (2009) starts with an article of the editor of this edi-

tion – Keith Putt “The Benefit of the Doubt: Merold Westphal’s Prophetic 

Philosophy of Religion”, in which Westphal is recognized as “one of the 

most creative and influential phenomenologies of religion of the past two 

decades” (Putt 2009, 3). Westphal became notable as a phenomenologist after 

the publication of “God, Guilt, and Death: An Existential Phenomenology of 

Religion” (1984). This book became a significant contribution to the philoso-

phy of religion, in particular, in understanding the essence of religiosity as 

such. On the first page of his work he asks: “What does it mean to be reli-

gious?” (Westphal 1984, 1). This question goes through the whole book. 

Westphal sets the task to understand religious life, interpreting its various 

manifestations. 

However, the late period of Westphal’s creativity, in which the hermeneu-
tics played a prominent role, remains a little studied. For Westphal, the “art of 
understanding” (phenomenological, and subsequently hermeneutical) is an 
alternative approach in the philosophy of religion, which distinguishes its de-
scriptive philosophy of religion from traditional evaluative and explanatory 
approaches. In assessing what is not the descriptive philosophy of religion, 
the American thinker turns to the continental European philosophical 
thought. In particular, Westphal’s application of his methodological means of 
interpreting the phenomena of religiosity in our time is interesting in the 
other work “Whose Community? Which Interpretation? Philosophical Her-
meneutics for the Church” (2009), in which the scholar on the background of 
rethinking the hermeneutical project of the leading representative of the phi-
losophical hermeneutics of the twentieth century – Hans-Georg Gadamer (in 
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the context of the views of Friedrich Schleiermacher, Wilhelm Dilthey, 
Martin Heidegger, Paul Ricoeur), conceptual provisions of Eric Donald 
Hirsch Jr. and Nicholas Wolterstorff, ideological polemic between liberalism 
(represented by John Bordley Rawls and his “A Theory of Justice”) and 
communitarianism (represented by Alasdair Chalmers MacIntyre and his 
“After Virtue”), forms his own original version of the existential hermeneu-
tics of religion, the basis of which is the no less original concept of the “exis-
tential ethics”. Studying out the specifics of the incipience and formation of 
Westphal’s existential hermeneutics of religion in its relation to the existential 
ethics is the purpose of this work. The problem is that Westphal interpreted 
“non-classically” both existentialism and hermeneutics. 

 
2. Overcoming the “relativist hermeneutics”  
    and addressing to the ideas of Gadamer 

 
In his work, Wastphal draws attention to the fact that  
 

postliberalism – a related “effect” of postmodernism – has engendered a new, 
confessional ecumenism wherein we find non-denominational evangelical con-
gregations, mainline Protestant churches, and Catholic parishes all wrestling with 
the challenges of postmodernism and drawing on the culture of postmodernity as 
an opportunity for rethinking the shape of our churches. (Westphal 2009, 7) 

 

The American thinker, drawing on the ideas of the well-known theorists in 
continental philosophy and contemporary theology, is seeking to write for a 
broad audience, non-specialists interested in the influence of postmodern 
theory on the faith and practice of the church. In his works he holds a 
dialogue, on the one hand, with such philosophers as Nietzsche, Heidegger, 
Levinas, Derrida, Foucault, Irigaray, Rorty and others, and on the other hand, 
with the most famous theologians – St. Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Irenaeus 
and others. 

“Relativist hermeneutics” is the central problem of this work of Westphal, 
who understands that it is impossible to overcome it, and therefore seeks 
other ways to solve this problem. In the series editor’s foreword James K.A. 
Smith we read about this:  

 

One might say that Westphal is redeeming relativity and dependence, which seem 
to be the specific features of creaturehood. Along the way, he helps us navigate 
between “hermeneutical despair” and “hermeneutical arrogance”. That, it seems 
to me, is a gift for the church. Westphal can pull this off because these two 
worlds – philosophical hermeneutics and the church – come together in his 
thought… His project here is motivated by the conviction that the rigors of 
philosophical hermeneutics, when understood and appreciated, can actually help 
the church to be a faithful community of interpretation. Who could ask for 
more? (Westphal 2009, 11) 
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In this aspect, Westphal focuses on the Gadamer’s hermeneutics, more 
precisely, its significance in the context of contemporary religious problems. 
Heidegger, Ricoeur and Gadamer, according to Westfal, insisted that inter-
pretation is never without foundation. We arrive at it with certain “preju-
dices” (preliminary judgments) that form our understanding and our inter-
pretation, which can be corrected or even replaced in the further process of 
interpretation. 

However, according to the American thinker, we should not think that 
hermeneutic despair and hermeneutic arrogance are the only alternative to 
this fact. Thinking over whether or not an interpretation is needed, and also 
over the dilemma of choice between interpretation and intuition, Westphal 
examines the concept of “naive realism”. Analysis of his speculations testifies 
that he is a frank Kantian on this issue. Westphal agrees with Kant that we do 
not know neither “thing in itself”, nor the surrounding world as it is, but only 
the world that appears to us as such. Answering question: “Why would anyone 
want to hold to the hermeneutical version of naive realism?” – Westphal 
claims that this intention was due to two reasons – “the desire to preserve 
truth as correspondence and desire to preserve objectivity, a closely related 
notion, in our reading, preaching, and commenting” (Westphal 2009, 21). 

For Westphal, the most outrageous is a situation, where proponents or 
theology representatives like to think of themselves as innocent, “philoso-
phically unbiased” (pre-judgements, presuppositions) thinkers. It looks as if 
hermeneutics, this interpretation of interpretation, is itself relative to presup-
positions of a particular philosophical tradition. In his opinion, the situation 
in various normative areas, in particular ethics, politics and theology, in which 
individuals and communities even appeal to intuitions, appear to be worse 
regarding what Westphal calls “just seeing”, which is contradictory, as well as 
the traditions from which they try to escape. Therefore, Westphal speaks 
about the existence of a “conflict of intuition”, as well as in the other case it is 
said about a “conflict of interpretation”, and also that the most powerful 
motivation of the privilege of intuition over interpretation is related, first of 
all, with the notion of the use of different traditions (Westphal 2009, 22). 

The American thinker argues that contemporary man is mistaken in a “just 
seeing” in the same way as it was described in the ancient Indian poem “On 
Blind Men And an Elephant”, an analogue of the famous ancient European 
myth “On a Cave”. 

According to Westphal, the hermeneutics of the twentieth century 
adopted the psychologism and objectivism of the hermeneutic tradition of 
the nineteenth century, in particular, the “romantic hermeneutics”. From the 
standpoint of psychologism, the language, first of all, was understood as an 
external expression of internal mental life. Gadamer and Ricoeur distanced 
themselves from these elements of the “romantic hermeneutics”. They come 
from the notion that we (whether it is an author, translator, reader, etc.) are 
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always included in the social, cultural and historical context. While Heidegger 
expands the notion of interpretation beyond the realm of interpretation of a 
text, Gadamer and Ricoeur retain “deregionalization” of hermeneutics and 
search for a general theory of textual interpretation, retaining the notion of 
the “hermeneutical circle”. That is why exactly Gadamer’s hermeneutics 
becomes the subject of Westphal’s scrupulous analysis.  

 
3. “The Death of the Author”. The correlation of a reader  
    with the historically created perspective. 

Hermeneutics is, first of all, practice... 
 
Westphal attracts the ideas of Gadamer to consider the problem of “the 

death of the author”, which was initiated in the writings of three French 
philosophers – Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. 
According to them, real authors do not create meaning in the way God 
created the world. They are neither the Alpha (pure, unconditional origin) of 
meaning nor the Omega (ultimate goal) of interpretation. Of course, as 
atheists – argues Westphal – these authors do not believe in God as Creator 
of the world. Sometimes it can seem as if they are saying in the Nietzschean 
tone of voice:  

 

We as authors are not absolute; we do not divinely dispose over the truth and 
meaning. Thus, there is no God, and all truth and meaning is relative. Of course, 
this is a non sequitur and would not help you get a good grade in Logic. From the 
fact that we are not God it does not follow that no one else is. …Atheistic 
postmodernism sometimes seems to say (fallaciously): I am not God; therefore 
there is no God. The believer says: Someone else is God; therefore I am not 
God. (Westphal 2009, 58-59) 
 

Gadamer makes a similar conclusion, but somewhat laconic. In accor-
dance with his position, not only sometimes, but always the content of the 
text goes beyond the scope of the author’s understanding. Therefore, under-
standing is not only reproductive, but always productive activity. At the same 
time, Gadamer and Ricoeur agree that a participant of interpretation, a reader, 
is limited by historical time, which ultimately excludes any claims for “abso-
lute knowledge” and is evidence that we are really simple beings, not the 
Creator. Westphal considers this position as follows: “Fortunately, we do not 
need to concern ourselves with this theory, which no longer dominates the 
French intellectual scene and has never dominated the Anglo-American 
scene” (Westphal 2009, 68).  

Westphal is interested in philosophical hermeneutics, developed by 
Gadamer in the “Truth and Method”. He makes his reference to literary, legal 
and theological interpretations and intends his own understanding of this 
theory to apply to the reading of all culturally significant texts, while empha-
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sizing that his hermeneutics is a descriptive, rather than normative theory 
of interpretation. As it is well known, Gadamer also positively treated 
Heidegger’s expansion of interpretation beyond the text of a particular 
author, but he focused on “work”, on a certain text (Westphal 2009, 69). 

 

Under the influence of Heidegger and Kierkegaard, Gadamer was deeply con-

vinced that truth and Being cannot be studied through objectification and gene-

ralization. Unlike late Wittgenstein, he rejected the “will to generalization” as a 

“scientific method”, agreeing with Bultmann on the need for “de-objectification”. 

After all, the “understanding, according to Heidegger and Gadamer, comes even 

before the statement”. (Thiselton 2011, 226-227)  
 

According to Westphal, hermeneutics was greatly enriched by Kierkegaard’s 
subjective truth, since it required direct participation in every moment of our 

life. Gadamer agrees with this, proving that there are moments and questions 

when personal involvement is required instead of abstraction. In particular, 
he writes about this: “Hermeneutics is, first of all, a practice... Hearing, the 

susceptibility of the prerequisite, expectations and influences contained in 

the concepts are surprisingly important” (Gadamer 1997, 17). According to 
Thiselton and Westphal – this is the main thesis that in general determines 

our perception of the Scriptures. 

Westfal also approves Gadamer’s fundamental thesis on our belonging 
(thrownness, immersion) to tradition:  
 

Because we are situated within traditions, history does not belong to us, we 

belong to it. Long before we understand ourselves through the process of self-

examination, we understand ourselves in a self-evident way in the family, society, 

and state [and, we might add, church] in which we live… That is why the 

prejudices [Vorurteile] of the individual, far more than his judgements [Urteile], 

constitute the historical reality of his being. (Westphal 2009, 70) 
 

At the same time, according to Gadamer, knowledge itself can never be 

complete, because we are immersed in life (or history), and we can never 

stand apart from life (or history) and look at it as a whole. For Gadamer, 
according to Westphal, the assertion that God speaks to us in revelation is 

one thing, but the assertion that God opens up own view of revelation’s 

meaning, thereby transforming us from ordinary humans to divine knowers, 
is quite different. Similar to the postulate of the French philosophers on the 

“death of the author”, American researcher writes, Gadamer uses theological 

language when speaking about the finitude of historically effected conscious-
ness. Therefore, Gadamer claims the need for “insight into the limitations 

of humanity, into the absoluteness of the barrier that separates man from 

divine” (Westphal 2009, 74). 

“However, according to Gadamer, – as Westphal tries to prove, – the 
birth of the reader is not the absolute death of the author, but only the death 
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of the absolute auther, the one who could fix meaning unilaterally” (Westphal 
2009, 82). At the same time, the power of tradition is real, but not absolute, 
since man who is trying to understand the text is always engaged in design, 
creating a new projection of meaning, and, as a result, generating competing 
projects. Gadamer, followed by Westphal, also speaks about the relativity of 
the reader to a historically effected perspective, and about Dilthey’s anxiety 
on anarchy, which is caused for different readers or communities of readers 
by the fact that they are shaped by different historical traditions. Hence, there 
is a problem of whether or not “might the author’s (intended) meaning 
provide hermeneutics with a determinate object (the meaning of the text) that 
by means of intuition (divination, as Schleiermacher puts it) and methodical 
validation can preserve objectivity in the sense of universal validity for inter-
pretation?” (Westphal 2009, 77). Gadamer thinks not. Because this way will 
lead us once more to human prejudices. This is why he advocates that each 
century should understand the transmitted text in its own way. The meaning 
is realized in the changing process of understanding, like it is the same history 
whose meaning is constantly in the process of being defined. Even the sense 
of a historical event, for example, according to Westphal, “the significance of 
the war in Iraq, begun in 2003, is vastly different from what was intended by 
President George W. Bush and his neocon supporters when they started it” 
(Westphal 2009, 78). In this case, if we speak about the theoretical founda-
tions of the methodology of historical and religious analysis, it is that “when 
we try to understand a text, we do not try to transpose ourselves into author’s 
mind, but we try to transpose ourselves into the perspective within which he 
has formed his views” (Westphal 2009, 79). 

 

4. The Bible – “classical text” of Christian church.  
    “Interpretation” requires “virtue of practical wisdom”… 

 

For Westphal, Gadamer’s hermeneutics is also interesting because gives 
the possibility of interpreting the meaning of works of art. In the history, 
according to Gadamer, the works of art are apparently accompanied by the 
active-historical consciousness (wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein) of the 
author, who, however, cannot know absolutely for sure what and what about 
his work will say to descendants. In this case, we are talking about the life of 
the work as a way correlated with the way of human existence, evaluated by 
Kierkegaard in the parameters of constant formation. In chapter “Art as the 
Site of Truth beyond Method” Westphal analyzes the views of Gadamer in 
the context of humanistic tradition. “Over against the “romantic” idea of 
interpretation as the attempt to re-create or reconstruct the inner life of the 
author, – researcher writes, – Gadamer sets the idea of interpretation as the 
search for the truth of what the author says about the Sache…” (Westphal 
2009, 87). 
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The humanistic tradition, which is now the dominant scientific tradition, 

has carried out a significant influence on Western culture since Copernicus, 
Kepler, Galileo and Newton, and including the thinkers of the era of the 

scientific and technological revolution. Since then, particular emphasis has 

been put on attempting to extend the scientific method to the human sciences 
so as to neutralize traditions and its prerequisites (“prejudices”). Already in 

the eighteenth century, David Hume had torn boldly along this way, trying in 

“A Treatise of Human Nature” to introduce the experimental method of 
reasoning into “moral subjects”. Over against this methodology, as Westphal 

writes, Gadamer tries to find truth beyond method in classic texts and works 

of art, which are understood not as objects to observed and explained, but as 

“voices to be listened to” (Westphal 2009, 88-89). 
In determining the definition of “classics” Westphal refers to the David 

Tracy’s “Plurality and Ambiguity: Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope” (1987), 

where classics are “those texts that have helped found or form a particular 
culture… those texts that bear an excess and permanence of meaning, yet 

always resist definitive interpretation”. In creation of these texts, as Westphal 

argues, there is a paradox, though highly particular in origin and expression: 
classics have the possibility of being universal in their effect… And “I have to 

include the Bible into the category of classical texts not because I do not 

think that it is more than what it means, but because I think that, of course, it 
means no less” (Westphal 2009, 89). 

Gadamer is contemplating, especially in the cultural context, of the literary 

heritage of Greco-Roman antiquity as it emerged in the Renaissance, developed 
through the Enlightenment (as parallel path to the growing worship of science). 

The humanist tradition looked for the truth beyond the philosophical and 

theological methodology in the tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles; the 

epics of Homer and Virgil; the histories of Herodotus, Thucydides, Tacitus 
and Julius Caesar, the philosophical treaties of Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics. 

Since Gadamer, as Westphal emphasizes, does not specify where exactly to 

look for the truth beyond scientific method, this proves that he does not 
exclude from the list above even scriptural texts such as the Bible, especially 

in such important interpretations as the Septuagint, the Vulgate, the Luther 

Bible and so on. 
The central notion of humanistic tradition, as it is interpreted by Gadamer, 

is “Bildung”, the term that corresponds to Ancient Greek “παιδεία” (bringing 

up children) – the process of upbringing the citizens of the antique polis, 
making a mature man from a blunt child. Westphal, referring to Gadamer, 

remarks that “better translation would be “formation” or even “socializa-

tion”, for it concerns “training in the sensus communis… the sense that 
founds community… this communal sense for what is true (theory) and right 

(practice)” (Westphal, 2009, 91). 
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To make it obvious that the works of art must and convey the truth 
indirectly on us, Gadamer calls attention to the Kant’s point of view on this 
problem. It is known that Kant separated the beautiful (the majestic and the 
sublime) from the True and the Good. In other words, according to Kant, 
works of art are not bearers of cognitive significance (theory) or moral 
significance (practice). In Gadamer’s opinion, they provide us with a certain 
kind of pleasure, unselfish pleasure that that does not seek to own or rule 
over that which pleases. Thus, for example, the pleasure of reading is dif-
ferent from kinds of pleasure that we get from eating, drinking, having sex, 
having high social status or owning property. None of these latter pleasures is 
unselfish. Gadamer, according to Westphal, looks at the hidden aspect of the 
meaning of works of art, namely, their ability to address truth in time 
(history). Just like we do not read a text, first of all, to restore the author’s 
experience, but to hear what the author wants to say about the subject matter 
of the text, so we do not turn, first of all, to the work of art for the pleasure 
we get, but to open ourselves to what it reveals to us about the reality. 
Therefore, Westphal agrees with Gadamer and states that “we read a book, 
say a mystery novel or spy thriller, or we watch a movie, say a western or a 
romantic comedy, primarily for the pleasure it gives and not for what we 
hope to learn about what it means to be human” (Westphal 2009, 92). 

For Westphal, the idea of German thinker that the truth is in the works of 
art and its message teaches us to think differently, to understand differently 
and perhaps to live differently, is familiar. According to American philoso-
pher, views of Gadamer and Merleau-Ponty in this sense are similar: for 
Merleau-Ponty true philosophy consists in “relearning to look at the world”. 
Gadamer tells that “classic texts and works of art do the same thing” 
(Westphal 2009, 94). As an example, Gadamer’s concept of the “Picture” 
(picture, image), according to Westphal, is similar to a doctrine of the real 
presence of Christ in Word or Sacrament. This is why Gadamer applies simi-
lar method of analysis to the religious picture or icon. For him the picture is 
“an event of being”. However, since he started to speak about the icon, 
Westphal observes, it is not clear why he speaks about a word as well as about 
an image. Westphal assumes that we can take it as the allusion of the real 
presence of God in all forms of the Word of God: the incarnate Christ, 
Scripture and preaching based on Scripture. To prove this Westphal appeals 
to Epistle of Paul to Colossians (1:15), it is said that Christ is “the image of 
the invisible God” (Westphal 2009, 96). According to American philosopher, 
Gadamer combines epistemological and ontological principles of language in 
this formula and throughout his analysis of the picture (image). On the one 
hand, he speaks about human (pre)requisite, and on the other hand, he 
describes the picture as an event of being. Westphal insists that this does not 
create the vocabulary conflict, on the contrary, this act as an event of 
uncovering, of demonstration, of manifestation, of revelation that Gadamer 
understands by the truth beyond scientific method. 
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Gadamer’s “fusion of horizons”, Westphal interprets through the prism of 
Kierkegaard’s and Levinas’s existential ethics, in particular, in the context of 
the concept of “otherness”, “me – you relationship”. From Gadamerian 
triad – understanding, interpretation and application (that according to 
German thinker are one single process) – exactly the latter notion is the most 
important for Westphal’s existential theology. After all “application” is espe-
cially important for Christians who are interpreting the Bible because their 
“vocation is to embody Scripture. Unless Christian communities are 
committed to embodying their Scriptural interpretation, the Bible loses its 
character as Scripture” (Westphal 2009, 108-109)1. That is why Gadamer 
understands “interpretation” as a practical wisdom (phronesis) rather than 
theoretical wisdom (nous, episteme, sophia). Following Aristotle, Gadamer 
and later Westphal postulate the thesis that “interpretation” requires “the 
virtue of practical wisdom”. 

In this regard, Westphal mentions the four questions of Martin Luther 
that should arise every time we read the Bible or hear when someone else 
reads it: What am I to believe? What am I to do? Of what am I to repent? For 
what am I to give thanks? As American thinker mentions, the first question in 
the Lutheran context bring us beyond the purely theoretical or factual areas 
to the personal and practical spheres, to the promises of God as they relate to 
us here and now and are to be believed on hearing the Word of God. Here, 
to believe means to trust and to act basing on that trust. An earlier version of 
interpretation of this thinking tells us that inspired by God, Scripture is “use-
ful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness 
(virtue)” (Westphal 2009, 109). 

Thus, according to Westphal, the meaning of the “application” implies 
making concrete meaning, the one that gives practical meaning to abstract 
language. As an example, Westphal turns to the ambiguity of the texts of the 
Declaration of Independence (1776) and of the US Constitution (1787). 
While the first declares that “all men are created equal”, the second did not 
envisage the right of women to vote, there was nothing about the status of 
slaves, etc. Instead, the Bible specifically states that all people are created equal 
before God (regardless of gender, social status, skin color, etc.) (Westphal, 
2009, 110). 

In the context of existential dialogic ethics Westphal reinterprets the 
Gadamerian concept of “conversation” as openness, even vulnerability to the 
voice of another. This, according to him, means “true listening”. It sometimes 
means that a person (as a listener, observer, interlocutor) must accept 
some things that are against him, though nobody forces him to do it. Here 
Westphal means that a person has to perceive own ignorance, inferiority 
through the texts, works of art, communication (conversation) adequately, i.e. 
consciously and positively. The well-known Socratic concept of “intelligent 
ignorance” (“Docta ignorantia”) should be an example. 
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Socratic dialogues, according to Westphal, are the basis of the Gadamerian 
model of “conversation” and, at least in his interpretation, its most important 
feature is not a deconstructive, refutable aspect, but wisdom that recognizes 
the personal ignorance of human being as opposed to omniscience. Therefore, 
his deconstructivism and refutation are not aimed at conquering the scientific 
method of cognition and replacing it with a better philosophical intuition, but 
actually aimed at the psychoanalytic defense of the openness. That is why, for 
Gadamer, most of the thoughts about interpretation as conversation mean 
“entering into dialogue with the text”. At the same time he insists that the 
model of a conversation between persons in spoken language is “more than a 
metaphor”. While the position of the interlocutor complements mine and 
conversely, the goal of “Bildung” is achieved. Westphal claims that Gadamer 
calls it “the fusion of horizons” (Westphal 2009, 117). 

On the basis of the analysis of the Gadamer’s concept, Westphal empha-
sizes that “classic text” belong to certain communities that “found them” and 
are “sustained by communities”. And this means that interpretation of these 
texts is also a communal affair, a dialogical and not a monological process. If 
the Bible is the “classic text” of the Christian church, this church, in turn, is 
the community of the Bible’s interpretation. It belongs to the church’s iden-
tity and this is the conversation in which its members and its communities 
seek to understand the Bible and its subject matter: God and our relation to 
God” (Westphal 2009, 118). 

 
5. Conclusions 

 
Consequently, the development of the original version of the existential 

hermeneutics of religion by Westphal includes the fundamental provisions of 
Hans-Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutical project (hermeneutical circle, herme-
neutics as phronēsis; “Bildung”; “conversation”; “the fusion of horizons”; 
application), rethought and reinterpreted nowadays in the context of 
Kierkegaard’s ethical-religious ideas (“hermeneutics of finiteness” and “her-
meneutics of suspicion”). This has given the American philosopher of reli-
gion to interpret the Bible, on the one hand, as a historical classic work of art, 
and on the other hand, to speak about its beyond-historical, universal signific-
ance, about the life of the Bible as a work, as a way correlated with the way of 
human existence, assessed by Kierkegaard in the parameters of constant for-
mation. According to Westphal’s interpretation, the Bible appears as a work 
of art that embodies the truth beyond any research method and correlates 
with the constant formation and dynamics of human existence and the exis-
tence of the Christian community in the historical and cultural process. 
 
Notes 
 

1 Here, Westphal refers to “Reading in Communion: Scripture and Ethics in Christian Life” 
(see Fowl, Stephen E., and Jones, Gregory L. 1991). 
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Critiquer et défendre l’augustinisme  
au XVIIe siècle. Censures doctrinales  

et enjeux philosophiques ∗∗ 
 
 

Critique and defense of Augustine in the seventeenth century. 
Doctrinal censorship and philosophical issues 

 
Abstract: The seventeenth century can be characterized as a century in which 
we witness the “twilight of the Mystics” (Louis Cognet) or as a century when 
the doctrinaire controversies over the grace and the “correct” interpretation of 
St. Augustine generated a revitalization of Patristic sources. This revitalization was 
not done without provoking famous controversies where Augustine was used as a 
yardstick of theological orthodoxy, at the expense of the others Church Fathers. 
The purpose of this article is to expose the arguments used in one of these con-
troversies and to underline the extent to which “augustinism” had become, in the 
seventeenth century, a very rigid position.  
 
Keywords: Augustine, tradition, mystics, hierarchy, Dionysius the Areopagite. 
 
 

La question de l’amour « désintéressé » de Dieu et de la tradition 
« secrète » dans le christianisme a fait l’objet de la célèbre controverse entre 
deux grands évêques français (Bossuet, évêque de Meaux et Fénelon, 
archevêque de Cambrai), qui a duré de 1697 à 1699 et n’a été close qu’après 
l’intervention officielle du Pape Innocent IX (par la bulle Cum alias du 13 
mars 1699).  

La dispute, dont la genèse est redevable à l’étrange personne que fut 
Madame Guyon, doit être replacée dans le contexte plus large de l’époque si 
on veut comprendre pourquoi un problème qui regardait initialement le statut 
de la mystique a finalement été tranché par le Saint-Siège et pourquoi il y fut 
question de la « vraie » tradition, y compris de saint Augustin (en tant 
qu’éminent dépositaire de celle-ci).  

On peut légitimement soutenir que la dispute a dépassé le cadre d’une 
querelle entre deux évêques et a soulevé le problème de l’augustinisme officiel, en 
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tant que position doctrinaire qui a servi au XVIIe siècles à évaluer 
l’orthodoxie d’autres auteurs (dans la célèbre affaire de l’Augustinus de Cornelius 
Jansen), mais qui a été, à son tour, évalué par le Saint Siège après la 
condamnation officielle du jansénisme. Le but de cet article est de circonscrire, 
ne fût-ce que brièvement, la manière dont l’augustinisme (comme position 
doctrinaire) a été utilisé dans le cadre du débat entre Fénelon et Bossuet. 

Dans la multitude d’arguments et contre-arguments, répliques, remarques 
et accusations proférés par les deux évêques pendant deux ans, deux 
questions sont à retenir : 

- la première concerne la manière dont se développe, au XVIIe siècle, ce 
que l’on appelait « la controverse ». Comme l’a d’ailleurs souligné Jean Le 
Brun, « une doctrine, ou une thèse, appelle sa réfutation, et la réfutation 
appelle une réponse, et derechef une réponse à la réponse, etc. À chacune de 
ces étapes, un texte plus ou moins long est imprimé et diffusé » (Le Brun 
2006, 79). Ce phénomène de surenchérissement de la simple « dispute », qui 
vire à la « controverse », est particulièrement visible dans le différend qui 
oppose Fénelon à Bossuet au sujet de la (prétendue ou réelle) continuité entre 
la tradition mystique des premiers siècles chrétiens et la doctrine du pur 
amour, ainsi que l’oraison « désintéressée » que celle-ci mettrait en jeu. Ainsi, 
Fénelon écrit en 1697 le livre Explication des maximes des saints sur la vie intérieure, 
tandis que Bossuet écrit, la même année, Instruction pastorale sur les états d’oraison. 
Ce livre est suivi par un autre (Divers écrits ou mémoires sur le livre intitulé: 
Explication des maximes des saints), qui suscite la réplique de Fénelon par non 
moins de 5 lettres successives (Première Lettre à Monseigneur l’Évêque de Meaux en 
réponse aux divers écrits ou mémoires sur le livre intitulé Explication des Maximes des 
Saints, puis une Deuxième Lettre etc). Bossuet, ne voulant pas céder la main, 
écrit dans la deuxième partie de l’année 1698 une Réponse de Mgr l’Évêque de 
Meaux à quatre lettres de Mgr l’Archevêque Duc de Cambrai (remarquons le fait 
qu’au moment de la réponse, Fénelon n’avait pas encore écrit sa cinquième 
lettre). Puis, entre août et novembre 1698, la « controverse », déjà lourde, 
devient baroque et donc impossible à suivre et à comprendre par quiconque 
ne serait pas un des deux protagonistes: Bossuet écrit une Relation sur le 
Quiétisme et Fénelon réplique par une Réponse à l’Écrit intitulé Relation sur le 
Quiétisme. Bossuet fait imprimer les Remarques sur la Réponse de M. l’Archevêque de 
Cambrai à la Relation sur le Quiétisme, ce qui oblige Fénelon de répliquer par une 
Réponse aux Remarques de Mgr l’Évêque de Meaux sur la Réponse à la Relation sur le 
Quiétisme! Cela aurait pu continuer, « virtuellement » (Le Brun 2006, 80) 
jusqu’à l’infini. Il n’est pas sans intérêt de retenir aussi que ce 
surenchérissement de la controverse est du à l’air du temps, c’est-à-dire à la 
spécificité d’un siècle très agité par les controverses interconfessionnelles 
(entre catholiques et protestants), à ce point que L. Desgraves (1984) 
peut inventorier, pour une période de presque 100 ans, entre l’édit de 
Nantes (1589) et celui de Fontainbleau (1685), pas moins de 7000 ouvrages 
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de controverse! Il est donc explicable que cet acharnement controversiste s’est 
retrouvé aussi dans les dispute entre les écoles ou entre les courants de pensée 
ou de spiritualité interne au catholicisme.  

- la deuxième question concerne l’enjeu proprement-dit de la controverse, 
qui n’est plus d’établir la vérité, mais de triompher sur l’adversaire, voire à l’anéantir. 
Le débat n’est plus un débat d’idées mais un combat qui vise l’orthodoxie 
théologique de son adversaire. Jacques Le Brun l’avait d’ailleurs parfaitement 
surpris:  

 

Donc tous les efforts de la réflexion théologique sont mis au service de la 
controverse, de la lutte, et la définition, ou l’approfondissement, de la vérité 
devient fonction de cette controverse, dépend de la victoire sur l’adversaire et est 
en même temps un moyen de l’emporter sur cet adversaire. (Lebrun 2006, 81) 

 

En ce sens, il faut rapporter la subtile stratégie rhétorique de Bossuet, qui, 
tout en reconnaissant à l’adversaire Fénelon des qualités spirituelles, ne laisse 
pas de l’accuser, sur le plan théologique, d’en faire mauvais usage:  

 

…J’avoue que trouvant pour la première fois de ma vie dans un de vos écrits ces 
traditions particulières et ce secret de religion pour les chrétiens, je ne pus lire cet 
endroit sans une secrète horreur, et je sentis que le chapitre ou vous expliquiez 
avec beaucoup de subtilité et d’insinuation, pouvait être une préparation à des 
nouvelles doctrines […] et, pour tout dire, mériterait mieux par-là d’être une 
préface de quelque hérétique (permettez ce mot au-dessus duquel votre 
soumission vous élève trop. (Bossuet 1841, 369) 

 

La subtilité et la solidité que Bossuet accorde à Fénelon sont des causes 
aggravantes des erreurs de celui-ci qui peuvent, évidemment, mener à des 
hérésies. Le mot est très fort, et Bossuet le sait bien, puisqu’il s’empresse 
aussitôt d’assurer son adversaire qu’il n’as pas l’intention de l’accuser 
directement. Mais la manœuvres est claire: s’il ne s’agit pas d’une accusation 
directe, il n’est pas moins vrai que les thèses défendues par Fénelon placent 
celui-ci en position ingrate, d’initiateur des « nouvelles doctrines » ou de complice 
de « quelques hérésies ». Il y a bien une différence entre le principe et les 
conséquences d’une erreur théologiques, et Bossuet sait bien marquer cette 
différence, lorsqu’il dit a Fénelon: « Vous soutenez le principe, quoique vous 
n’en tiriez pas d’aussi mauvaises conséquences » (Bossuet 1841, 369). 
Nonobstant, cela ne signifie pas qu’une clause d’exonération est accordée a 
priori à Fénelon, puisque ce dernier reste au moins coupables pour des 
« hardiesses et prévention de l’esprit humain » ou pour des « propositions si 
affirmativement hasardées » (Bossuet 1841, 369). 

Tout en tenant compte des aménagements et des stratégies employées par 
Bossuet, le mot hérésie ne peut pas être évité et son poids théologique (soutenu 
par l’expression « nouvelles doctrines ») ne peut pas être nié. L’apparition du 



Critiquer et défendre l'augustinisme au XVIIe siècle. Censures doctrinales et enjeux philosophiques 

 312 

mot dans une controverse dont le point de départ n’est en rien redevable à 
une différence interconfessionnelle ne peut pas être expliquée si on ne tient 
pas compte d’un changement opéré au XVIIe siècle sous la pressions de la 
littérature controversiste dont parlait Desgraves et dont Bossuet fournit la 
preuve la plus éminente, cette fois-ci dans la controverse avec Leibniz:  

 
…la seconde conséquence, c’est l’essor, paradoxal en une époque de définitions 
doctrinales précises, mais compréhensibles dans le contexte sociologique et 
ecclésial des temps moderne, d’une notion « pratique » large d’hérésie […] cette 
problématique nous aide à comprendre dans quel contexte se déroulent les 
controverses à la fin du XVIIe siècle et en particulier le dialogue Leibniz-Bossuet: 
à la définition rigoureuse de l’hérétique et de l’hérésie par les théologiens s’est 
ajoutée une pratique ecclésiale qui ne peut pas ne pas influences les jugements et 
les attitudes de Bossuet et les réactions de Leibniz. (Lebrun 2004, 142) 
 

L’accusation d’hérésie est mise donc sur table et, à lire ce que Bossuet écrit 
à Fénelon, il parait que l’Evêque de Meaux ne fait que retarder l’accusation, se 
contenant de tirer un feu d’avertissement. Toutefois, Bossuet sait bien que 
l’enjeu n’est pas de chercher des erreurs dans « quelques endroits de ses 
[Fénelon] livres », mais d’ « attaquer non seulement la plus grande partie des 
passages, mais l’esprit et les principes » (Bossuet 1862, 508). Cette recherche 
des principes erronés de son adversaire est une constante de l’attitude 
polémique et controversiste de Bossuet, puisqu’on la retrouve aussi mise en 
œuvre contre Richard Simon. 

Par contre, étant à la recherche des principes théologiquement condam-
nables de son adversaire, Bossuet n’est pas exempt lui-même de la même cri-
tique, un point qui n’échappera pas à Fénelon, et qui parlera, avec malice, de 
son « système » (Fénelon 1851, 356). Car il y a bien un « système » chez 
Bossuet, non pas dans le sens dont parle Charrack (2010), mais dans le sens 
d’une vision (presque) métaphysique unitaire et cohérente. Un théologie peut 
être systématique (surtout lorsqu’il s’agit de la théologie « positive »), mais elle 
ne doit jamais être un système. Ce terme qui décrit, en propre, les écrits 
métaphysiques (au XVIIe siècle) ou les classifications ou taxonomies (au 
XVIIIe siècle), comme le prouve Charrack (2010, 10), devient sous la 
plume de Fénelon, très mordant et suggère que Bossuet est plus métaphysicien 
qu’il ne parait, et que sa théologie n’est pas à l’abri de tout soupçon. 

C’est d’ailleurs l’enjeu de la controverse avec Fénelon au sujet de l’amour 
pur: quelles approches théologiques différentes sont mises en avant par les 
adversaire, quel sens diffèrent donne-t-on aux mêmes mots (par exemple, le 
chapitre XVI, la section II de La tradition des nouveaux mystiques, pointe vers 
« principes de la tradition », tandis que la section VIII du même chapitre parle 
de « la vraie notion de tradition ») ? La mystique de l’amour pur (que Bossuet 
nommera, maintes fois, la « nouvelle » mystique) peut être rattachée à une 
tradition secrète (comme le soutient Fénelon) et ses principes sont compatibles 
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avec la « vraie » tradition (facilement reconnaissable, une fois qu’on la fait 
intervenir dans la discussion, comme le pense Bossuet) ? Rien n’est moins 
sur. Car tout n’est pas un jeu sur les nuances des mots. Il y a, dans la dispute, 
une exagération qui est monnaie courante des deux cotés: Bossuet essaie de 
tourner en ridicule tout rapport entre la « nouvelle mystique » et les auteurs 
anciens comme Clément d’Alexandrie, Jean Cassien ou Denys l’Aréopagite, 
tandis que Fénelon essaie de raccorder sa propre doctrine de la passivité de la 
volonté (qui est bien problématique au niveau doctrinaire) à cette tradition 
mystique respectable qui incluait ces Pères de l’Eglise et que Fénelon tenait 
pour « secrète ».  

Sans entrer dans le débat sur la passivité de la volonté et sur la prédestina-
tion augustinienne qui est à l’origine de cette thèse, comme le prouve 
Terestschenko (2008), nous signalons qu’elle peut être résumée de cette 
manière: pour se vider de soi-même, l’ego du mystique doit s’abandonner à 
Dieu. Or, dans l’acte même d’abandon mystique, il y a encore une intention-
nalité de la volonté qui la rend encore active (puisque la volonté d’abandon est 
encore volonté de quelque chose). Peut-on concevoir un acte de la volonté qui ait 
comme but l’annihilation de la volonté elle-même ? Le plus grave problème 
théologique tient au fait que la prétendue passivité de la volonté semble 
conduire au « désintéressement » du salut et à l’abandon de la dimension 
ecclésiale de la foi, sous prétexte du retrait mystique en Dieu. C’est d’ailleurs 
cet aspect qui permet de comprendre la condamnation virulente, par Bossuet, 
de « ce désintéressement tant vanté par les faux mystiques » (Bossuet 1841, 
113) ou de « ce prétendu désintéressement, qui empêche nos faux parfaits de 
rien demander pour eux, parce que ce n’est qu’orgueil et une manifeste trans-
gression des exprès commandements de Dieu » (Bossuet 1841, 114). 

Revenons au problème de la tradition « secrète ». Bossuet se place d’emblée 
contre cette interprétation, mettant sur table l’accusation d’hérésie qui doit 
guider l’approche de la tradition « secrète »: « Ces traditions secrètes ont été 
dans l’Eglise une source d’hérésies » (Bossuet 1841, 368). C’est la raison pour 
laquelle le problème est traité avec le maximum de circonspection (« Voici 
l’endroit le plus dangereux de l’ouvrage » – Bossuet 1814, 368), nonobstant la 
reconnaissances de l’orthodoxie spirituelle de Fénelon, comme on vient de 
le voir.  

Or, l’urgence, pour Bossuet, est d’ériger rapidement un barrage théolo-
gique formé par d’autres références patristiques classiques, qui puissent con-
trebalancer l’autorité des auteurs invoqués par Fénelon. A cet effet, Bossuet 
renvoie rapidement (sans citer un ouvrage précis) aux écrits de saint Irénée et 
de saint Epiphane (Bossuet 1841, 368), avant de venir à ce qu’il connaît le 
mieux, saint Augustin: « Saint Augustin a combattu cette erreur des secrets de 
la religion caché au fidèles, dans trois traités sur saint Jean, où il donne le sens 
véritable de cette parole de notre Seigneur, dont les hérétiques abusent » 
(Bossuet, 1841, 368). L’appel à saint Augustin n’est seulement pas dû à 
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l’augustinisme (indéniable) de Bossuet, mais est aussi l’effet de la manœuvre 
préventivement défensive de Fénelon, qui avait invoqué, dans son Mémoire sur 
l’état passif (qui fut le premier ouvrage rédigé sur le sujet) une parenté doctri-
naire entre Denys l’Aréopagite et saint Augustin. Le Mémoire a été envoyé à 
Bossuet le 23 juillet 1694, avec une lettre dans laquelle Fénelon exprimait sa 
confiance que les arguments patristiques feront dissiper tout malentendu de 
Bossuet (Gouhier 1977, 77). Il ne s’agissait donc pas seulement d’une captatio 
benevolentiae entre évêques, mais surtout d’une manœuvre hardie et habile de 
Fénelon, qui, dans la dernière partie de l’ouvrage, essayait de rapprocher les 
chapitres IX-X des Confessions de saint Augustin des écrits de saint Denys:  

 
Il est manifeste que saint Augustin représente une contemplation absolument 
conforme à celle dont parle saint Denys; il s’élève vers ce qu’il appelle idpsum; 
nous verrons dans son explication des Psaumes que cet idipsum selon lui est l’être 
immobile de Dieu, il passe de degré en degré au dessus de tout ce qui est 
corporel, il monte intérieurement encore plus haut, pensant néanmoins et 
raisonnant encore. (Gorré 1956, 231)  
 

Dans le Mémoire, Fénelon affirmait qu’on ne peut pas invoquer le prétendu 
caractère vétuste (loin s’en faut!) de saint Denys et qu’on ne peut pas non plus 
l’ignorer, sous prétexte que celui-ci aurait un « langage exagératif », allusion 
plus qu’évidente au jugement de Bossuet sur Denys l’Aréopagite (Bossuet 
1841 [XVIII], 384):  

 

On dira que saint Denys n’est qu’un auteur d’un siècle assez reculé, n’importe. Il 
dit ce qu’il suppose comme certain et fréquent dans les premiers siècles, il croit 
tout cela si autorisé qu’il ne craint point de l’attribuer aux hommes apostoliques, 
du moins il est bon pour être témoin de la tradition de son temps qui est sans 
difficulté fort ancienne. (Gorré 1956, 229-230) 

 

En même temps, Fénelon faisait appel au traité des Noms divins pour montrer 
que la « nouvelle » mystique avait en fait des racines très anciennes, dans les 
œuvres de saint Denys:  
 

Saint Denys parle du bienheureux Hiérothée comme d’un homme qui surpassait 
presque tous les hommes dans cette voie; mais Hiérothée était-il parvenu à cette 
sublimité par son travail actif  ? Non - il avait profité par les instructions des 
Docteurs, par l’étude des Ecritures, mais de plus il avait puisé beaucoup de chose 
par inspiration – il y avait atteint, non seulement en apprenant, mais aussi en 
souffrant les choses divines et par elles. (Goré 1956, 223-24) 
 

Or, c’est ici que se trouve le point faible du rapport que Fénelon établit 
entre la « nouvelle » mystique et la tradition patristique: essayant d’expliquer 
l’expérience des mystiques lors des contemplations, l’évêque de Cambrai 
accrédite l’existence d’une tradition secrète à l’intérieur du christianisme:  
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Il faut observer qu’il y a deux traditions des théologiens, l’une secrète et mystique, 
l’autre ouverte et publique – l’une symbolique et qui traite les mystères, l’autre 
philosophique et démonstrative. Ce qui est caché est joint avec ce qui est public 
et ce qui est public et ce qui est public établit la foi et raffermit la vérité de ce qui 
est enseigné. Ce qui est caché établit en Dieu par les Mystagogies qui ne peuvent 
être enseignées. (Gorré 1956, 229) 

 

La référence de ce passage est l’Epitre IX de saint Denys, mais la manière 
dont Fénelon l’interprète est certainement contraire à l’intention de sait 
Denys (Gorré 1969, 596).  

Il n’en fallait pas plus à Bossuet pour dénoncer cette tradition « secrète ». 
Evitant avec habileté les questions relatives à la contemplation et visant di-
rectement le point faible de la doctrine de l’évêque de Cambrai (la prétendue 
tradition secrète dans le christianisme) Bossuet invoque dès le début saint 
Augustin, afin de déjouer le stratagème de Fénelon.  

Le but de Bossuet est double:  
- d’une part, « dénouer » le lien qui tient ensemble les auteurs classiques 

invoqués par Fénelon (Clément d’Alexandrie, Denys Aréopagite, Jean 
Cassien), en jouant sur les différences doctrinaires: « Mais au contraire, il 
paraitra que tous ces auteurs, soit des premiers, soit des derniers siècles, ont 
des vues très différentes […] de sorte que le contemplatif qu’on nous donne 
est un homme tout nouveau, très éloigné de tous les autres et fabrique par les 
mystiques de nos jours » (Bossuet 1841, 161); 

- d’autre part, invoquer la « vraie » chaine de tradition, qui est celle 
augustinienne, à l’intérieur de laquelle on trouvera un nombre plus grand 
d’auteurs. Contre la « maigre » chaîne mystique proposée par Fénelon (« Dans 
le traite le Gnostique, on propose en faveur des nouveaux mystiques une chaine 
de tradition composée de quelques Pères et quelques auteurs modernes » – 
Bossuet 1841, 287), l’évêque de Meaux fait usage d’une chaine qu’il croit bien 
plus solide et dont les maillons sont plus nombreux. C’est pour cette raison 
qu’il écrit: « Pour établir un tel prodige, il faudrait trouver dans l’Eglise une 
nuée de témoins et de dispositions précises; mais tout se réduit à trois auteurs: 
à saint Clément, à Cassien, à saint Denys » (Bossuet 1841, 372). 

La double stratégie de Bossuet est accompagnée par une position de 
principe, grâce à laquelle il entend défendre la « tradition chrétienne »: « Je n’ai 
pas besoin de dire que dans l’Ecriture, comme dans les Pères, ce mot signifie 
souvent toute doctrine révélée de Dieu au fidèle ou de vive voix, ou 
par écrit ». (Bossuet 1841, 369-370). Cette définition restrictive de la tradition 
l’oblige à résoudre la question des traditions non-écrites, ce qu’il fait en 
s’appuyant sur saint Augustin: « une chose que se trouvant répandue dans 
toute l’Eglise, sans qu’on en voie l’origine, ne peut venir que des Apôtres » 
(Bossuet 1841, 370). Or, il faut reconnaître le coup de force de Bossuet qui 
s’emploie à faire usage de la définition augustinienne afin d’en élargir le cadre. 
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Bien que non-écrite, la tradition n’est pas moins publique: « Ainsi la marque de 
la tradition apostolique, c’est qu’elle se trouve répandue publiquement dans toute 
l’Eglise » (Bossuet 1841, 370). 

Le caractère public de la tradition non-écrite sera donc un topos qui animera 
La tradition des nouveaux mystique et qui servira à rejeter l’interprétation fénelo-
nienne de la tradition « secrète ». A cet effet, la clé de voûte de l’exégèse 
biblique de Bossuet restera, sans varier, la règle de la foi de Vincent de 
Lérins: « quod ubique, quod semper »: « C’est de cette sainte doctrine de saint 
Augustin, ou plutôt de toute l’Eglise catholique, que Vincent de Lérins a pris 
son Quod ubique, quod semper, qui est le caractère incommunicable et insépa-
rable qui constitue dans cet auteur les traditions apostoliques » (Bossuet 1841, 
370). Il n’est pas du tout certain que Vincent de Lérins ait puisé ce célèbre 
dicton de son Commonitorium (434) dans les œuvres de saint Augustin (Vincent 
de Lérins, 1959), d’autant plus que les exégètes reconnaissant la nouveauté de 
la position lérinienne, du moins dans l’Occident latin: « L’appel au consensus 
des Peres est au Ve siècle une tactique très neuve » (Courcelle 1960, 553). 

Cependant, pour Bossuet, il importe beaucoup de souligner l’ancrage 
augustinien de cette approche la tradition non-écrite, parce qu’il doit soutenir 
une thèse radicale sur les traditions non-écrites: « L’Eglise n’en connait point 
que d’universelles […] Elles sont toutes publique et universelles » (Bossuet 
1841, 370). 

Or, rien n’est moins sur que cette réduction que Bossuet opère parce que, 
apparemment, selon Jacques le Brun, il s’agirait d’une constante de sa pensée, 
à savoir la réduction du langage mystique au langage théologique, d’autant 
plus audacieuse qu’elle n’est pas questionnée par son adversaire Fénelon, un 
esprit d’ailleurs très fin: « […] cette réduction de la spiritualité au langage 
théologique n’est jamais discutée » (Lebrun 1972, 659). Pour Bossuet, la lec-
ture de la tradition se fait « de façon purement extrinsèque » (Lebrun 1972, 
660), ce qui le conduit à voir les auteurs spirituels invoqués par Fénelon 
« comme des recueils d’arguments et de textes, en non comme témoins d’une 
expérience et les inventeurs d’un langage qui ne peut être compris dans son 
ensemble » (Lebrun 1972, 664). Cette interprétation que Bossuet fait de la 
tradition la transforme dans une « science qui ne relève que des docteurs de 
l’Eglise » et dont on lui « dénie en avance toute valeur à une expérience mys-
tique vécue » (Ferrari 2005, 70) surprend par son sa pauvreté en teneur spiri-
tuelle, comme si la tradition n’était que la science positive et démonstrative 
des théologiens et n’avait pas à prendre en compte la vie spirituelle (voire 
mystique) des fidèles. 

C’est d’ailleurs la raison pour laquelle il s’efforce d’interpréter Denys 
Aréopagite comme un auteur augustinien (Fénelon avait tenté l’approche 
inverse) lorsqu’il s’agit du problème de la tradition non-écrite: « Ce serait une 
trop grossière erreur que de penser que, lorsqu’il parle des traditions cachées, 
il leur donne ce nom par rapport aux fidèles » (Bossuet 1841, 374). Rien n’est 
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moins conforme à la « vraie » tradition, pense Bossuet, qui s’insurge ouverte-
ment contre un passage dionysien de l’Epitre à Tite, où il y est question de la 
tradition secrète: « Voilà donc une tradition secrète et cachée opposée à celle 
qui est évidente. Je l’avoue. Mais ce langage est fort trompeur, quand on y est 
peu accoutumé » (Bossuet 1841, 374). C’est rare que Bossuet avoue rester 
sans arguments. Mais tout ne dure qu’un instant, puisqu’il revient, quelques 
lignes plus loin, à son interprétation augustinienne, selon laquelle la tradition 
ne comprend que les livres sacrées, et nullement un enseignement oral:  

 
Ainsi, la tradition des théologiens n’est rien moins que ce qu’on pense d’abord. 
Elle comprend les livres sacrées. Ce qu’on appelle cachée n’a ce nom parce qu’on 
en fait un mystère au fidèles mêmes, mais parce qu’elle est enveloppée dans des 
symboles sacrées; c’est pourquoi elle est appelée symbolique. (Bossuet 1841, 374) 
 

On ne saurait suffisamment souligner le coup de force de Bossuet. Selon 
lui, saint Denys ne parle pas d’une tradition « secrète » dans le sens fort du 
terme, mais fait seulement usage des termes « enveloppés et figurés » (Bossuet 
1841, 374). Pour le prélat, l’équivalence entre « secrète » est « symbolique » est incon-
testable et lui permet de désamorcer l’idée de tradition «secrète »: « Il ne s’agit 
d’autre chose que de l’explication qu’on fait aux fidèles des symboles sous 
lesquels les grandeurs de Dieu sont enveloppées, et non d’aucun mystère 
qu’on aurait dessein de leur cacher » (Bossuet 1841, 375).  

Ainsi, au nom du principe « il n’y a rien de caché pour les fidèles » 
(Bossuet 1841, 377), qui est, selon lui, un principe augustinien, Bossuet 
soutient que toute tradition considérée « secrète » n’est que la tradition publique 
représentée par des symboles. Le symbolique devint donc l’autre nom de la 
dimension cataphatique et démonstrative de la théologie: « Il ne s’agit d’autre chose 
que de l’explication qu’on fait aux fidèles des symboles sous lesquels les 
grandeurs de Dieu sont enveloppées, et non d’aucun mystère qu’on aurait 
dessein de leur cacher » (Bossuet 1841, 375). Plus loin, il revient avec force 
sur cette interprétation de la tradition « secrète »: « Il [Denys] répète encore 
une que ces figures sacrées sont des enveloppes pour le vulgaire et le profane 
[…] et l’on n’imaginera jamais que ce soit un mystère pour les fidèles » 
(Bossuet 1841, 375).  

Il y a dans cette interprétation un claire volonté de « réduction » (si on peut 
se permettre ce langage phénoménologique) des passages mystiques tirés de 
Denys Aréopagite à une sorte de catéchèse publique: « Il ne s’agit d’autre chose 
que de l’explication qu’on fait aux fidèles des symboles sous lesquels les 
grandeurs de Dieu sont enveloppées, et non d’aucun mystère qu’on aurait 
dessein de leur cacher » (Bossuet 1841, 375). En plus, Bossuet reprend à la 
lettre (inconsciemment ou pas) l’interprétation de l’Ecriture qu’avait donné 
Nicolas Malebranche (Moisuc 2011, 183). 

En effet, pour Bossuet, les chrétiens, une fois baptisés, ont, par le simple 
statut de baptisés, accès à tout ce qui est dit « mystérieux » dans la tradition. 
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C’est la raison pour laquelle, dans la célèbre Section V de La tradition des 
nouveaux mystiques où saint Denys est nommé, avec malice et, dirait-on, avec 
offuscation, « l’habile inconnu » (Bossuet 1841, 375), l’évêque de Meaux 
s’efforce de faire passer comme ayant de soi l’idée que les fidèles (ceux qui 
sont baptisés) ont accès à tout ce qui peut sembler « caché » ou « secret »:  

 
Pour ce qui est du terme profane …il se sert deux fois de ce mot dans l’Epitre à Tite 
pour faire voir qu’on a enveloppé de symboles les perfections de Dieu pour les 
cacher aux profanes…ce qui, très-visiblement, ne peut regarder les fidèles, à qui 
on n’a pas dessein de cacher les perfections de la nature divine, comme on fait 
aux infidèles. (Bossuet 1841, 375)  

 

Les fidèles baptisés sont les bénéficiaires de cette théologie symbolique 
expliquée comme dans les écoles de théologie (« Ainsi cette explication de la 
théologie symbolique, loin d’être un secret pour les fidèles… » – Bossuet 1841, 
376) et dont le but n’est pas de cacher quoi que ce soit (« et l’on n’imaginera 
jamais que ce soit un mystère pour les fidèles » – Bossuet 1841, 376). 

Toutefois, il faut observer que Bossuet contredit ouvertement ce que saint 
Denys affirme dans la Hiérarchie ecclésiastique:  

 
Ces grands prêtres inspirés de Dieu n’ont pas abandonné pour autant ces 
mystères à l’usage commun du culte saint en usant de formules ouvertement 
intelligibles, mais bien à travers des symboles sacrés, car tout le monde n’est pas 
saint, et, comme dit l’Ecriture, « il n’y a pas en tous la même connaissance (I Co. 
VIII, 7) ». (Aréopagite 1943, I, §4) 

 

Selon saint Denys, il y a bien une différence à faire dans le corps des fidèles, 
puisque tous n’ont pas le même degré de la foi et de la connaissance des 
mystères divins.  

Tout le monde n’est pas sain et tous n’ont pas la même connaissance, nonobstant 
leur qualité de fidèles baptisés.  

Or, il arrive que Bossuet contredise ouvertement ce texte de saint Denys, 
attribuant à tous les fidèles la même capacité de connaitre les mystères, sans 
tenir compte de leur degré de piète ou de sainteté: « Jusqu’ici l’on n’a point 
prouve qu’il y ait dans les fidèles parfaits des mystères incommunicables aux 
fidèles mêmes pieux » (Bossuet 1841, 376). Pour Bossuet, les non initiés aux 
mystères divins et aux traditions secrètes ne sont pas les chrétiens baptisés qui 
se trouvent au début de leur parcours spirituel vers la sainteté, mais… les 
infidèles (les païens): « Car nous avons vu que par ce mot, non initiés, selon la 
règle commune du tout langage ecclésiastique, il [Denys] n’entend précisément 
que les infidèles » (Bossuet 1841, 376). En d’autre mots, il n’y jamais une hié-
rarchie des fidèles, selon leur degré de sainteté, Bossuet rejetant ouvertement 
(tout en étant conscient de se placer en opposition avec saint Denys) la 
distinction claire faite par l’Aréopagite entre les deux types de fidèles, a savoir 
ceux qui sont déiformes et ceux qui ne sont pas encore:  
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Il est vrai que, dans le chapitre où il parle des morts, il distingue les fidèles comme 
en deux ordres, dont les uns sont les plus parfaits ou les déiformes; les autres 
mènent une vie sainte, non encore dans ce degré de perfection. Mais ce n’est rien 
moins que pour introduire une espèce de séparation pour la communication de 
certaines mystères. (Bossuet 841, 378) 

  

Cette manière de mise-à-plat de la hiérarchie des fidèles est directement 
redevable à la pensée ecclésiologique de Bossuet, caractérisée par une 
hypertrophie de la figure centrale de l’évêque (Regent-Susini 2009, 420), dont 
la fonction ecclésiale se réduit à celle de défendre et de transmettre la « vraie » 
doctrine (celle de saint Augustin), la contrepartie regrettable étant la perte des 
trois fonctions de la hiérarchie dionysienne (purification, illumination, 
divinisation). Par la perte de ces trois dimensions qui caractérisaient l’évêque, 
la hiérarchie dionysienne est privée de sa fonction sotériologique, devenant une 
simple ligne verticale du pouvoir ecclésial au sommet duquel siège l’évêque tout-
puissant: « Le mystère de l’autorité ecclésiastique est dans la personne, dans le 
caractère, dans l’autorité des évêques. En effet, Chrétiens, ne voyez vous pas 
qu’il y a plusieurs prêtres, plusieurs ministres, plusieurs prédicateurs, plusieurs 
docteurs; mais il n’y a qu’un seul évêque dans un diocèse et dans une église », 
prêche Bossuet dans l’Oraison funèbre du Père Bourgoing, supérieur de l’Oratoire 
(Bossuet 1841 [IV], 414). 

La mise-à-plat de la hiérarchie ecclésiastique est clairement visible dans un 
fragment de la Tradition des nouveaux mystique, où Bossuet marque ouvertement 
sa volonté d’ignorer (si ce n’est mépriser) ce que saint Denys affirme de 
la hiérarchie ecclésiastique: « Je ne parle point du traité de la Hiérarchie 
ecclésiastique, qui est tout plein de traditions cachées, comme tous les autres 
[traités]; et néanmoins qui est tout fait pour les fidèles, pour montrer que ce 
n’est pas à eux qu’il se veut cacher » (Bossuet 1841, 377). 

Cela a aussi un impact immédiat sur le rôle des sacrements administrés par 
la hiérarchie (et surtout par l’évêque). Désormais, la participation des fidèles 
aux sacrements de l’Eglise se réduit à une simple réception passive des symboles 
expliqués. Qui plus est, la divinisation (comme le but final du parcours spirituel 
de tout fidèle et la visée de tous les sacrements) se réduit à un effet 
quasi-mécanique de l’Eucharistie, comme si la simple participation (régulière ou 
occasionnelle) aux sacrements de l’Eglise garantissait la divinisation dont 
parlait les Pères de l’Eglise! C’est du moins ce que l’on comprend d’un autre 
fragment de Bossuet:  

 
Quant à la difformité, c’est-a-dire à l’imitation, autant qu’il se peut, de Dieu et de 
Jésus-Christ, qui est le plus haut degré où il élève les fidèles, il fait voit partout 
[…] que la vertu en est répandue dans le baptême, dans l’onction, dans 
l’ordination, et surtout dans l’eucharistie, pour montrer qu’il n’y a rien là à cacher 
aux chrétiens; puisque ce n’est rien autre chose que le dernier et le plus parfait effet des 
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sacrements qu’ils fréquentent tous les jours, pourvu qu’ils en fassent un digne usage. 
(Bosssuet 1841, 377-378) 
 

Réduire la divinisation à un effet banal et quasi-mécanique des sacrements 
(ne fût-ce que l’Eucharistie), il n’y a rien de plus étrange à la pensée de saint 
Denys. Comme si de la simple participation aux sacrements il s’ensuivait avec 
nécessité que les fidèles deviennent des porteurs du Christ. Toutefois, c’est ce 
que Bossuet soutient sans fléchir, imbu d’un augustinisme latent au nom 
duquel il combat l’existence d’une tradition « secrète ». Dans la Défense de la 
tradition, qu’il écrira pour combattre Richard Simon, l’augustinisme de Bossuet 
est visible à tout bout de champs, comme par exemple dans ce fragment où il 
est question de la grâce et de la prédestination: « Ce fut donc pour ces raisons 
que l’Eglise se reposa, comme d’un accord commun, sur saint Augustin, de 
l’affaire la plus importante qu’elle ait peut-être jamais eu a démêler avec la 
sagesse humaine » (Bossuet 1841, 183)  

L’augustinisme latent qui anime Bossuet dans la controverse avec Fénelon 
est d’autant plus anachronique et excessif que l’on connaît aujourd’hui bien la 
réserve dont avait fait preuve la Siège apostolique dans l’affaire de l’Augustinus. 
Comme l’a bien prouvé Bruno Neveu, l’attitude du pape Innocent X qui 
(dans une audience tenue le 21 juin 1652 pour les évêques français où il fut 
question de l’autorité de saint Augustin), s’exprima avec beaucoup de finesse 
(« que chacun la prenait comme il était disposé et l’entendait à sa mode; mais 
qu’il fallait y garder un peu de modération, et ne pas s’attacher aux choses 
et aux paroles de si près, mais considérer l’exagération avec laquelle saint 
Augustin et les autres Pères de l’Eglise pouvaient en certaines rencontres 
avoir parlé et aussi de ne pas considérer et appuyer comme si c’était des 
paroles de l’Ecriture ce qu’ils pouvaient avoir dit quelquefois dans la chaleur 
et la véhémence du discours » - Neveu 1994, 484) est suffisamment claire 
pour prouver que, même si tous les théologiens et les écoles de pensée fai-
saient profession de leur augustinisme, il n’y avait pas un « Augustin 
univoque » (Quantin 2007, 5) qui fournissait la « vraie » doctrine de l’Eglise 
catholique, comme le croyait Bossuet. Qui plus est, en 1690, le Saint-Office 
avait déjà officiellement rejeté, par le décret du 7 décembre 1690, cet augusti-
nisme excessif qu’on essayait de présenter comme étant la seule doctrine 
véritable de l’Eglise.  

Condamnant la proposition Ubi quis invenerit doctrinam in Augustino clare 
fundatam, illam absolute potest tenere et docere, non respiciendo ad ullam Pontificis Bullam 
qui semblait autoriser tout théologien à enseigner et défendre la doctrine de 
saint Augustin (tenue pour claire et justifiée) sans tenir compte de la position 
du pape, le Saint-Siège fermait un long épisode de la vie mouvementée de 
l’Eglise au XVIIe siècle, qui fut, certes, augustinien, mais qui ne pouvait pas 
rester exclusivement augustinien. 
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Le risque d’un augustinisme excessif et non-critique, au nom duquel on 
pouvait interpréter les autres Peres (l’interprétation de Bossuet en marge de 
saint Denys le prouve) et leur reprocher qu’ils n’étaient pas assez augustiniens 
(!) parait toutefois plus grand que les bénéfices provisoirement gagnés dans 
les disputes éphémères en marge des sujets théologiques que l’Eglise s’était 
soigneusement garder de trancher de manière officielle. 
 
Bibliographie 
 
Aréopagyte, Denys. 1943. Traité de la hiérarchie ecclésiastique. Œuvres complètes de saint Denys 

l’Aréopagite. Traduction de Maurice de Gandillac, Paris: Aubier. 
Bossuet, Jacques-Benigne. 1841. La tradition des nouveaux mystiques. In Œuvres complètes 

de Bossuet. Tome XIV. Outhenin-Chalandre fils éditeur: Besançon.  
Bossuet, Jacques Bénigne. 1862. Œuvres complètes de Bossuet publiées d’après les imprimés et les 

manuscrits originaux, purgées des interpolations et rendues à leur intégrité, par F. Lachat. 
Tome XIX. Paris: Vivès.  

Charrack, Andre. 2010. « Les systèmes du savoir au XVIIIe siècle, une analyse de la raison 
connaissante ». Entretien réalisé par Élodie Cassan. Labyrinthe 34(2010): 16-33. 

Courcelle, Pierre. 1960. « Compte rendu du S. Vincent de Lérins, Le Commonitorium. Intro-
duction, traduction et notes par Michel Meslin, 1959 ». In Revue des Études 
Anciennes 62-63-64 (1960): 552-553. 

Dagens, Jean. 1953. « Le XVIIe siècle, siècle de Saint Augustin ». In Cahiers de l’Association 
internationale des études françaises 3-5 (1953): 31-38. 

De Lérins, Vincent. 1959. Le Commonitorium. Introduction, traduction et notes par Michel 
Meslin. Naumur: Editions du Soleil-Levant. 

Desgraves, Louis. 1984. Répertoire des ouvrages de controverse entre catholiques et protestants sous le 
régime de l’Édit de Nantes (1598-1685). Genève: Droz. 

Fénelon, François-Solignac de la Motte-Fenelon. 1851. Œuvres complètes précédées de son Histoire 
littéraire par M. Gosselin (vol IX). Paris-Lille-Besançon: Leroux et Jouby, Gaume 
Frères, Outhenin-Chalandre fils. 

Ferrari, Anne. 2005. « Bossuet, gardien de la “vraie” tradition ».  In Bedouelle, Guy, 
Christian Bellin, Simone de Reyff. L’art de la tradition: journées d’études de l’Université 
de Fribourg : 59-70. Fribourg: Academic Press Fribourg. 

Gouhier, Henri. 1977. Fénelon philosophe, Vrin: Paris. 
Gorré, Jeanne-Lydie. 1956. La notion d’indifférence chez Fénelon et ses sources [avec la traduction 

du Mémoire sur l’etat passif]. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France. 
Gorré, Jeanne-Lydie. 1969. « Néoplatonisme et quiétisme: Fénelon et l’Aréopagite ». In 

Revue d’Histoire littéraire de la France 3-4 (1969): 583-602. 
Le Brun, Jacques. 1972. La spiritualité de Bossuet. Paris: Klincksieck. 
Le Brun, Jacques. 2004. « La notion d’hérésie au XVIIe siècles: La controverse Bossuet-

Leibniz ». In La jouissance et le trouble. Recherches sur la littérature chrétienne de l’âge 
classique : 137-160. Droz: Genève. 

Le Brun, Jean. 2006. « Mutations du débat philosophique et théologique à la fin du XVIIe 
siècle et au début du XVIIIe. In Littératures classiques 59(2006): 77-92. 

Moisuc, Cristian. 2011. « Parler exactement de Dieu. L’interprétation rationnelle de 
l’Ecriture chez Malebranche ». Meta. Research in Hermeneutics, Phenomenology and 
Practical Philosophy , 1(2011): 175-194.  

Neveu, Bruno. 1994. Érudition et religion au XVII et XVIIIe siècle. Paris: Albin Michel. 



Critiquer et défendre l'augustinisme au XVIIe siècle. Censures doctrinales et enjeux philosophiques 

 322 

Quantin, Jean-Louis. 2007. « L’Augustin du XVIIe siècle? Questions de corpus et de canon ». 
In Augustin au XVIIe siècle: actes du colloque organisé par Carlo Ossola au Collège de France 
les 30 septembre et 1er octobre 2004 : 3-77. Firenze: Olschki. 

Régent-Susini, Anne. 2009. « Dionysisme et gallicanisme: la figure de l’évêque selon Bossuet ». 
Revue de l’histoire des religions 3 (2009): 413-428. 

Terestchenko, Michel. 2008. « La querelle sur le pur amour au XVIIe siècles entre Fénelon 
et Bossuet ». La Découverte, Revue du Mauss 32 (2008): 173-184. 



Hermeneia - Nr. 21/2018                                                                                          Interview 

 323 

 
 

Entretien avec François Bœspflug 
* 

et réalisé par Tudor Petcu 
** 

 
 

TP: Je vous saurais gré si vous pouviez me faire savoir quelle pourrait être la 
signification principale de la spiritualité éthiopienne pour votre recherche. Ou autrement dit: 
qu’est-ce qu’a représenté l’Éthiopie pour votre personnalité spirituelle au moment où vous 
l’avez découverte? 

 
FB: Un éblouissement à la fois gourmand, enchanté et très tardif. On peut 

devenir un bon connaisseur de l’iconographie chrétienne et du monde de 
l’icône et ne rien savoir précisément de l’art éthiopien. Longtemps, je dois 
commencer par cet aveu, j’ai tout ignoré, ou peu s’en faut, de l’Éthiopie, de la 
communauté chrétienne qui s’y est développée, de sa spiritualité, de son 
iconographie, lors-même que j’avais commencé à m’intéresser activement, 
depuis un voyage avec Wilhelm Nyssen, en 1969, en Yougoslavie, Bulgarie et 
Grèce, à l’art chrétien d’Orient. C’est surtout après avoir lu et expertisé pour 
les Éditions du Cerf de Paris en 1978 La Théologie de l’icône dans l’Église orthodoxe 
de Léonide Ouspensky, parue pour la première fois au complet en 1980, que 
mon intérêt pour l’art de l’icône s’est éveillé, et après avoir noué des relations 
très amicales et confiantes avec lui, au point qu’il m’a offert une somptueuse 
Postface à mon Dieu dans l’art (1984). Cette découverte de l’Orthodoxie 
s’est approfondie lorsque nous avons organisé avec Nicolas Lossky, fils de 

                                                           
* François Bœspflug (born in 1945) is a French historian of Christianity and a historian of 
Christian art, especially Middle Ages. He is emeritus professor of religion history at the 
Faculty of Catholic Theology of Strasbourg (after teaching there in 1990-2013). After 
a doctoral thesis on “God in art” (1984), he published numerous books on Christian 
iconography. He specializes in the iconography of the Moralized Bible. Held the “pulpit 
Benedict XVI” in Regensburg in 2013, and was a member of the literary director of 
Editions du Cerf from 1982 to 1999. His publications include: Le credo de Sienne (Paris: Le 
Cerf, 1985 – Prix Véga et Lods de Wegmann de l’Académie française); Les « Très belles 
heures » de Jean de France, duc de Berry: un chef-d’œuvre au sortir du Moyen Âge (Paris: Le Cerf, 
1998 – prix Eugène Carrière de l’Académie française); La Trinité dans l’art d’Occident, 1400-
1600: Sept chefs-d’œuvre de la peinture (Presses universitaires de Strasbourg, 2000); Dieu et ses 
images: une histoire de l’éternel dans l’art (Montrouge: Bayard, 2008); La Pensée des images, 
entretiens avec Bérénice Levet (Montrouge: Bayard, 2011); Sainte Anne: histoire et représentations 
(Paris: Le Louvre éditions, 2012); Franc-parler: du christianisme dans la société d’aujourd’hui, 
entretiens avec Evelyne Martini (Montrouge: Bayard, 2012); Le prophète de l’Islam en images: un 
sujet tabou ? (Montrouge: Bayard, 2013); Le regard du Christ dans l’art (Desclée-Mame, 2014); 
Religion, les mots pour en parler (avec T. Legrand et A. L. Zwilling) (Genève 2014); Jésus a-t-il eu 
une vraie enfance ? L’art chrétien en procès (Paris: Le Cerf, 2015); Pourquoi j’ai quitté l’ordre… et 
comment il m’a quitté (éditions Jean-Claude Béhar, 2016). 
** University of Bucharest, Romania; email: petcutudor@gmail.com 
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Vladimir, c’était en 1986, un colloque international au Collège de France à 
Paris à l’occasion du 12ème centenaire du concile de Nicée II (787-1987). J’ai 
ensuite fait une série de voyages vers l’Europe de l’Est, la Russie, l’Arménie, 
mais j’ai attendu février 2017 pour aller en Éthiopie et y découvrir sur place 
l’art religieux de ce pays qui désormais fait partie de mes curiosités tenaces et 
de mes rêves. Ce fut à l’occasion d’un colloque international à l’université 
d’Addis Abéba, où j’ai eu le goût de présenter en les documentant trois motifs 
iconographiques originaux de l’art éthiopien dont deux qui sont inconnus de 
l’art religieux occidental. Une de mes nièces étant l’épouse d’un diplomate en 
poste dans cet État, j’ai pu séjourner chez eux et prolonger mon séjour. C’est 
ainsi qu’il m’a été donné de visiter bon nombre d’églises rupestres fascinantes, 
en particulier à Lalibela et dans le Tigraï, de rencontrer des spécialistes qui 
résident là-bas depuis des décennies, tel Luigi Cantamessa1, et de rentrer en 
contact avec d’autres comme Gianfrancesco Lusini, professeur d’amharic, 
de gheez et d’histoire éthiopienne à l’université de Naples (« L’Orientale », 
Département Asie, Afrique et Méditerranée).  

 
TP: Pourrait-on dire à votre avis que l’Éthiopie représente d’une certaine manière le 

cœur de la chrétienté africaine? Si oui, quels seraient vos arguments théologiques ? 
 
FB: Ne m’en veuillez pas de prendre le contre-pied et de tenter d’expliquer 

qu’au contraire l’art religieux éthiopien n’a en réalité, selon moi, rien qui 
puisse en faire un représentant typique de l’art chrétien sur le continent 
africain. A cet égard, il faut insister sur le fait que cet art est lié à l’art copte 
d’Égypte tout comme l’Église chrétienne d’Éthiopie tewahedo2 fut durant des 
siècles un simple diocèse, ô combien étendu, suffragant de celui d’Alexandrie, 
jusqu’en 1959, où elle a conquis son autonomie ecclésiale. Pour le reste, l’art 
chrétien éthiopien doit beaucoup à deux grandes caractéristiques structurelle 
de son histoire (réelle ou légendaire, peu importe ici), à savoir le fameux 
voyage de la reine de Saba, Candace, auprès de Salomon, et le séjour présumé 
de la Sainte Famille en Éthiopie dans le prolongement de sa Fuite en Égypte à 
la suite du Massacre des Innocents déclenché par Hérode. De sa visite au roi 
de Juda réputé sage parmi les sages, la reine serait revenue enceinte, et la 
tradition la plus constante en a conclu que la dynastie régnante, jusqu’à 
l’empereur Haïlé Sélassié, avait une légitimité teintée d’une sacralité remontant 
à l’époque biblique. Quant au séjour de la Sainte Famille, que les agences 
égyptiennes se plaisent à détailler géographiquement, étape par étape, afin de 
convaincre les touristes de se rendre partout où elle est censée être passée 
jadis, il se serait prolongé par un long voyage en Éthiopie, où elle aurait 
résidé, selon les textes apocryphes, pas moins de trois ans et demi, en y 
recevant un accueil exceptionnel, non sans y accomplir un certain nombre de 
prodiges. Ainsi s’expliquent d’ailleurs certaines caractéristiques de la théologie 
et de la conception même de la nation, qui passe pour avoir été une donation 
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du Seigneur Jésus à sa mère pour la récompenser de tout ce qu’elle y aura 
vécu et affronté comme épreuves. D’où aussi la présence, dans certains 
monastères, de peintures racontant des épisodes rarissimes de ladite Fuite, le 
débat avec les brigands qui deviendront les deux larrons entre lesquels Jésus a 
été crucifié sur le Golgotha, la cachette providentielle que la Sainte Famille a 
trouvé, y compris son âne, dans un tronc d’arbre qui s’est miraculeusement 
ouvert, etc.  

Mais j’en reviens à votre question sur les rapports entre l’Éthiopie et 
l’Afrique. D’avoir vécu et circulé deux années au Tchad, d’avoir visité à cette 
occasion sept pays d’Afrique centrale, puis d’avoir dirigé quelques thèses de 
jeunes prêtres africains envoyés à Strasbourg par leur évêque et étudié de 
près ce que l’on appelle depuis Jean-Paul II surtout les divers modes de 
« l’inculturation » du message chrétien dans l’art africain, tout cela me permet 
d’affirmer qu’à cet égard l’art chrétien éthiopien fait complètement bande à 
part quand on le compare à l’art né chez ses voisins de l’Ouest et du Sud. Il 
n’est représentatif que de lui-même. Son histoire et son ancienneté sont sans 
équivalent sur le continent, et il se pourrait qu’il faille ajouter que l’art 
éthiopien n’y a eu guère d’influence. En tout état de cause, même si les traces 
qu’on en a conservé provenant du premier millénaire de l’ère chrétienne et du 
Moyen Âge sont rares, il est évidemment beaucoup plus ancien que toutes 
les autres manifestations artistiques de l’accueil de l’Évangile en Afrique, 
consécutives des expéditions puis des opérations de colonisation qui ont servi 
de cadre aux missions africaines. Il est aussi très marqué par le ralliement 
à une tradition théologique « mia-physite » et non-chalcédonienne. Sa dette 
envers certains sujets caractéristiques de l’art chrétien d’Orient, telle l’Anastasis, 
figurée par le Ressuscité géant extrayant des enfers Adam et Ève tout nus, 
est évidente. Enfin, il se pourrait qu’un religieux italien nommé Niccolo 
Brancaleone3, artiste lui-même, et qui y a séjourné au moins trente ans à partir 
des années 1480, ait eu un rôle de déclencheur et d’inspirateur de l’art 
religieux local, un rôle aux effets probables profonds, même s’ils sont 
difficiles à mesurer exactement. Toujours est-il que l’art chrétien éthiopien 
présente une version très originale du Christ couronné d’épines4 et un sujet 
complètement inconnu de l’art chrétien d’Occident et d’Orient , à savoir le 
« Pacte de miséricorde » entre le Christ et la Mère de Dieu5. Ces deux sujets, 
faut-il le préciser, n’ont de même aucun parallèle dans l’art chrétien d’Afrique 
Noire. Ajoutons que l’art éthiopien a manifesté sa prédilection durable pour la 
représentation de la Trinité « triandrique », c’est-à-dire figurée sous la forme 
de trois vieillards ou de trois hommes murs étroitement regroupés et encadrés 
par les quatre Vivants de la vision d’Ézéchiel devenu les symboles des quatre 
évangélistes: un type iconographique peut-être hérité de l’art copte6, mais 
complètement absent ailleurs en Afrique et n’ayant d’équivalent qu’en Europe 
occidentale et… en Amérique latine7.  
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TP: Vous avez développé un bon nombre d’études sur l’iconographie chrétienne en 
Occident et vos ouvrages ont sans doute apporté une contribution essentielle à la théologie de 
l’icône, particulièrement en France et en Italie. À partir de ces réalités soulignées par moi, 
comment définiriez-vous votre perspective en tant que théologien catholique et occidental sur 
l’iconographie éthiopienne? Qu’apporte en fait de nouveau l’iconographie éthiopienne dans 
votre horizon théologique? 

 
FB: Il apporte tout d’abord la preuve précieuse, digne d’être méditée, que 

le continent africain n’est pas fait spirituellement et culturellement tout d’un 
bloc, ce que trop d’européens ne subodorent pas du tout. La poche autour du 
bassin du Nil et le massif montagneux élevé de l’Éthiopie sont des entités 
physiques spécifiques qui ont vu naître une humanité singulière et une 
manière originale de vivre l’Évangile. Les lieux saints éthiopiens, le formidable 
développement de l’érémitisme et du monachisme, la spécificité du calendrier 
liturgique n’ont pas grand-chose à voir avec le type de christianisme qui a été 
engendré par la constante confrontation entre les missionnaires d’Afrique 
Noire et la présence de l’islam dans tous les circuits permettant les échanges 
commerciaux et la transhumance des troupeaux.  

Du point de vue de la rencontre entre l’Évangile et la culture locale, 
l’Éthiopie représente un vaste territoire à part, tout à fait étranger par exemple 
à la problématique de la négritude. Cela n’a certes pas barré la route à des 
motifs typiquement africains de l’art éthiopien, tel le port de l’Enfant Jésus 
serré dans un tissu dans le dos de sa mère et calé au-dessus de ses reins, mais 
il est inutile d’y chercher des Crucifiés crépus, lippus et à la peau noire, 
flanqué à son pied d’une femme africaine en boubou et coiffée d’un fichu 
coloré, qui serait Marie. L’art chrétien d’Éthiopie est beaucoup plus tributaire 
de certains accents du christianisme du Proche-Orient, et sensible à des 
aspects du dogme qui laissent totalement indifférent le reste de l’Afrique: en 
particulier la Trinité des Personnes divines. Pour un spécialiste comme moi 
de l’implantation de l’idée trinitaire dans les différentes régions rejointes par la 
diffusion du christianisme, l’Éthiopie constitue sur ce point précis un cas à 
part, où prime non l’idée de la primauté du Père éternel, ou de son absolue 
transcendance qui le rend irreprésentable, mais celle de la communion et de 
l’égale dignité divine des personnes – c’est tout sauf banal.  

 
TP: Pourrions-nous en parler d’une certaine unicité de l’icône éthiopienne? Je vous pose 

cette question car une telle icône exprime quelque chose de tout à fait différent, si nous 
devions faire une comparaison avec les icônes orthodoxes qu’on trouve en Europe de l’Est ou 
avec les icônes catholiques. 

 
FB: Je ne suis pas sûr que l’on puisse parler d’une « unicité » de l’icône 

éthiopienne, et croirais plus approprié de parler d’une certaine spécificité du 
monde des icônes éthiopiennes. Celle-ci me paraît triple, je me risque à vous 
communiquer mes impressions, sans me considérer comme un spécialiste.  
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D’abord, la spécificité qui vient des modes de fabrication des objets 
concernés. Les supports d’icône du type planche épaisse creusée en surface, 
pour des raisons qui tiennent sans doute à la nature des arbres du place, 
sont l’exception et non la règle comme ailleurs dans l’aire byzantine et 
post-byzantine. De même l’Éthiopie ne semble pas avoir adopté l’iconostase 
comme telle. Je soupçonne également que les matières employées pour 
peindre n’ont pas été les mêmes que dans les autres contrées familières de 
l’icône, en particulier en raison de l’absence de jaune d’œuf aisément 
disponible. Les supports et formes d’art fréquentées ne sont pas tout à fait les 
mêmes qu’ailleurs. Si la peinture sur parchemin et la peinture murale y ont été 
très développées, ce n’est pas du tout le cas de l’art de la mosaïque ni du 
vitrail. L’art éthiopien est riche en bas-reliefs, pauvre en hauts-reliefs et à peu 
près démuni d’un art de la sculpture en ronde bosse – en quoi il reste 
profondément solidaire d’une critique du risque d’idolâtrie censément lié à la 
statuaire, et très largement partagée dans tout l’Orient chrétien.  

En revanche, et c’est la seconde spécificité, liée cette fois aux usages, il me 
semble que l’art éthiopien n’a pas mis l’accent comme cela fut fait ailleurs 
dans l’aire orthodoxe sur la fonction de présence et de rencontre interperson-
nelle transformante de l’icône. Il a privilégié d’autres fonctions. Il affectionne 
en effet les petits diptyques qui se suspendent au cou, à valeur apotropaïque, 
les triptyques sur planches légères, et les croix métalliques plates que tiennent 
solennellement les célébrants, et qui sont généralement ornées de motifs 
figuratifs incisés. Ces divers supports et types d’objets portables remplissent 
des rôles qui ne font pas précisément d’eux des pôles de contemplation 
immobile du « prototype ». 

Sur la troisième spécificité du monde des icônes éthiopiennes, je ne crois 
pas utile de revenir, mais la redis pour mémoire, et je la crois incontestable: le 
paysage des sujets et types iconographiques qui y furent en vogue ne sont pas 
les mêmes, tant s’en faut, que dans d’autres pays de l’orthodoxie. Et j’ajoute 
que ce qui frappe le visiteur découvrant l’art éthiopien est la place prépondé-
rante qu’y occupent les figures de saints locaux, notamment celles des saints 
moines et ermites, et tous ces saints à cheval, beaucoup plus nombreux et 
fréquents qu’ailleurs. On peut même avoir parfois l’impression, dans certains 
sanctuaires parmi les plus populaires, que l’évocation des saints a fait passer 
au second plan le souci d’un véritable programme iconographique. 

 
TP: J’ai souvent entendu que les icônes éthiopiennes représentaient en fait une théologie 

en images de la souffrance, en tenant compte de l’histoire agitée du peuple éthiopien. 
Seriez-vous d’accord avec une telle affirmation? 

 
FB: Je le répète, je ne me considère pas comme un spécialiste de cette 

contrée ni de l’art chrétien qui s’y est développé, mais j’ose tout de même dire 
que la dénonciation ou l’évocation de la souffrance du peuple éthiopien ne 
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me semblent pas occuper le devant de la scène de l’art de ce pays. Au 
contraire, dirais-je, les spectacles cruels y sont relativement rares, en tout cas 
plus rares que dans d’autres pays dont l’art chrétien s’est plu, voire complu, 
dans la fabrication de crucifixions pathétiques, l’étalage de la souffrance 
des mères lors du Massacre des Innocents, etc. On ne trouve pas dans l’art 
éthiopien, sauf erreur de ma part, l’équivalent, fût-il lointain et adouci, du 
Dévôt Christ de Perpignan ou de la Crucifixion de Matthias Grünewald conservée 
à Colmar. Bien sûr, le Couronnement d’épines, évoqué il y a un instant, y a 
connu une faveur plus grande qu’ailleurs. Mais dans cette scène, le Christ 
reste digne, il est quasi toujours frontal, en buste, et ses bourreaux sont 
figurés à échelle réduite, comme pour dire que le Christ reste supérieur à la 
souffrance. Et les scènes les plus pathétiques du cycle de la Passion du Christ, 
comme celles du Christ à la colonne en train d’être flagellé, des moqueries et 
crachats adressés au Christus velatus, de ses chutes sous le poids de la croix 
dans sa montée au Calvaire, ou encore celle, qui peut être vraiment cruelle, du 
dépouillement de ses vêtements suivi de son crucifiement, qui ont connu un 
essor formidable dans l’art médiéval d’Occident, et que Brancaleone eût pu 
importer nolens volens par sa seule présence, n’ont eu aucun succès en Éthiopie. 
Sans être niée ni ignorée, la part de la souffrance dans l’histoire du salut n’est 
pas privilégiée dans l’art chrétien d’Éthiopie. 

 
TP: Verriez-vous quelque chose à ajouter, qui vous semblerait important et n’a pas 

encore été dit au cours de cet entretien ? 
 
FB: Oui, et je vous suis reconnaissant de me fournir la possibilité d’ajouter 

que l’art éthiopien, par sa très riche chromie, s’avère particulièrement chantant 
et joyeux. On peut n’y pas penser quand on a pour ainsi dire le nez dessus et 
les yeux dedans, ou quand on feuillette l’un des livres merveilleux qui existent 
sur l’art éthiopien8. Mais à la réflexion, je ne connais guère de forme d’art 
chrétien qui puisse faire vraiment concurrence à la richesse, à l’éclat et à la 
diversité des couleurs de l’art éthiopien. Il ignore les ténèbres, n’a jamais 
pratiqué le clair-obscur et bannit jusqu’à l’ombre. Cela peut-il s’expliquer par 
l’attitude moyenne particulièrement élevée de ce pays où abondent les 
hautes montagnes, où la luminosité, par conséquent, est impressionnante, le 
brouillard se faisant rares, et où le soleil, une fois passée la période de la 
mousson, est particulièrement généreux ? Je n’ai pas d’idée à ce sujet. 

Quoi qu’il en soit, cette dernière remarque complète à mon sens celle que 
j’ai faite en réponse à la question précédente. La plupart des acteurs de la 
liturgie éthiopienne sont d’une gravité et d’une dignité qui saute aux yeux, 
mais cela n’empêche pas mais au contraire souligne combien l’art éthiopien, 
globalement considéré, est au fond affirmatif et heureux. Le théologien que je 
suis et que l’historien de l’art n’invite pas à se taire y voit la marque d’un art 
dont le premier souci est la célébration et la mémoire, mais dans un climat de 
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louange festive. Le Dieu de l’art éthiopien, soit dit de manière elliptique pour 
finir, sait se rendre proche et présent aux fidèles, de manière digne et toujours 
paisible.  
 
Notes 
 
1 L. Cantamessa, M. Aubert, Éthiopie. Au fabuleux pays du prêtre Jean, Guides Olizane, 2014.  
2 Ce terme provenant de la langue ghèze signifie « unitaire ». Il renvoie non à l’Église mais à 
l’unique nature présente en Christ (« miaphysisme »), celle du verbe incarné, qui unit 
divinité et humanité selon la foi « non-chalcédonienne » (celle qui n’a pas adopté les 
décisions du concile de Chalcédoine en451.  
3 Concernant l’identité, les dates de présence, le rôle et l’influence durable sur l’art éthiopien 
de ce religieux italien, voir le livre fondamental de Stanislaw Chojnacki, Ethiopian 
Icons. Catalogue of the Collection of the Institute of Ethiopian Studies Addis Abeba University, in 
collaboration with Carolyn Gossage, Milan, Skira, 2000, sp. p. 25. Cet ouvrage constitue 
une somme éclairant ce monde artistique dans son ensemble, tous supports confondus.  
4 Kwər ’atä rə’əsu, mot-à-mot: « le frappement de la tête », nom éthiopien de l’Icône 
impériale; voir Chojnacki, Ethiopian Icons, Glossaire, p. 500; Id., « The “Kweer ’ata re’esu”: 
its Iconography and Significance », Annali dell’Istituto Universitario Orientale di Napoli, sup-
plemento n° 42, 1985, 74 p.; « Kwər`atä rə’əsu », Encyclopedia Aethiopica, vol. 3, p. 465-468. 
5 Kidanä Məhrät; voir « Kidanä Méhrät », Encyclopaedia Aethiopica, vol. 3, p. 397-399. Les 
rapports multiples entre Marie et la miséricorde divine sont hors de doute (voir dans 
Pascal-Raphaël Ambrogi et Dominique Le Tourneau, Dictionnaire encyclopédique de Marie, 
Paris, DDB, 2015, les articles « Mater misericordiae » et « Miséricorde »); voir surtout 
l’article « Éthiopie », p. 426-427. 
6 La cathédrale de Faras en Nubie comportait déjà une fresque de la fin du XIe siècle avec 
la Trinité représentée par trois figures de Christ. 
7 Fr. Bœspflug, « La mission chrétienne en Afrique et les niveaux d’inculturation de l’Évangile 
dans les arts plastiques », dans Fr. Bœspflug, E. Fogliadini, Le Missioni in Africa. La sfida 
dell’inculturazione, Bologne, EMI, 2016, p. 331-356; Id., « La Trinité en Amérique. 
L’inculturation sélective des types iconographiques européens (XVIe–XVIIIe siècle), dans 
Storia e storiografia dell’arte dal Rinascimento al Barocco in Europa e nelle Americhe, Actes du 
colloque de la Veneranda Biblioteca Ambrosiana /Fundazione Trivulzio/Bulzoni Editore, 
2017, p. 73-82. 
8 Je me contente de signaler admirativement l’un des derniers parus: Mary Anne Fitzgerald, 
with Phlip Marsden, et alii, Ethiopia. The Living Churches of an Ancient Kingdom, The American 
University in Cairo Press, Le Caire/New York, 2017, 523 p. 
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Florin CRÎŞMĂREANU 

 

 

Un voyage symbolique et son sens spirituel. 
Tendenda vela…, decrevimus enim peregrinari 

omnibus diebus vitae nostra.  
 

(Călătoria Sfântului abate Brendan, édition soignée, note sur l’édition,  
tableau chronologique, traduction, notes et commentaires par Emanuel Grosu, 

Étude introductive par Corin Braga, Iaşi, Polirom, 2018, 259 p.) 

 
 

Les séquences discursives dans le titre – tendenda vela et decrevimus enim 
peregrinari omnibus diebus vitae nostrae – appartiennent aux Irlandais (Scoti) du IXe 
siècle. Dans le premier cas, tendenda vela (« il faut hisser la voile »), est une 
exhortation de Jean Scot Érigène, telle qu’elle apparaît au livre IV de son 
ouvrage monumental, le Periphyseon (PL 122, 744 A; CCCM 164, éd. Jeauneau, 
5). Dans le second cas, decrevimus enim peregrinari omnibus diebus vitae nostrae 
(« nous avons décidé en effet d’être des pèlerins pour tous les jours de notre 
vie ») se retrouve dans Navigatio Sancti Brendani abbatis. Il est bien connu que 
les Irlandais étaient, en raison de leur position géographique, d’excellents 
navigateurs. Ils ont atteint le continent maintes fois, par une route navale très 
connue (telle que la première partie de l’axe Bangor-Bobbio), mais ils se 
sont aventurés aussi, sans bien savoir où ils arriveraient, dans les eaux de 
l’immense océan. De pareils voyages ont conduit aussi à l’apparition de genres 
littéraires spécifiques: echtra, immram et fis. Les chrétiens se sont approprié ce 
genre de littérature, mais non sans le réinterpréter. Par exemple, Navigatio 
Sancti Brendani abbatis synthétise les genres immram et echtra, mais en remplaçant 
les héros et les thèmes des cultures préchrétiennes par des moines et des 
sujets chrétiens.  

Récemment, dans le cadre de la prestigieuse collection coordonnée par 
Alexander Baumgarten, « La Bibliothèque médiévale », Emanuel Grosu a 
publié une édition (bilingue) philologique du fameux texte médiéval Navigatio 
Sancti Brendani abbatis (Călătoria Sfântului abate Brendan, édition soignée, note sur 
l’édition, tableau chronologique, traduction, notes et commentaires par 
Emanuel Grosu, Étude introductive par Corin Braga, Iaşi, Polirom, 2018, 259 
p.). La Note sur l’édition (pp. 5-7) est suivie par l’étude introductive avec le 

titre „Călătoria Sfântului abate Brendan și immrama irlandeze”/ « Le Voyage du 
saint abbé Brendan et les immrama irlandaises » (pp. 9-64) signée par Corin 
Braga. Cette étude essaie d’intégrer la Navigatio... dans le paradigme plus 
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vaste des légendes hiberniennes, le professeur de Cluj étant parmi les peu 
d’exégètes dans notre espace culturel qui maîtrisent le sujet. Le tableau  
chronologique (pp. 65-67) assure le passage de l’étude introductive à la  
version roumaine du texte Navigatio…. La traduction dans une belle langue 
roumaine est accompagnée de riches notes explicatives (pp. 171-201) et d’une 
analyse appartenant au traducteur, extrêmement utile pour comprendre le 

texte, intitulée „Geografia unui ocean de simboluri: o lectură «ușoară»”/ « La 
géographie d’un océan de symboles: une lecture “facile” » (pp. 203-249). Des 
indices et/ou un glossaire placés à la fin du livre auraient été bien profitables 
pour un lecteur plus hâtif.  

Le livre qui décrit le voyage du saint abbé Brendan est structuré par 38 
chapitres, division qui n’est pourtant unanimement acceptée par les éditeurs 
critiques de ce texte. Dans la trame de l’ouvrage, qui respecte un modèle 
consacré des genres hiberniens et non seulement: prologue, description du 
voyage et épilogue (qui n’est pas présent dans toutes les éditions du texte), 
apparaissent de divers personnages et des événements placés à la limite entre 
le réel et le fantastique. Dans Navigatio…, on sacrifie souvent la réalité en 
faveur du symbole. De même, le texte comprend plusieurs inconséquences, 
mentionnées, toutes, par le traducteur dans le corps des notes. Ces inconsé-
quences pourraient suggérer le fait que la rédaction de l’ouvrage a été  
« revue » par plusieurs auteurs, qui ont amélioré, modifié une version pre-
mière. En tout cas, Navigatio… est un texte intéressant et extrêmement 
offrant dans la perspective des types d’interprétation auxquels il se prête. Je ne 
vais mentionner en ce qui suit que quelques-uns des aspects qui ont retenu 
mon attention.  

En premier lieu, j’ai constaté la fréquence d’utilisation de l’expression 
« hisser la voile » – tenere vela (IV), tetendit vela (XIX); tetenderunt vela (XX); tendere 
vela (XX); ou – dans des syntagmes où l’idée exprimée par le verbe est 
renforcée par la particule ex-: vela extensa (V); extendere vela (XII). Des 
expressions de ce genre, il ne faut pas les entendre à la lettre, c’est-à-dire il ne 
faut pas y voir uniquement une activité que les marins effectuaient occasion-
nellement. Les voiles hissées, les marins sur le navire s’abandonnaient aux 
vagues; en termes théologiques, ils ne faisaient que se conformer à la volonté 
du Saint Esprit, qui souffle où il veut (Jean 3, 8). La volonté humaine (le navire 
porté en avant par les rames des marins) fonctionne jusqu’au moment où, 
métaphoriquement, il faut retirer les rames dans la barque et il ne nous reste 
qu’attendre le dénouement tel que choisi par la volonté divine.  

De même, j’ai remarqué l’expression infans Aethiops (Navigatio…, VI, VII), 
« enfant noir », à savoir « le diable lui-même, le tentateur ». Le noir – 
Leonardo da Vinci affirmait que le noir n’est pas une couleur – est associé, 
habituellement, au diable. Mais pourquoi l’enfant apparaît lui aussi dans cette 
association ? Il est fort possible que l’origine se trouve dans les « Vies des 
saints » égyptiennes. Par exemple, « Avva Macaire disait à ses frères, à propos 
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du désert de Scété: “Quand vous verrez une cellule bâtie en marge du pré, 
sachez que le désert est près. Quand vous verrez des arbres, le désert est à la 
porte. Quand vous verrez des enfants, prenez vos vêtements et enfuyez-

vous”» (Les Apophtegmes des pères du désert, ed. C. Bădiliță, 2007³, 216). Je ne sais 
pas combien elle est vraie l’affirmation selon laquelle « les moines n’aimaient 

pas trop les enfants, source de bruit et de tentations » (Bădiliță 2007³, 183).  
Dans le cas de Navigatio…, on pourrait parler en quelque mesure d’une 

littérature du désert, mais il ne s’agit plus ici de la terre aride, mais de l’océan.  
On rencontre l’association entre le noir (niger) et le diable (diabolus) chez 

quelques auteurs de langue latine, qui auraient pu influencer – de manière 

directe ou indirecte – l’auteur du Voyage…: hic niger est, hunc tu, Romane, caveto 
(dit Horace dans ses Satires, I. 4. 85). Parmi les auteurs chrétiens, cela apparaît 

chez Jérôme, dans son Commentaire au Livre du Prophète Jérémie, III, 22, où il 

parle de: nigredinem vel varietatem peccatorum (CCSL 74, p. 134). Il ne faut oublier 
ni les textes du pape Grégoire le Grand, qui parle de niger puerulus (Grégoire le 

Grand, Dialogues II, IV, 2; SC 260, 152-153). On pourrait développer ici, à 

mon avis, d’autres possibles similitudes entre les Dialogues de Grégoire Ier et 

Navigatio…. Bien que dans le Voyage du saint abbé Brendan le personnage central 
ne soit pas décrit comme étant un faiseur de miracles (« les nombreux signes 

prodigieux de miracles, que le Seigneur jugea digne de lui montrer en route » – 

Navigatio…, XXXVIII), Brendan me semble incarner plusieurs vertus, tous 
comme les moines ou les clercs qui apparaissent dans les Dialogues du pape 

Grégoire Ier. L’abbé Brendan à le pouvoir de commander aux démons: « je te 

commande, au nom de notre Seigneur Jésus Christ » (Navigatio…, VII). Dans 
les Dialogues de Grégoire il y a plusieurs personnages qui bénéficient de ce 

don: par exemple Félix, surnommé le Bossu, qui a ordonné au serpent (I, III, 

2); Equitius qui a ordonné au diable de sortir de la fidèle (I, IV, 7); Sabin 
ordonne au fleuve de Pad de ne plus déborder (III, X, 2); Eleutherius a 

commandé au diable de sortir de la religieuse (III, XXI, 3) et ainsi de suite. 

Des similitudes existent également entre Brendan allant vers le Seigneur 

(Navigatio…, XXXVIII) et la mort du Saint Bénédict de Nursia, telle qu’elle 

apparaît dans les Dialogues (II, 37, 2). Il est vrai que ce type de littérature 

s’inspire de certains loci communes, mais, du moins au niveau de projet, 

Navigatio… semble avoir le même but que les Dialogues de Grégoire ou les 
Vies des saints. Il y avait des hommes vertueux non seulement au désert de 

l’Égypte ou dans les monastères d’Italie aux temps du pape Grégoire, mais 

aussi en Irlande à l’époque de Brendan. L’auteur du Voyage… a voulu montré 
que l’érémitisme irlandais lui aussi était important.  

Arrivés sur l’Île des Hommes Forts, Brendan et ses compagnons refont 

leurs corps de fruits inconnus à eux, ressemblant à de grosses boules et 
pleins de suc (XIV). La description sommaire de ce fruit nous fait penser 

immédiatement aux très populaires melons d’eau. Mais, à cette époque-là, ces 
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fruits étaient cultivés au sud de l’Afrique et non près de l’Irlande. Il pourrait, 

bien sûr, s’agir d’un fruit différent ou du fruit de l’imagination de l’auteur. On 
parle plus loin de grappes aux grains comme les pommes, et l’odeur de cette 

île-là où ils étaient arrivés « était comme l’odeur d’une maison pleine de 

pommes puniques (malis punicis) » (XXV). Si à propos des autres fruits 
brièvement décrits on pourrait faire des spéculations, la mention des pommes 

puniques (grenades) est quant à elle claire. Mais d’où aurait-il connu un 

Irlandais ce fruit ? Le plus probablement, d’une description de quelqu’un ou 
par l’intermédiaire d’un texte. Il ne s’agit ici cependant d’une connaissance par 

description, mais de l’odeur de ce fruit, expérience qu’on n’acquiert que de 

manière directe. La grenade est un fruit avec un riche symbolisme, étant 

originaire de la Perse, et ensuite naturalisé dans toute la région méditer-
ranéenne. D’une manière ou d’autre, l’auteur de Navigatio… aurait dû sentir 

lui-même l’odeur de ce fruit.  

Au cours de leur voyage, Brendan et ses compagnons arrivent sur une île 
où ils rencontrent un vieillard qui « seulement avec <des gestes> d’une 
incroyable bienveillance, il le faisait savoir » (Navigatio…, XVII). La compré-
hension sans paroles, seulement « par signe du doigt », n’était pas chose 
inédite pour les insulaires. Par exemple, au VIIIe siècle, Beda le Vénérable 
conseillait l’apprentissage du langage des doigts (manualis loquela), qui, disait-il, 
pourrait être utile en présence de personnes indiscrètes, sans éducation ou 
dangereuses (Beda a écrit même un texte intitulé Tractatus de computo, vel loquela 
per gestum digitorum).  

La Sainte Vierge est mentionnée dans Navigatio…, XXXII, sous le nom de 
Dei genetrix (qui traduit le grec Theotokos, comme on l’avait décidé au Concile 
d’Éphèse de l’an 431). Dans le rite romain, Sub tuum praesidium (la prière la 
plus ancienne, probablement, adressée à la Vierge Marie) se retrouve dans 
l’Antiphonaire de Compiègne (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, ms. lat. 17436), 
réalisé vers 850 et utilisé par les érudits à la Cour de Charles le Chauve. Cet 
élément viendrait confirmer l’hypothèse d’E. Grosu selon laquelle ce texte a 
été finalisé vers le milieu du IXe siècle.  

Le voyage de Brendan et de ses compagnons dure sept (chiffre symbolique 
rappelant la Genèse) ans, pendant lesquels il traverse plusieurs expériences, 
dans le but d’atteindre la Terre de Promission des Saints. Ce voyage n’est rien 
d’autre qu’une peregrinatio pro Christo. Alors – Nolite timere! –, « il faut hisser la 
voile, il faut naviguer » (Erigène), c’est-à-dire, jusqu’à nous arrêter au Paradis, 
« [soyons] des pèlerins pour tous les jours de notre vie » (Navigatio…, IV). 
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