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Dominic Effiong ABAKEDI*
 

Chrisantus Kanayochukwu ARICHE


 
 

Logic as Metaphysics: A Critique of Nick 
Zangwill 

 
 
Abstract: This paper disagrees with Nick Zangwill over the metaphysical status of 
logic. Using the method of critical analysis, the paper argues that philosophers have 
always treated the objects of the world as entities that are mind-and-language-

independent. Therefore, Zangwill‟s description of conjunction (˄) and disjunction 

(˅) as well as the unary operator called negation (  ) as concrete worldly facts, is 
tantamount to situating them in the same metaphysical category as things-in-
themselves. Raising the question whether this augurs well for the function of logic 
as a descriptive tool, the paper responds in the negative and argues that it gives rise 
to what the authors have tagged the paradox of inconsistent metaphysical 
categorization. The paper concludes that searching for a preconceived essence for 
logic should be discouraged because logic is not one but many, and because doing 
so forces one to locate logic or its features in a metaphysical category that 
generates paradoxes and undermines the function of logic as the mind‟s tool of 
description. 
 
Keywords: Logical realism, Realism about logic, Metaphysics of logic, Logic as 
metaphysics, Paradox of inconsistent metaphysical categorization. 
 

 
1. Introduction 

 
In the attempt to explain how logic is metaphysics, Nick Zangwill 

presents a version of realism about logic that describes conjunction (˄) and 

disjunction (˅) as:  
 
a) Facts that exist respectively and constitute other complex facts such as 

worldly entities, state of affairs and situations. 
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b) That have essences. 
c) That differ in essence from each other (Zangwill, 2015, 524).   

 

In this regard, the traditional constants of conjunction (˄) and disjunction 

(˅) are regarded as real concrete facts of the world. Also, negation (  ), which is 
commonly understood as a unary operator in formal logic is also described by 
Zangwill as a worldly fact. The primary objective of this paper is to respond to 

the question whether describing the logical constants of conjunction (˄) and 

disjunction (˅) and the unary operator (negation) as real concrete facts of the 
world augurs well for the functional role of logic as a descriptive tool. To 
achieve this, it will be argued in the second section that describing the logical 

constants of disjunction (˄) and conjunction (˅) as real concretely existing facts 
of the world explicates the paradox of inconsistent metaphysical categorization (IMC). 
The IMC paradox will be further explained in the third section of the article. In 
the fourth section, it will be argued that describing the unary operator of 

negation (  ) as a concrete fact of the world also explicates the IMC paradox. 
Further objections to Zangwill‟s realist metaphysical description of logic will be 
discussed in the fifth section. In the sixth section, the paper will conclude by 

arguing that situating the traditional logical constants of conjunction (˄), 

disjunction (˅) and the unary operator of negation (  ) within the metaphysical 
category that is traditionally reserved by philosophers for mind-and-language-
independent (MLI) entities does not augur well for logic as a mind-and-language-
dependent (MLD) tool.  

 
 2. Refuting Zangwill’s Realism about Conjunction and 

Disjunction 
 
 Zangwill‟s metaphysical descriptions of the logical constants of 

conjunction (˄) and disjunction (˅) are clearly captured below: 
 
Not only do logical constants exist, since they are the constituents of complex facts; 
they also have essences, and different logical constants differ in their essences. One 
important respect in which they differ is in their contribution to the causal or 
metaphysical powers of the facts they partly constitute… .They differ in their 

metaphysical determination relations with respect to A, for example, A˄B 

determines A, whereas A˅B does not. And A˅B is determined by A whereas A˄B 

is not. They also differ with respect to each other. A˄B determines A˅B, not vice 
versa. They also differ in their determination relations with respect to other facts 
(Zangwill, 2015, 254). 

 

From the foregoing quotation, the expression “A˄B determines A” is a 
realist interpretation of the classical law of conjunction-elimination or 
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simplification. This law allows one to infer a conjunct “A” from the 

conjunction “A˄B.” Zangwill‟s realist interpretation describes this as case of 

“A˄B” determining “A” thereby creating the impression that “A˄B” and “A” 

are real facts. The expression “A˅B is determined by A” is also a realist 
interpretation of the classical law of addition. This law allows one to infer the 

disjunction “A˅B” from a single propositional variable “A” and Zangwill 

interprets this as the realist case of “A˅B” being determined by “A” also 

creating the impression that “A˅B” and “A”  are worldly facts.   
 Obviously, Zangwill uses the classical laws of conjunction-elimination 

and addition to explain how conjunction (˄) essentially differs from disjunction 

(˅), especially as it concerns the power of metaphysical determination that they 
supposedly have as real existing facts. However, if one must regard both logical 
constants as facts that have essences, then there should also be aspects of them 
that can be regarded as accidents.1 But as to what constitutes these accidents is 
not addressed by Zangwill. Nevertheless, describing both constants as facts 
that have essences logically implies that all possible instantiations of them 
should all have the same essence. But this view can hardly be sustained where 
logic is regarded as many rather than one, and where the logical constants that 
are supposedly facts are not reducible to the ones that are commonly regarded 
as linguistic features of formal logic. A metaphysical interpretation that 
describes logical constants that are commonly understood as linguistic 
connectives, as real existing facts, situates them in the metaphysical category 
that metaphysicians situate MLI entities.  

 Philosophers often distinguish between things as they are perceived 
and things-in-themselves. For instance, Plato differentiated the forms (the real 
things) from the shadows (the pseudo-real things that are perceived with the 
senses). Aristotle distinguished substance (that which subsists) from accidents (the 
non-subsistent mutable properties). John Locke also distinguished substance 
from qualities, which are the properties that are available to the mind via the 
human senses (2007, book 2, chap. 23). Immanuel Kant distinguished noumena 
– that is, “things-in-themselves” from phenomena, that is, things as they are 
perceived (Kant, 1999, 190). These metaphysical distinctions are indicative of 
the philosophical thesis that the supposedly true things human beings say about 
reality does not necessarily mean that we have perfectly captured the 
metaphysical structure of reality” (Rayo, 2013, 9). One can argue that human 
conceptualizations and descriptions of worldly facts are cognitive 
representations of them, and as such they could be described as MLD 
representations of them (Abakedi, 2020, 129). But the facts of the world as they 
are as things-in-themselves are MLI (LaPointe, 2014). This is because they will 
still exist even in the absence of human minds to be cognitive of them (Rush, 
2014, 15). Therefore, describing both logical constants as real facts that exist in 
the world, and that have essences, is tantamount to elevating them to the same 
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metaphysical status as substance or noumena. This implies describing them as MLI 
entities that can as well exist independently of what the human mind thinks of 
them. But this gives rise to what is here called the paradox of inconsistent 
metaphysical categorization (IMC).  

 
 3. Explaining the IMC Paradox 
 
 The paradox of inconsistent metaphysical categorization (IMC) names the 

ideological inconsistencies or contradictions that arise from describing the 
formal concepts of logic as MLI entities. As already explained, the concept of 
“mind-and-language-independence” is a metaphysical coinage that is 
traditionally reserved in metaphysics for the category of things regarded as 
“things-in-themselves”. This view is further defended as follows: 

 
In metaphysics, the metaphysical category that can be described as „mind-and-
language-independent‟ is reserved for the unknown or unknowable holder of the 
properties that the mind attain through the senses and intuition. This standard 
meaning of mind-and-language-independence preserves the duality of the unknown 
or unknowable things-in-themselves and their knowable properties.…The practice 
has been to describe the metaphysically superior „aspects‟ of the dichotomy that are 
believed to be inaccessible by epistemic standards, as reality per excellence: while 
the metaphysically inferior „aspects‟ that are thought of as being accessible by 
epistemic standards are regarded as somewhat pseudo-real (Abakedi, 2020, 129-
130). 

 

As mentioned earlier, describing the logical constants of conjunction (˄) and 

disjunction (˅) as worldly facts that have essences is tantamount to elevating 
them to the metaphysical category that many metaphysicians believe is 
inaccessible by human epistemic standards. This brings to the table pairs of 

unresolved paradoxical instances of conjunction (˄) and disjunction (˅), 
namely:  

 

i. A conjunction (˄) that is a MLI concrete fact of the world and a 

conjunction (˄) that is not a MLI concrete fact of the world but rather 
a MLD concept of formal logics,  

ii. A disjunction (˄) that is a MLI concrete fact of the world and a 

disjunction (˅) that is not a MLI concrete fact of the world but rather a 
MLD concept of formal logics. 
 

Describing both constants as MLI entities without establishing how they are 
related to, or different from the MLD versions in formal logical systems is 
problematic. This creates an unresolved logical gap between logical constants 
that are supposedly MLI facts and those that are MLD concepts of formal 
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logics. This is a case of inconsistent ontological categorization that explicates 
the IMC paradox.   

 The essence “X” of a thing “A” is the essence of all “As” such that 
“X” is a universal that is instantiated in all “As”. Describing the constants of 

conjunction (˄) and disjunction (˅) as having metaphysical essences implies 
that there are specific universals that define all possible instantiations of 

conjunction (˄) and disjunction (˅) respectively. But this begs the question 

whether the supposedly MLI conjunction (˄) and MLI disjunction (˅) as well 

as the MLD conjunction (˄) and MLD disjunction (˅) of formal logics have 
one essence or different essences respectively. Whereas this question is not 
addressed by Zangwill, if one were to suppose that both realist versions of 
conjunction and disjunction all have the same essences respectively, this will be 
a difficult view to defend in the face of the IMC paradox.  

 The common and traditional practice has been to treat logical constants 
as descriptive tools rather than as MLI facts that have essences. Moreover 
different systems of logic can have different meanings for the constants of 
conjunction. For instance, conjunction has a different meaning in quantum 
logic from what is obtainable in the logic of classical mechanics.  In a typical 
mathematical structure of quantum logic such as the Orthomodular lattice that 
was developed by Birkhoff and von Neumann, whereas the conjunction of two 
experimental propositions that is symbolized as a and b is zero-dimensional [i.e. 

a˄b = 0], their disjunction is one-dimensional [i.e. a˅b=1]. The expression 
“one-dimensional” has the realist meaning that the measurement or 
observation of one inertial property of a quantum mechanical system is 
possible. The expression “zero-dimensional” preserves the realist meaning that 
two inertial properties of a quantum mechanical system such as position and 
momentum cannot be simultaneously observed or measured. But in classical 
mechanics, the conjunction of two experimental propositions a and b preserves 
the realist meaning that two inertial properties of a classical mechanical system 
such as position and momentum is simultaneously measurable.2 

 If conjunction (˄) is regarded as a single constant that has an essence, 

then the case of the classical MLD conjunction (˄) and the quantum MLD 

conjunction (˄) having conflicting meanings explicates the IMC paradox. 

Having conflicting meanings indicates that both types of conjunction (˄) 
belong to the same metaphysical category of MLD because they are not MLI. 

Two conflicting meanings for two kinds of conjunction (˄) that belong to the 
same metaphysical category regarded as MLD is an indication that the theory 

of a single essence for conjunction (˄) cannot be defended in this context. 

Hence, conjunction (˄) as a constant of logic is essentially a mental construct 
indicating the way the mind may possibly describe two variables in different 

ontological contexts. This is why conjunction (˄) should be described as a 
MLD concept rather than as a MLI concrete fact. 
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  4. Zangwill’s Realism about Negation and the IMC paradox 
 

 Zangwill mentions that the existence of conjunction (˄) and 

disjunction (˅) as real facts of the world causally explains why there are 
conjunctive and disjunctive complex facts (Zangwill, 2015, 517). But in the later 

section of his article dealing with negation (  ), the examples of conjunctive and 
disjunctive facts are given as:  

 

i. Negative facts such as [   A˄    B] or  [   A˅    B]  

ii. Hybrid facts such as [A˄   B] or [A˅   B] (Zangwill, 2015, 541).   
 

 But if [   A˄    B] or [   A˅    B]  are examples of complex conjunctive and 

disjunctive negative facts respectively, and given that ˄ and ˅ are the real 

existent worldly facts that makes these negative facts possible,3 then “A”, “   A” 

and  “   B” should also be facts like ˄ and ˅. 
 Zangwill claims that these negative and hybrid facts are real because 

“being” and “nothingness” are real facts of the world (Zangwill, 2015, 541-
542). However, what is not clear from Zangwill‟s article is whether these 
negative facts are instantiations of “nothingness” as a universal. This is less 
likely because it is quite obvious that he does not anchor his thesis of “logic as 

metaphysics” on Platonism. Nevertheless, negation in logic (  ) and the 
metaphysical concept of “nothingness” need not be treated as synonyms. It is 
not the world that negates things, it is rather the human mind that conceives 
things as negations. For instance, not tall is the negation of tall. To say that a 
given thing is not tall presupposes that one has an idea of a tall thing or tall things.  

The syntax-expression “   B” has the realist meaning that “B” is not the case. 

But this does not necessarily imply that “   B” is a real existing fact of the world 

as deducible from Zangwill‟s description of [   A˄    B] and [   A˅    B] as negative 
facts.  

 Describing “   B” as a worldly fact  makes it a MLI thing-in-itself that is 

out there.  “   B” cannot be said to be something out there, rather what is out 
there is whatever “B” names. Whereas “B” names or refers to an individual 

thing, “   B” is the mind‟s judgement that what is before it is not what “B” 

refers to. Therefore, if “B” names or refers to a single MLI entity, “   B” does 
not because it has the ontological meaning of the things that are not what “B” 

names or refers to. “B” and “   B” cannot therefore be simultaneously 

categorized as real existent MLI facts of the world.  Describing “   B” in a way 
that implies that it is a single MLI fact is not helpful to the function of logic as 

the mind‟s linguistic tool of description. “   B” should rather be described as  a 
mental fact rather than a MLI fact, and it can in this regard be understood as 
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MLD. Locating the unary operator of negation (  ) in the category of MLI when 
it is actually MLD explicates the IMC paradox.  

 
5. Further Objections to Zangwill’s Realism about Logic  
 
Zangwill‟s view that logic is not essentially mind-dependent can be 

refuted because every logic, as a descriptive tool, is a product of the human 
mind and serves a particular context where the mind attempts to make sense 
of. This is why one may not be wrong to say that “there are different logics for 
different ontological contexts” (Bacciagaluppi, 2009, 50-51) or that different 
logics arise from different ontological contexts (Ijiomah, 1995, 5). As a 
descriptive tool, logic and its features are MLD. The metaphysical category 
regarded as MLI has been treated by some philosophers as a safe haven for 
defending the logical realist thesis of one-true-logic (Abakedi, 2020, 139). 
McSweeney (2018) has tried to argue for the thesis of one-true-logic by locating 
logic in the metaphysical category of MLI. But this too has been shown to give 
rise to the Independent-Dependent (ID) paradox (Abakedi, 2020, 135-7).  

 Contrary to Zangwill‟s view that logic is not abstract, when seen as a 
human conceptual/descriptive tool, logic can as well be described as abstract if 
the realist context is about forms of thought. Contrary to Zangwill‟s view that 
logic is not about reasoning, logic can be said to be about reasoning if 
reasoning is seen as a real activity of the mind about the world. Also, contrary 
to Zangwill‟s view that logic is not about truth, logic can be said to be about 
truth if truth as the reality of “what is” must be described, explained and 
communicated. Contrary to Zangwill‟s view that logic is not explainable by 
truth tables, logic can rightfully be explainable by truth-tables especially where 
truth-tables are seen as a logical possible world where the mind assigns unique 
meanings to logical constants and substitution instances.  

 
 6. Conclusion 
 
 “Being as being” does not necessarily reduce to any humanly 

conceptualized account of it. “Being as being” is multifaceted. It is neither 
exclusively classical, nor quantum nor physical nor material nor empirical. Even 
though human languages are real, it is paradoxical for one to suppose that 
certain features of human language are real MLI worldly facts and as such 
things-in-themselves. Logic is a linguistic tool that has been developed by 
human beings according to different ontological needs. Logical constants have 
traditionally been regarded as linguistic features of the formal languages of 
logic. There is no urgency about upgrading logic to metaphysics as to warrant 
replacing the classical metaphysical understanding of logical constants as the 
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products of the human mind (i.e. MLD) with Zangwill‟s description of them as 
MLI facts.   

 The attempt to describe logic as a single MLI structure of the world has 
been heavily criticized by logical pluralists. It has been pointed out that 
describing logic as MLI multiplies problems for philosophy of logic. For 
instance, where logic is regarded as single and MLI, how can it correctly 
describe the MLI structure of the world as well as itself as a MLI entity 
simultaneously? A single MLI logic that correctly describes the MLI structure 
of the world will require another logic to describe it since it cannot describe 
itself (Abakedi, 2020, 131-133). But if there is only one-true-logic that is MLI, 
then conceiving another MLI logic that will correctly describe the one-true-
logic is contradictory. The other logical option is to admit that logic is not one 
but many and that there are all MLD. But if the job of describing the 
supposedly MLI one-true-logic is given to a MLD logic, which logic will that be 
– classical or quantum or some other kind? A MLD logic describing a one-true-
logic that is MLI mimics Platonism on the one hand. On the other hand, it 
constitutes an argument for logical pluralism rather than logical monism 
(Abakedi, 2020, 132) because it indicate that there are different logics for 
different ontological contexts (Abakedi, Iwuagwu and Egbai, 2020, 21). 

 Like the issue of a one-true-logic that is supposedly MLI, the idea of 
logical constants that are MLI is less enticing to the practicing logician. How 
can logical constants that are MLI entities explain logical constants that are 
MLD and vice-versa? Does one need to discard the traditional MLD status of 
the common logical constants? Certainly not. But even the metaphysical claims 

of Zangwill about conjunction (˄) and disjunction (˅) as being real and existing 
facts are ideas from his mind, which he communicates with language. They are 
in this regard MLD. However, it appears impossible that one can explain 
something that is supposedly MLI without collapsing mind-and-language-
independence to mind-and-language-dependence. This is paradoxical and 
shows that the metaphysical category of mind-and-language-independence or 
MLI is not needed to describe logic or any of its linguistic features, and that 
doing so beclouds or undermines the functional role of logic as a descriptive 
tool. The richness of logic is better appreciated if we stop searching for a 
preconceived essence for logic (Klima, 2014, 175-176).  
 
Notes 
 
1 In the history of western metaphysics, essences have been treated by philosophers as the 
metaphysical enduring definitive aspects of things that are exclusive to them and that 
differentiate them from other things. They are different from the accidents, the aspects of 
things that are regarded as subject to change. Thus, conceiving essences for logical 
constants also entails conceiving accidents because it is accidents that make substances as 
essences meaningful and vice versa. This is because one requires accidents to understand 
substances (see Asouzu, 2009, 149-150). Not saying exactly what constitute accidents for 
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both constants makes Zangwill‟s metaphysical description of conjunction and disjunction 
as things that have essences difficult to defend. 
 

2 For an elaborate discussion on how classical logic fails to explain findings in quantum 
mechanics, see Putnam1979, 174-197 and Bacciagaluppi, 2009, 49-79. 
 

3 In describing logic as metaphysics, Zangwill actually uses the symbols ˄ and ˅ when 

referring to conjunction and disjunction respectively. He specifically describes ˄ and ˅ as 
real existing facts of the world. This shows that it is the traditional constants of conjunction 
and disjunction used in formal systems of logic that is given the realist descriptions of 
being respectively responsible for complex conjunctive and disjunctive facts. In this paper, 
for the purpose of clarity, these symbols are put in brackets after the words as in 

conjunction (˄) and disjunction (˅). 
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Abstract: The aim of the present paper is to advance a polyphonic reading of 
Heidegger‟s ways of thinking, notably concerning his notion of body and 
corporeality. Despite the talk of Heidegger‟s neglection of the body, I show that 
there are at least two distinct voices in Heidegger‟s discourse about corporeality: 
the phenomenological voice and the retractive voice. The first one is marked by 
the so-called neglect of the body, while the later aims to recoup it. I support the 
lack of a definite take on human embodiment in Heidegger‟s works by pointing at 
some hermeneutical ambiguities regarding corporeality. Finally, I conclude with 
some remarks about the necessity of a polyphonic reading of Heidegger‟s works. 
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Semantics. 

 
  

It was a common place in 20th century phenomenological scholarship to 
argue for Heidegger‟s so-called neglect of the body—as, for example, Sartre 
or De Waelhens had done—and, moreover, this idea is still perpetuated 
today (Aho 2009, 36). Others have even contended that there is nothing to 
neglect, since the body doesn‟t play a significant role in the constitution of 
meaningfulness whatsoever. Such is the view that Kevin Aho holds, namely 
that corporeality cannot take part as an ontological moment in the structure 
that grounds the phenomenality of the world and therefore neglecting it is 
not a big deal. His chief argument is that temporality, unlike corporeality, 
has an ontological priority when it comes to the meaning of being. The 
body itself, its discovery and functioning, presupposes the temporal opening 
of the world in which we can find ourselves in the first place. Therefore, the 
body is merely an ontic phenomenon, which can be reduced to a more 
primordial, temporal dimension of the human experience (Aho 2009, 27). 
However, I claim that this argument is methodologically flawed. 

 I will contest these readings and advance instead (1) a polyphonic 
interpretation of Heidegger‟s ways of thinking and therefore (2) I will 
distinguish between a phenomenological voice and (4) a retractive voice in 
which the embodiment is thematized. The first is marked by the so-called 
neglect of the body, while the later aims to recoup it. In (3) I will support 
the lack of a definite take on human embodiment in Heidegger‟s works by 
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pointing at some hermeneutical ambiguities regarding corporeality. (5) 
Finally, I will conclude with some remarks about the necessity of a 
polyphonic reading of Heidegger‟s ways of thinking.  

 
1. Heidegger‟s Hinting Voices 

  
In the following, I will take Heidegger at his word when he places Wege, 

nicht Werke—ways, not works—at the forefront of Gesamtausgabe. That is to 
say, if there are no works, there is no author. From a hermeneutical point of 
view, the author is a superfluous hypothesis that rather impedes the reading 
of such a polymorphous body of work that Heidegger had left: 
phenomenological treatises, lecture courses, letters, journal notes, 
autobiographical remarks, interpretations and self-interpretations and so on. 
How are we to read them? The great part of Heidegger‟s scholarship 
assumes that all of these ways are confined within a unified totality that 
represents the thinking of the author, as if the author produced the meaning 
of his saying and left it to be recovered.1 Nothing is farther from the idea 
that language is the one which speaks and not ourselves—i.e. the empirical 
subjects that we may call authors—than this assumption of an autonomous 
subjectivity that gives meaning to what it says. But first of all, let us have a 
methodological digression in order to elaborate the reading that we propose 
of Heidegger‟s notion of the body.   

I will follow Oswald Ducrot‟s claim that “words don‟t mean anything” 
(Ducrot 2009, 13) and, as a special case of this thesis, I will contend that 
Heidegger‟s words—like Dasein, Sein, Ereignis—don‟t mean anything either. 
That is to say, words don‟t convey in a cyphered speech, meant to be 
decoded, a piece of information regarding us, the being and the respective 
co-occurrence. Rather, we have to seek the intelligibility of Heidegger‟s 
conceptuality in an argumentative context in which his words play different 
roles. The same goes for the body and its cognate terminology. First of all, 
in order to make clear what do I mean by a polyphonic interpretation I will 
take one of Heidegger‟s notorious sayings—“This question has today been 
forgotten” (Heidegger 2001a, 2)—and will ask a presumably naïve question: 
who is speaking here?  

We find this sentence at the beginning of Being and Time and therefore we 
will not err to say that it is Heidegger who utters this sentence, because 
obviously he is the one who wrote the book. Heidegger for sure wrote each 
of these words, but is he the only one who speaks within them? At a closer 
look, we find that our sentence opens the first paragraph of Being and Time, 
which bears the title The Necessity for Explicitly Restating the Question of Being. 
The one who is speaking is the one who is aware that the question of being 
has been forgotten. He wants to remind us that we forgot a question of 
utmost importance and to bring into the foreground the obvious fact that 
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we are not puzzled anymore by not knowing what being means. We? Of 
course, he is referring to us who have forgotten the question of being and 
henceforth have to be reminded about it. Therefore, one could ask: does 
Heidegger speak to us and, furthermore, does he speak to us today? In 
order to hone this question, we will ask: Does the meaning of this sentence 
hinges on the reader of today? And is it bereft of meaning with the 
vanishing of the reader from the past? Suddenly, the author dwindles away 
in front of us, as if the presumed intention of the author can‟t stand the 
intentionality of the reader. In “This question has today been forgotten” 
there is of course Heidegger‟s hand, but there are at least two distinct 
voices, which echo each other autonomously, as though having a life of 
their own, regardless of their reader and their writer. On the one hand, there 
is the voice that explicitly states the forgetfulness of being and, on the other 
hand, there is the voice that is responsible for this forgetting. This other 
voice within Heidegger‟s polemical (or polyphonic) sentence bears the name 
of metaphysics, i.e. the manner of speaking that is oblivious towards being. 

 There are many linguistic operators that can be used to cast our 
attention on different voices within a certain discourse. Ducrot‟s favorite 
example is the conjunction “but,” which displays both a thesis and its 
opposite: “it‟s pretty outside, but I won‟t go out” means „I like how it is 
outside, but I don’t like it that much.” In order to spot Heidegger‟s 
philosophical voices, we need stronger operators than the usual, linguistic 
ones. I will call these philosophical operators tropes, i.e. points of conceptual 
articulations and argumentative strategies that orient thinking on a path. It is 
not the task of the present paper to disentangle Heidegger‟s voices, but we 
will surely speak of some of them as far as corporeality is concerned, 
notably we will speak of his phenomenological and his retractive voices, 
which clearly show the polyphonic dimension of Heidegger‟s thinking.  

 
 
2. Corporeality in Heidegger‟s Phenomenological Voice 

 
 Let us now lend an ear to Heidegger‟s voices that speak about the 

body. It is well known that Heidegger‟s Being and Time is regarded as greatly 
neglecting the body.2 This critique rests on the assumption that if 
corporeality isn‟t treated explicitly, then it is lacking altogether. That is to 
say, if something is not thematically present then it doesn‟t exist or has an 
all too meager of a being to count. This sort of a fallacy falls short even of 
the required attentiveness to the body that one claims to have. To argue for 
the great significance of the implicit, non-thematic, operative dimension of 
human experience that the flesh has and then to disregard the same implicit, 
non-thematic, operative flesh-words that Heidegger frequently uses is a 
strange way to self-sabotage your own argument. I will not dwell on this.  
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 There are plenty of places where Heidegger employs a body-
oriented terminology in Being and Time, to say the least. It seems that one 
cannot talk about the existential structure of the human being without 
relying at least implicitly on its corporeality. The fall (das Verfallen), the 
things ready-at-hand (Zuhadenheit), the moment of vision (der Augenblick), the 
whence of Dasein (das Woher), its flee (die Flucht): all of these terms are 
definitive of a corporeal situatedness. And yet, there is no much to say 
about the body itself in Being and Time. In order to get a handle on this 
paradox of an implicit presence of corporeality and an explicit neglection of 
it we have to make a distinction between downplaying and omitting the body. 
The word “neglect” that Aho uses harbors such an ambiguity. Heidegger 
does indeed omit the body from his temporal ontology, but that doesn‟t 
imply an underestimation of it. Much of the reason for this omission is 
strictly methodological. This is precisely what Heidegger claims in his 
phenomenological voice (Heidegger 1997a, 269-270):  

 
However far one is willing to allow corporeality to have influence upon 
the factual possibilities of the mind, a philosophical knowledge of the 
human being, as a conceptual knowledge, will always have to have its 
center in the mind—at least, to be quite cautious, as long as no one has yet 
succeeded in putting forth the functioning, for example of stomach juices, 
as an interpretation of being human. 
 
Now, if the connection between time and apperception becomes visible 
on the basis of temporality, then the methodical priority must inevitably 
be placed on temporality itself, which is now no longer on the side of 
sensibility and receptivity.  

 
 Heidegger explicitly states that corporeality has to be put aside—

even if it “hides a whole problematic of its own” (Heidegger 2001a, 143)—
for the simple reason that no one succeeded to understand the human 
condition by analyzing its gastric life. Alluding to Plato‟s cave allegory, the 
methodological remark is also clearly stated: “From the lightness of the 
concept and with the help of the concept all conceptually genuine 
knowledge aims at what is pre-conceptual. I can only interpret and 
understand by returning from light into darkness.” (Heidegger 1997a, 269). 
Because temporality is forthrightly given to one‟s phenomenological mind, it 
will take the lead when the thinker embarks on the path to illuminate our 
preconceptual understanding of being, as well as our embodied selves.3 
Although temporality in its internal consciousness was supposed to make 
for a conceptual clarity, Heidegger wasn‟t exempt from some fundamental 
ambiguities, which impelled the abandonment of Time and Being, the 
incumbent reversal at the end of his phenomenological project. 
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All in all, Aho doesn‟t distinguish between this methodological, that is 
phenomenological omission of the body and its ontological downplaying. 
Therefore, his argument is methodologically flawed. This can be clearly seen 
when he quotes Zollikon Seminars in favor of his thesis, namely that the body 
is an ontic phenomenon (Aho 2009, 44)4, even though, precisely there, as 
we will see, Heidegger unmistakably refers to embodiment as ontologically 
constitutive of human existence.  

 
3. Some Hermeneutical Ambiguities 

 
Before we analyze Heidegger‟s retractive voice regarding corporeality, I 

will elicit some of his remarks about the body in order to prove that there 
isn‟t a clear-cut notion of an embodied subjectivity in Heidegger‟s thinking. 
In this section, I intend to extract some passages that display the 
ambiguities of the body. This phase of the argument is especially important 
because it brings to the light some of the equivocations of the body-
terminology that Heidegger employed. We will follow three consecutive 
stages of Heidegger‟s thinking: (1) his phenomenological interpretation of 
Kant from the late 20‟s, (2) the interpretation of Plato from the beginning 
of 30‟s and, finally, (3) his writings from the period of Beiträge.  

First of all, Heidegger (1997b, 121) claims in his phenomenological 
reading of Kant‟s Critique that: 

 
To human finitude belongs sensibility, meaning the intuition which takes 
things in stride. As pure intuition, i.e., pure sensibility, it is a necessary 
element in the structure of transcendence which distinguishes finitude. 
Human pure reason is necessarily a pure sensible reason. This pure reason 
must be sensible in itself, it does not first become sensible in this way 
because it is tied to a body. Rather, the reverse is true: the human being, as 
finite, rational creature, can thus only “have” its body in a transcendental 
(i.e., a metaphysical) sense because transcendence as such is sensible a 
priori.  

 
Here we find one of Heidegger‟s tropes at work, which I will call the 

ontological primacy: the sensibility doesn‟t pertain to us because we have a 
body, but rather we have a body because sensibility pertains to us. However, 
this pure sensibility is pure insofar as it is non-corporeal: “Pure sensibility 
[…] is time.”5 Even though Heidegger speaks, for instance in Being and Time, 
about the ontological (or existential) spatiality (Räumlichkeit), he nonetheless 
thinks of it in temporal terms.6 “Spatiality” is therefore a word that harbors 
a derivative sense of the body, rather than heralding its pivotal role. Despite 
talking about an intrinsic unity of spatiality and being-in-the-world—which 
is constitutive of Dasein—, the body itself remains only an ontic 
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phenomenon and plays no role in this existential structure. Given a direct 
demand to explain what Dasein means, Heidegger (1997a, 203) tellingly 
replies to Cassirer:  

 
What I call Dasein is essentially codetermined—not just through what we 
describe as spirit, and not just through what we call living. Rather, what it 
depends on is the original unity and the immanent structure of the 
relatedness of a human being which to a certain extent has been fettered in 
a body [Leib] and which, in the fetteredness7 in the body, stands in a 

particular condition of being bound up with beings.  
 
What could reveal more strikingly a unity of space (or, as Heidegger says, 

the living) and temporality, but not of embodiment and temporality, than this 
reply? Because talking about fetteredness implies a non-essential property, 
almost an accident, we can clearly hear the ontological conjunction of time-
space within the constitution of a disembodied Dasein. And yet, later on, 
Heidegger acknowledges the necessary link between the body (Leib) and the 
temporal understanding of being and therefore recasts this unity, this time, 
with a penchant for corporeality. I will supply this thesis with two closely 
related examples: a passage from the notes pertaining to his lecture course 
on Plato from 1931/32, as well as from the 1933.  

In his reading of Plato‟s cave allegory and Theaetetus, Heidegger states: 
 

GA 34 (129/177-178): “Soul” serves to name the relationship to being 
(presence of the look) and thus to unhiddenness. The body and its 
physical constitution is admitted into this relationship, a relationship 

within which the historical human being is. [In dieses Verha ltnis 
eingelassen sind der Leib und das Lebewesen, worin der geschichtliche 
Mensch ist.]8 
 
GA 36/37 (224/297-298): Soul: name for the relation to Being. (Body and 
living thing are let into this relation—if the Greek human being is. Not 
soul inspired into the body, but bodying let into the soul. [Seele: der Name 

für das Verha ltnis zum Sein. (In dieses Verha  ltnis eingelassen sind Leib 
und Lebewesen— wenn der griechische Mensch ist. Nicht: Seele 

eingeblasen dem Ko rper, sondern Leiben eingelassen in die Seele.] 

 
Indeed, in 1931/33 the body has acquired an ontological significance, 

which it didn‟t have back in 1927/29, when Heidegger wrote Being and Time 
and debated Cassirer in connection with the proper reading of Kant‟s 
Critique. Note that the body is no longer described in terms of fetteredness, but 
rather in terms of letting-be. However, this is not the end of the story.  

In stark contrast to the way that body plays out in Heidegger‟s reading of 
Plato from the beginning of 1930‟s, we find in later Heidegger, that is 
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around 1934/36—when Heidegger addressed Ernst Jünger and worked on 
Beiträge—a strictly metaphysical understanding of Leib.  

 That is what we find in the volume GA 90, Zu Ernst Jünger 
(Heidegger 2004, 43):  

 
28. Zu Jüngers Grundstellung 
Subjektivität—Humanismus—Anthropologie 

Ανθρωπος: ζφον  ο γον   χον  
Homo: animal rationale 
Homo—sapiens 
Homo—faber 
Homo—ludens 
Homo—natura. Nietzsche. | Leib— 

homo—natura faber militans. Ernst Ju nger. 

 
Here, Leib is only a moment within the history of metaphysics and it is 

borne out by Nietzche‟s so-called philosophy of life. We can find the same 
metaphysical use of corporeality (Leiblichkeit) in Heidegger‟s Contributions to 
Philosophy (Heidegger 2012, 43).  

 
Whether personality is understood as the unity of “spirit-soul-body,” or 

whether this hodge-podge is reversed and, merely assertorically, the body is 
placed first, nothing changes with regard to the confused thinking which 
rules here and which evades every question.  

 
Furthermore, Heidegger explicitly talks about “the concealed 

metaphysics of „body‟ and „sensibility,‟ „soul‟ and „spirit,‟” that “remains here 
presupposed and unquestioned”9. From the body as an ontic phenomenon 
(in his phenomenological reading of Kant), via the body as constitutive of 
our relationship to being (in his reading of Plato), to the body as an 
unquestioned metaphysical assumption (Nietzsche-Beiträge): here is a 
journey that epitomizes the lack of a clear-cut position regarding 
corporeality. The body is as much downplayed as it is privileged and we 
cannot get a handle on these ambiguities as long as we seek a final meaning 
that is granted by the authority of the author. Rather, we will listen to one 
more of Heidegger‟s voices where he clearly states the ontological status of 
the flesh.  

 
4. Corporeality in Heidegger‟s Retractive Voice. 

 
By Heidegger‟s retractive voice I mean his late self-interpretations as well 

as his search for a reconcilement with the intellectuals of 20th century. I will 
take two examples that are most relevant to our topic: Heidegger‟s dialogue 
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with Eugen Fink and Zollikon Seminars delivered to the Swiss psychiatric 
community (gathered around figures like Boss and Binswanger). In his 
discussion with Fink, Heidegger (and Fink 1979, 145) makes a very 
interesting remark: 

 
Heidegger: Body is not meant ontically here… 
Fink: …and also not in the Husserlian sense,… 
Heidegger: …but rather as Nietzsche thought the body, even though it is 

obscure what he actually meant by it. 
 
Therefore, body has to be understood in an ontological way, for it “is 

not meant ontically”, and that is the way that can be traced back to 
Nietzsche. Because what Nietzsche meant is not clear, there can be a 
metaphysical interpretation of the body (as Heidegger held in the 30‟s) as 
well as an ontological one (as Heidegger held in the 60‟s). Moreover, 
Heidegger is alluding again to the intimate relationship between having a 
body and being alive: “A human is embodied [leibt] only when he lives 
[lebt]. The body in our sense is to be understood thus. Thereby, „to live‟ is 
meant in the existential sense.” In any case, the shift in Heidegger‟s 
interpretation is clear: now (in 1966/7) the body is understood 
ontologically. 

In order to back up this claim, the same ontological reading of 
embodiment can be found in Heidegger‟s Zollikon Seminars. In his lecture 
from May 11, 1965, Heidegger retrieves the trope of the ontological primacy 
from Being and Time, which we‟ve touched on, and claims that “Da-sein is 
not spatial because it is embodied. But its bodiliness is possible only because 
Da-sein is spatial in the sense of making room” (Heidegger 2001b, 81). 
Then, he says that “We will now try to move somewhat closer to the 
phenomenon of the body.” To my mind, this moving “somewhat closer” 
implies an overcoming of the ontological-primacy-trope from the period of 
Being and Time that didn‟t do justice to the full phenomenon of the flesh. If 
anything, to move closer to the phenomenon entails a previous state of 
being farther from it. And this is precisely what we find later on. Heidegger 
doesn‟t characterize anymore the body as a subsidiary phenomenon which 
pertains to spatiality. Rather, we find a different trope at work, this time, 
that characterizes the body in an ontological sense. When Heidegger speaks 
of serious matters it is well known that he employs a sort of an ontological 
tautology in order to say that a certain phenomenon is too deep to even say 
that it is. Therefore, we must say that it acts as itself: die Zeit zeitigt, die Welt 
weltet, das Nichts nichtet, only to point to some of the famous instances of this 
trope. And corporeality—ontologically understood—makes no exception: 
“We find ourselves reverting to the question we have already touched on: 
How is the human being in space insofar as he is bodying forth [leibt]?” And 



Heidegger‟s Polymorphous “Body” 

 22 

again, Heidegger says: “the body is only as it is bodying forth [Der Leib ist 
nur insofern er leibt]“ (Heidegger 2001b, 87). We find not only a change in the 
tropes—from the ontological primacy of the space to the ontological tautology of 
the body—, but also a change in the hierarchy of these phenomena: only 
insofar as Dasein bodies forth it is spatial. This reversal of body and space is 
more obvious when Heidegger says about embodiment what he could have 
said previously about spatiality: “With this you see how bodiliness has a 
peculiar „ecstatic‟ meaning.” And again: “Bodying forth [Leiben] always 
belongs to being-in-the-world. It always co-determines being-in-the-world, 
openness, and the having of a world.” Bodying as definitive of being-in-the-
world involves a different meaning of the body than those previously 
touched on. But most importantly, this polymorphous body spawns a 
polyphony of voices, which Heidegger harbors within his ways of thinking 
and neither of which can take the lead and assume the one and only pivotal 
intention of the author.  

 
5. Where Does the Body End? 

 
 In Zollikon Seminars Heidegger addressed the question of the limits 

of the body: “Where does the body stop?” (Heidegger 2001b, 85). Just like 
the human thinking, the body itself is characterized by a range of 
possibilities and is never at rest. Therefore, we can point neither to the 
limits of body, nor to the limits of thinking. We cannot trace the specific 
concept of the body back to Heidegger‟s intentions as an author. All we can 
do is to put forth distinct ways of talking about the body, its multifarious 
meaningfulness within a polyphony of voices.  

 If we don‟t differentiate distinct voices within Heidegger‟s works, 
then we will stumble across intractable and inconsistent claims. For 
instance, in Kevin Aho‟s view one shouldn‟t interpret Dasein as a concrete 
human being: “it is important to understand that Dasein does not 
fundamentally refer to an individual” (Aho 2009, 18).  And yet, let us recall 
Heidegger‟s voice that protests against such a misinterpretation: “Because 
Dasein has in each case mineness [Jemeinigkeit], one must always use a 
personal pronoun when one addresses it: „I am‟, „you are‟.” (Heidegger 
2001a, 68). And this sort of incoherencies is an essential part of Heidegger‟s 
ways of thinking. Dasein indeed “refers to a historical space or clearing of 
meaning” (Aho 2009, 20), but at the same time it is always in each case 
mine. The way I propose to face this sort of ambiguities is by distinguishing 
different voices within Heidegger‟s philosophical discourse, that is by 
transforming the contradiction into a conceptual counterpoint. Just like two 
melodies don‟t contradict each other even though they are completely 
different, the human thinking also may play out in a harmonious way on 
different levels. Our task is to write down the notations that thinking follows. 
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I used certain tropes in order to point out different changes within 
Heidegger‟s discourse: the ontological primacy and the ontological tautology are 
only two of them, although their number is indefinite.  

 We saw how Heidegger employed the trope of an ontological primacy 
in order to state that we are embodied because we are spatial and not vice 
versa, which gave rise to the whole scholarship that sung the song of 
“Heidegger‟s neglection of the body.” But at the same time, we found 
another trope at work, the ontological tautology of der Leib leibt, which confers 
to the body the clear status of an ontological phenomenon. Furthermore, 
after analyzing different ambiguities that the body had across Heidegger‟s 
life-time, we conclude that the meaning of the notion changes with the voice 
that carries it.  

 Therefore, when talking about different terms like Dasein, Sein or, in 
our case, Leib we must always bear in mind the question: which Heidegger is 
speaking here? Heidegger‟s famous late self-interpretation has a clear voice 
in its own right. Nonetheless, the mesh between disparate viewpoints that 
Heidegger held across his lifetime brings nothing but cacophony. 

 We may freely ask ourselves questions like: isn‟t body only an 
empirical, and therefore accidental condition of possibility for the unfolding 
of time? Or does it indeed have a say in the temporal ontological 
constitution of meaningfulness? But we shouldn‟t make a further step and 
pretend that Heidegger had a theory about these things. Heidegger‟s 
thinking is, first and foremost, a polyphony of ways (not of works, theories, 
or ideas), which I call voices, that speak in different, harmonious or polemical 
manners. The point of this paper was to articulate the contrapuntal 
movement of his thinking regarding corporeality, which also can be done 
with other fundamental concepts of Heidegger‟s thinking. 
 

 
Notes 

1 Take for instance Thomas Sheehan‟s search for the one and only thing—die Sache selbst—
that was on Heidegger‟s mind (Sheehan 2013, 382): „The first step is to realize that 
Heidegger‟s work was phenomenological from beginning to end. This entails that his work 
was focused not on „The being of beings‟ (Sein) but on „the meaning of the meaningful‟ 
(Sinn, Bedeutung).” 
2 “But in Being and Time one does not find thirty lines concerning the problem of 
perception; one does not find ten concerning that of the body.” (De Waelhens 1963, xix) 
3 Part of this project is the so-called metontology that Heidegger articulated in the late 20‟s.  
4 Aho states the following: “I want to suggest that the analysis of the body in the Zollikon 
seminars is an example of regional ontology, one that identifies and describes the essential 
attributes of a particular being, in this case the lived-body.” 
5 One cannot object that Heidegger is talking here about Kant and not so much in his own 
name, for we find a similar line of thought in Being and Time (2001a, 412): “Neither may 
Dasein‟s spatiality be interpreted as an imperfection which adheres to existence by reason 
of the fatal „linkage of the spirit to a body‟. On the contrary, because Dasein is „spiritual‟, 
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and only because of this, it can be spatial in a way which remains essentially impossible for any 
extended corporeal Thing.” 
6 Heidegger (2001a, 369): “Only on the basis of its ecstatico-horizontal temporality is it possible for 
Dasein to break into space.” 
7 The underlining is mine.  
8 The relationship between body (Leib) and life (Leben) is not visible in the English 
translation.   
9 One cannot accuse us of cherry-picking here. Even upon first glance, Heidegger‟s 
Contributions is clearly replete with a metaphysical understanding of the body. 
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Abstract: Metaphysics is a controversial figure in the philosophy of the past 
century. We see it attacked from the perspective of both analytical philosophy and 
continental philosophy. On a closer observation, however, it can be noticed that 
analytic philosophy has never been fully involved in challenging metaphysics (see 
Simons 2013). Things are no different with continental philosophy. Martin 
Heidegger himself gives up, at one point, his decades-long explicit attempt to 
overcome metaphysics under its various instantiations, such as onto-theology or 
metaphysics of presence (Heidegger 2007). However, the struggle against 
metaphysics continued in the continental philosophy. One need only think of 
Jacques Derrida and deconstruction. In fact, the struggle against metaphysics 
continues even today, beyond deconstruction. Through his writings pertaining to 
the history of philosophy, theology, or phenomenology, Jean-Luc Marion is a 
representative of today's struggle against metaphysics. He even proposes a 
philosophy free of metaphysics, namely the phenomenology of givenness. 
 Despite all the controversies surrounding metaphysics, it has not always 
been clear what is to be understood by metaphysics in general or by its various 
instantiations. Usually, not even in Marion's writings or, even less, in the writings 
about Marion's writings does metaphysics have a well-defined meaning. The 
consequences of this state of affairs are several: it cannot be clearly understood 
what Marion is struggling against; the struggle as such cannot be understood; nor 
can the alternative to metaphysics be fully understood. The task of my text is 
therefore self-evident. I will contribute to elucidating the meaning that metaphysics 
has within the framework of the attempt to construct a phenomenology of 
donation. I do this by considering three hypostases of metaphysics and the 
relationship between them. Beyond the metaphysics of presence and onto-
theology, I will consider idolatry 
 
Keywords: metaphysics, giveness, phenomenology, theology, idolatry 

 
1. Metaphysics as metaphysics of presence 
 
In Reduction and Givenness, Marion brings up metaphysics with the 

purpose of overcoming it by way of constructing a new phenomenology, 
the phenomenology of givenness. The task of metaphysics, he says, is to 
interpret the Being of beings as presence. To be is to be present. 
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Metaphysics is thus determined as the metaphysics of presence. Its proper work 
consists in specifying the conditions of presence – the conditions every 
thing must fulfil in order to be rightfully considered as being – and, 
consequently, in determining the space of beings. From this perspective, the 
history of metaphysics can be seen as a succession of different ways of 
specifying the conditions of presence. Thus, if this history has, as Marion 
believes, a progressive character, the conditions of presence becoming more 
and more permissive, then metaphysics must be understood as an attempt 
to subsume the totality of things to the horizon of presence (Marion 1989, 
7-8).1    

Following this line of thought, it is still difficult to determine the 
concrete features of metaphysics and how it could be overcome. Although 
the phrase metaphysics of presence is often encountered in contemporary 
philosophy, especially in the context of Heidegger‟s phenomenology or in 
the context of the Derrida‟s deconstruction, it is rarely made explicit as 
such, thus tending to lose its trace in the ambiguity of what seems to be 
self-understood. Things look no different in Reduction and Givenness. Since 
metaphysics is defined as an attempt to subsume the totality of things to the 
horizon of presence, it would have only been natural for Marion, in order to 
outline how metaphysics could be overcome, to circumscribe rigorously and 
precisely what is to be understood by presence. Thus it might have seemed 
reasonable, and possibly feasible, to attempt to delineate a space outside the 
metaphysics of presence. Such a way of posing the question of the 
possibility of an overcoming of metaphysics is, moreover, not at all foreign 
to Marion's thought. In a different place, where he speaks, following 
Heidegger's example, of the onto-theological constitution of metaphysics, 
he shares exactly the same perspective: only a rigorous and precise 
definition of metaphysics, and therefore a more precise delimitation of its 
space, allows us to think of another horizon, external to it (Marion 2005, 
79-80). However, in Reduction and Givenness, apart from the nominal 
description of metaphysics as metaphysics of presence, one does not find 
any attempt to establish clearly the limits of the concept of presence, so that 
the attempt of going beyond the metaphysics of presence can become at 
least conceivable. 

But is this way of approaching the problem of circumscribing the 
metaphysics of presence and overcoming it the only one possible? 
Moreover, is it really viable? Derrida himself saw the task of defining the 
meaning of the concept of presence as extremely difficult and laborious. The 
main problem one encounters with such an approach is that the meaning of 
presence is plural, subsuming not only the experience of the Latin world, 
instantiated in the term praesentia, but also the experience that underlies 
terms such as Vorhandenheit, Gegenwärtigkeit, Anwesenheit or Anwesen, ousia or 
parousia, as well as the interpretation these terms receive in Heidegger's 



Hermeneia - Nr. 28/2022                                                                                      Sergiu Sava 

 27 

investigations into the understanding of being as presence. (Derrida 1972, 
34-38 and Sallis 1984, 594-601) From this perspective, the possibility of 
demarcating, by analysing the concept of presence, the space of metaphysics 
risks becoming inaccessible.  

If this is indeed the case, if the attempt to circumscribe the concept of 
presence seems rather doomed to failure, so that such a path is almost 
impossible to follow in the context of the investigations in Reduction and 
Givenness, then it would behove Marion to offer another way of 
encompassing the whole metaphysics of presence and thus of showing how 
phenomenology could go beyond it. In other words, Marion should still – 
even if he has to give up the task of listing the various forms presence can 
take – provide a functional concept of the metaphysics of presence. Only in 
this way does the conceiving of a space outside metaphysics and, 
subsequently, the indication of how phenomenology might occupy this 
space become possible. Such a task, however, is not easily achievable.2 The 
reader has indeed to wait a good few pages before Marion indirectly, in an 
alternative approach, comes to specify the contours of the metaphysics of 
presence. It is only at the end of the first chapter of Reduction and Givenness 
that one learns that the metaphysics of presence is overcome when Being is 
freed from the limits imposed on it by the human faculties. It is only at this 
point one can understand that the metaphysics of presence, for Marion, is 
identified with the domination of human faculties over Being (Marion 1989, 
60-61). This indirect definition can nonetheless serve as a firm starting point 
for my attempt to reconstruct the general features of the concept of 
metaphysics. What one is dealing with here is not an inventory of the different 
meanings of presence, but an appeal to the principle generating the 
metaphysics of presence. Delineating the space of the metaphysics of 
presence is thus identical with delineating the boundaries of the efficacy of 
the principle generating it. This means that, for the overcoming of 
metaphysics to be conceivable, it must be approached from the perspective 
of the source of the meaning of presence, that is, from the perspective of 
the relation between the human faculties and Being. 

Understanding Being by appealing to its relationship with another is by 
no means something new. In the history of philosophy, Being has been 
understood in terms of its relation to becoming, seeming, or the ought. In the 
specific case Marion describes and is concerned with, that of the 
metaphysics of presence, Being is understood in relation to the human 
faculties. This relation leads to the interpretation of Being as presence. To 
be is to be present, and to be present is to be situated in relation to the 
human faculties. The indeterminate meaning of the middle term of this 
reasoning thus becomes negligible. To be is to be situated in relation to 
human faculties. The metaphysics of presence can thus be investigated and 
circumscribed without direct appeal to presence.  



Back to Basics: Being and Being Thought in the Phenomenology of Givenness 

 28 

I believe this way of understanding Being becomes much clearer if one 
brings in discussion the investigation Heidegger pursues in Introduction to 
Metaphysics.3 We learn from this lecture that the determination of Being in 
relation to the human faculties – Heidegger uses the generic name thinking 
for them – originates in the ancient Greek world. Thinking, however, is not 
an equal term in its relation to Being, but the primary term, the one 
providing the perspective from which Being is understood:  

 
“Thinking sets itself against Being in such a way that Being is re-presented 
to thinking, and consequently stands against thinking like an object 
‹Gegen-stand, that which stands against›. (…) Consequently, thinking is no 
longer just the opposing member in some new distinction but becomes 
the basis on which one decides about what stands against it, so much so 
that Being in general gets interpreted on the basis of thinking.”4 

(Heidegger 2000, 124)  

 
Being is interpreted from the perspective of thinking as its object. To be 

is to be the object of thinking, and to be the object of thinking, Heidegger 
seems to say, is to be under the control of thinking. In this configuration of 
the relation to thinking, Being comes to be interpreted as permanent presence 
(Heidegger 2000, 201-203). Being designates that which is always available 
to thought. What does not satisfy this criterion – the rest, in its various 
forms, be it seeming, becoming, or the ought – is expelled outside Being. 
Nonetheless, even if to be is to be an object of thinking, and the object is 
understood as permanent presence, this interpretation of Being in relation 
to thinking becomes, in the course of history, no longer itself an object of 
Western thinking, much less a permanent presence for the latter:   

 
“Our immersion [not to say lostness] in the prior view and insight that 
sustains and guides all our understanding of Being is all the more 
powerful, and at the same time all the more concealed, because the Greeks 
themselves no longer shed light on this prior line of sight as such.”5 

(Heidegger 2000, 124). 

 
This understanding of Being in relation to thinking generates and 

identifies itself with Western metaphysics interpreted as metaphysics of 
presence. The understanding of Being as presence thus becomes a 
fundamental trait of Western thinking in general. Every orientation of this 
thinking – whether we speak of rationalism or empiricism, idealism or 
materialism – has at its foundation the understanding of Being as presence. 
At the same time, the fundamental character of the understanding of Being 
as presence makes it almost unnoticeable for us today. And such a fact 
enhances its historical efficacy:  
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“This determinateness of Being is not accidental. It grows out of the 
determination under which our historical Dasein stands by virtue of its 
great inception among the Greeks. The determinateness of Being is not a 
matter of delimiting a mere meaning of a word. It is the power that today 
still sustains and dominates all our relations to beings as a whole, to 
becoming, to seeming, to thinking, and to the ought.”6 (Heidegger 2000, 
216-217). 

 
The interpretation of metaphysics as metaphysics of presence cannot be 

conceived as simply assigning a meaning to metaphysics, one among others, 
but must be understood in its historial dimension. The metaphysics of 
presence is responsible for a certain unfolding of the history of Western 
thought, if not for the unfolding of Western history in general.  

It would thus seem natural, given the analysis above, to conclude that the 
approach on metaphysics in Reduction and Givenness, though more implicit, is 
much broader than those to be found in some of Marion's earlier texts. 
However, this understanding can only be strengthened to the extent that the 
alternative definitions of metaphysics can be made explicit, in terms of their 
fundamental data, with the metaphysics of presence as a reference point. I 
will thus pay attention to the relationship between the obtained concept of 
the metaphysics of presence and two other interpretations of metaphysics 
found in Marion's texts: onto-theology and idolatry. 

 
2. Metaphysics of presence and onto-theology 
 
Heidegger‟s interpretation of metaphysics as onto-theology is adopted by 

Marion as a premise in most of his texts dealing with the history of 
philosophy. The reason for this predominance consists in the fact that onto-
theology is understood – like the metaphysics of presence – as a structure 
that runs through the entire history of Western philosophy. In order to 
explain what onto-theology consists in and why it can be understood as a 
structure of Western philosophy, it must first of all be pointed out that 
metaphysics, which underlies the history of philosophy, has as its function, 
according to Heidegger, the investigation of the ground of all that is, the 
investigation of the Being of beings:  

 
“The Being of beings is thus thought of in advance as the grounding 
ground. Therefore all metaphysics is at bottom, and from the ground up, 
what grounds, what gives account of the ground, what is called to account 
by the ground, and finally what calls the ground to account.”7 (Heidegger 
1969, 58).  

 
The investigation of Being as the ground of all beings is carried out in 

two directions: (1) the ontological one, which deals with what characterizes 
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beings in general, more precisely what all beings have in common; (2) the 
theological one, which deals with the supreme being, on two levels: (2.1) 
that of the identity of the supreme being and (2.2) that of the supreme 
character of the supreme being, of the meaning of the supreme being. 
Metaphysics, encompassing both directions of the investigation of the 
Being of beings, asserts itself as onto-theology: 

 
 “But if we recall once again the history of Occidental-European thought, 
then we see that the question about Being, taken as a question about the 
Being of beings, is double in form. It asks on the one hand: What are 
beings, in general, as beings? Considerations within the province of this 
question come, in the course of the history of philosophy, under the 
heading of ontology. The question "What are beings?" includes also the 
question "Which being is the highest and in what way is it?" The question 
is about the divine and God. The province of this question is called 
theology. The duality of the question about the Being of beings can be 
brought together in the title "onto-theo-logy."”8 (Heidegger 1998, 340).  

 
The same idea is found in Heidegger‟s “The Onto-Theo-Logical 

Constitution of Metaphysics”:  
 

“Metaphysics thinks of beings as such, as a whole. Metaphysics thinks of 
the Being of beings both in the ground-giving unity of what is most 
general, what is indifferently valid everywhere, and also in the unity of the 
all that accounts for the ground, that is, of the All-Highest. The Being of 
beings is thus thought of in advance as the grounding ground.”9 

(Heidegger 1969, 58). 

 
In order to check whether the perspective of Reduction and Givenness on 

metaphysics is broader than those to be found in Marion's earlier texts, the 
question to be raised at this point concerns the origin of the onto-theo-
logical constitution of metaphysics: What made it possible for the Being of 
beings to be thought onto-theologically? Heidegger's answer to this 
question is, according to Iain Thomson, phenomenological in nature. 
(Thomson 2000) It is the very manifestation of Being that is the condition 
of possibility of the onto-theo-logical constitution of metaphysics:  

 
“Obviously, the twofold quality of the question about beings must result 
from the way the Being of beings manifests itself. Being manifests itself in 
the character of that which we call ground. Beings in general are the 
ground in the sense of the foundation upon which any further 
consideration of beings takes place. That which is the highest being is the 
ground in the sense of that which allows all beings to come into being.”10 
(Heidegger 1998, 340). 
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Metaphysics can unfold as onto-theology because, first of all, Being 
manifests itself as ground. The very fate of metaphysics is at stake in this 
original moment of Being‟s manifestation. In keeping with the 
phenomenological approach to this situation, it should be pointed out that 
manifestation involves always a receiver, a subject in the dative – in this 
case, man. Thus, at the beginning of metaphysics we encounter a 
relationship, that between Being and man. The situation seems similar to 
the one addressed by Heidegger in his Introduction to Metaphysics. From his 
perspective there, the subject, although in the dative, is not a passive 
receiver, but puts its mark on the manifestation of Being. Therefore, the 
fact that the Being manifests itself as ground should rather be understood as 
an interpretation of Being as ground. The manifestation of Being is fulfilled 
from the perspective and according to the receiver. 

This explanation of the initial moment of metaphysics is defended 
further by Thomson, who distinguishes between the dynamic manifestation 
of Being and its interpretation, due to some sort of "phenomenological 
numbness," as presence. It is only after such an interpretation that Being 
can be understood as a ground, thus making its onto-theological approach 
possible. The direction of this explanation is corroborated by Heidegger 
himself, a further argument being provided by the fact that the 
manifestation of Being has not only been interpreted as presence, but also 
as emergence (physis) or disclosure (aletheia):  

 
“In the beginning of its history, Being opens itself out as emerging 
(physis) and unconcealment (aletheia). From there it reaches the 
formulation of presence and permanence in the sense of enduring 
(ousia). Metaphysics proper begins with this.”11 (Heidegger 2003, 4). 

 
 
At the same time, it should be pointed out that, precisely because Being 

has manifested itself and been interpreted as something other than ground 
or presence, Being can and must manifest itself again and be interpreted as 
something other than ground or presence. The metaphysics of presence can 
and, for a freer relation to things in general, must be overcome. In order to 
emphasize the prevalence of the metaphysics of presence over onto-
theology I will appeal to an excerpt from a lecture given by Heidegger at 
Marburg in the winter semester, 1924-1925. In that specific passage – 
contained in a sub-paragraph entitled “First Philosophy as Ontology and 
Theology: Explaining Duality on the Basis of the Greek Understanding of 
Being (as Presence)” – he states explicitly that theology and ontology, as 
fundamental directions of metaphysics, have as their foundation the 
understanding of Being as presence:  
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“Why did Greek science and philosophy arrive at these two basic sciences? 
In Plato they are still wholly intermingled; he leaves them even more 
unclarified than Aristotle does. But in fact he already moves in both these 
dimensions. It can be made understandable only on the basis of the 
meaning of Being for Greeks. Being is what is present in the proper sense. 
Theology considers beings according to what they are already in advance, 
i.e., according to what constituted, in the most proper and highest sense, 
the presence of the world. The most proper and highest presence of 
beings is the theme of theology. The theme of ontology is beings insofar 
as they are present in all their determinations, not tailored to a definite 
region, not only the unmoved mover and the heavens, but also what is 
under the heavens, everything there is, mathematical beings as well as 
physical. Thus the theme of theology is the highest and most proper 
present, and the theme of ontology is that which constitutes presence as 
such in general.”12 (Heidegger 2003, 153-154). 

 
Before being onto-theology, metaphysics is thus metaphysics of 

presence. The double investigation pertaining to onto-theology is carried 
out according to the parameters of presence. I can therefore state not only 
that onto-theology can be better explained, in terms of its fundamental data, 
if we take the metaphysics of presence as our point of reference, but even 
that onto-theology is a derived form of the metaphysics of presence. The 
perspective in Reduction and Givenness on metaphysics is therefore broader 
than that in Marion's writings on the history of philosophy.  

 
3. Metaphysics of presence and idolatry 
 
The other meaning of metaphysics, used by Marion mainly in his 

theological writings, is idolatry. It consists in philosophy's attempt to 
account for God, or more precisely to subsume him to human thinking, to 
ascribe him to a concept. Consequently, idolatry is subordinated to onto-
theology and, by implication, to the metaphysics of presence.13  Regardless 
of what concept is attributed to divinity by philosophy throughout its 
history – First Mover or One, causa sui or ens realissimum, or even the dead god 
of The Gay Science – we are only dealing with a human construct, like a 
sculpted or a painted idol, an instance that is completely subject to the 
power of human thinking:  

 
“The concept consigns to a sign what at first the mind grasps with it 
(concipere, capere); but such a grasp is measured not so much by the 
amplitude of the divine as by the scope of a capacitas, which can fix 
the divine in a specific concept only at the moment when a 
conception of the divine fills it, hence appeases, stops, and freezes 
it. When a philosophical thought expresses a concept of what it then 
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names “God,” this concept functions exactly as an idol.”14 (Marion 
1991, 15). 

  
The specificity of idolatry lies in the one-sided nature of the relationship 

to the divine, in the absence of any openness to its otherness. Idolatry 
forbids a living relationship with the transcendence of God and positions us 
in the immanence of man's limited ability to conceive of the divine. I thus 
think we would not be wrong to say that idolatry is responsible for a 
pseudo-referentiality – the idol's authentic relation is not to God, but to the 
highest degree of human creativity. The idol is not the measure of God the 
creator, but of the human ability of manifesting itself in a creative manner. 

But if the idolatrous attitude of philosophy is in no way generated by its 
reference, then it is not necessary for it to be manifested only in relationship 
to God. According to Derek Morrow, an idolatrous attitude is also found in 
Descartes, in relation to things in general. The argument for such a 
conception is pretty straightforward. In Cartesian philosophy, things are no 
longer defined according to a supposed order of things as such, but 
according to the order of human knowledge. The order of knowledge pre-
circumscribes the space in which things can manifest themselves. Things 
themselves are thus reduced to the status of objects, according to the limits 
of human faculties (Marrow 2005, 30-36). However, even if the human 
cognitive attitude is idolatrous, that does not mean that every known thing 
is turned into an idol. Only those things that reach the limits of cognition 
become idols, because the idol in general always instantiates a maximum of 
the capacity of human faculties, whether we are talking about a particular 
creation of the human faculties or about the reception of a thing by the 
human faculties. This maximum of creativity or reception is the basis on 
which we can speak of idols in fields other than religion or philosophy. 
Marion himself speaks of the idol in the field of fine arts (Marion 2001, 65-
98). 

I believe one can go even a step further by observing the idolatrous 
attitude as active at the very initial moment of the relationship between 
Being and thinking, which is at the base of the metaphysics of presence and, 
implicitly, at the base of onto-theology. As I have already shown, the main 
role in this relation is played by thinking. The manifestation of Being 
unfolds proportionally to thinking, and the paradigm imposing itself in this 
way is that of the object.15 It is the idolatrous attitude that is responsible for 
the thinking‟s inability to receive the full manifestation of Being, for 
interpreting it as presence, and thus for turning it into an idol. The 
idolatrous attitude is thus identified with the very principle to which Marion 
appeals when circumscribing the metaphysics of presence – the domination 
of human faculties over Being. 
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Taking into account all these considerations, I notice that the 
relationship between metaphysics understood as idolatry and the 
metaphysics of presence cannot be clearly defined, indicating the priority of 
one over the other. The reason for this is that the relationship between the 
two versions of metaphysics takes place in two different time intervals. In 
the first interval, the metaphysics of presence is the result of the idolatrous 
attitude of thinking towards the manifestation of Being. From this 
perspective, metaphysics understood as idolatry cannot be better explained, 
in terms of its fundamental data, with the help of the metaphysics of 
presence as a reference point, but can only be exemplified by means of it. 
The direction of explanation is, in this case, the reverse one – from idolatry 
to the metaphysics of presence. In the second interval, the metaphysics of 
presence, once established, comes to structure the Western thought. Thus, 
the way in which the idolatrous attitude itself is configured becomes a 
consequence of the metaphysics of presence. 

On the one hand, considering the first interval, I note that the appeal in 
Reduction and Givenness to the limitations that human faculties impose on 
being, made with the aim of circumscribing the space of the metaphysics of 
presence, allows Marion to distance himself from any kind of investigation, 
even from those carried out by Heidegger, insofar as they involve an 
idolatrous coordinate. On the other hand, considering now the second 
interval, the metaphysics of presence preserves its breadth and even its 
historial dimension.  

 
Final remarks 
 
It does not follow from my analysis that Marion is opposed to 

metaphysics in general. If we conceive it as an attempt to understand what it 
is that brings together all of the things we encounter, or may encounter, in 
our journey through life, then metaphysics is perfectly compatible with 
Marion‟s phenomenology of givenness. It is just that this metaphysics must 
not perpetuate the restrictions of its instantiations described above, that is, 
of the metaphysics of presence, onto-theology, or idolatry. In other words, 
the metaphysics that is compatible with the phenomenology of givenness – 
even entailed by the phenomenology of givenness – must not impose a 
priori conditions of possibility on our experience of things (Marion 2012, 
108-110) or determine the possibility of our experience of things by means 
of an impossibility (Marion 1992). 
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Notes 

 
1 The determination of metaphysics through the prism of its attempts to define and 
redefine the conditions of presence, thus through the prism of its transformations, is 
emphasized by Marion in „La science toujours recherchée et toujours maquante”. If we 
understand metaphysics from the perspective of the „meta‟ prefix, then metaphysics should 
never be identified with any of its particular historical configurations, because metaphysics 
is always more than it is at any given moment. Metaphysics is never merely an instantiation 
of the transgression of the physis, but always, equally, a transgression of itself. Metaphysics 
is thus affirmed as metaphysics of metaphysics. (Marion 1999, 33-35) 
2 In a discussion at the University of Bonn, Marion notes that neither Heidegger nor 
Derrida were successful in providing a clear outline of the space of the metaphysics of 
presence: „Ich muss Ihnen sagen, dass Derrida niemals eine genauere Umschreibung 
dessen vorgelegt hat, was er unter der sog. "Metaphysik der Präsenz" versteht. Niemals! 
Dabei ist doch der Ausdruck "Metaphysik der Gegenwart" in "Die Stimme und das 
Phänomen" sehr wichtig. Aber er wird weder bei Heidegger noch bei Derrida wirklich 
geklärt.” (Marion and Wohlmuth 2000, 57) 
3 Marion himself states that the attempt to determine metaphysics by means of the priority 
of presence requires an appeal to Heidegger's thought: „Déterminer la métaphysique par le 
primat en elle de la présence et prétendre identifier la métaphysique comme figure 
unificatrice de toute la philosophie renvoie à la pensée de Heidegger, sans laquelle ces 
notions fussent restées impraticables; donc tout usage de ces notions implique une prise de 
position à l'égard de leur initiateur.” (Marion 1989, 34) 
4 Heidegger 1983, 124: “Das Denken setzt sich dem Sein dergestalt gegenüber, daß dieses 
ihm vor-gestellt wird und demzufolge wie ein Gegen-stand entgegensteht. [...] So kommt es 
denn, daß das Denken nicht allein das Gegenglied einer irgendwie andersgearteten 
Unterscheidung bleibt, sondern zum Boden und Fußpunkt wird, von wo aus über das 
Entgegenstehende entschieden wird und zwar so weitgehend, daß das Sein überhaupt vom 
Denken her seine Deutung empfängt.” 

5 Heidegger 1983, 125: “Die Versunkenheit [um nicht zu sagen Verlorenheit] in den Vor- 
und Durchblick, der all unser Verstehen von Sein trägt und leitet, ist um so mächtiger und 
zugleich verborgener, als auch die Griechen diese Vorblickbahn als solche nicht mehr ans 
Licht stellten und aus Wesensgründen (nicht aus einem Versagen) heraus nicht stellen 
konnten.” 
6 Heidegger 1983, 211: “Diese Bestimmtheit des Seins ist nicht zufällig. Sie erwächst der 
Bestimmung, unter der unser geschichtliches Dasein durch seinen großen Anfang bei den 
Griechen steht. Die Bestimmtheit des Seins ist keine Sache der Umgrenzung einer bloßen 
Wortbedeutung. Sie ist die Macht, die heute noch alle unsere Bezüge zum Seienden im 
Ganzen, zum Werden, zum Schein, zum Denken und Sollen trägt und beherrscht.” 
7 Heidegger 2006, 65-66: “So wird das Sein des Seienden als der gründende Grund 
vorausgedacht. Daher ist alle Metaphysik im Grunde vom Grund aus das Gründen, das 
vom Grund die Rechenschaft gibt, ihm Rede steht und ihn schließlich zur Rede stellt.” 
8 Heidegger 1976, 449: “Erinnern wir indes noch einmal an die Geschichte des 
abendländisch-europäischen Denkens, dann erfahren wir: Die Frage nach dem Sein ist als 
Frage nach dem Sein des Seienden zwiegestaltig. Sie frägt einmal: Was ist das Seiende im 
allgemeinen als Seiendes? Die Betrachtungen im Umkreis dieser Frage gelangen im Verlauf 
der Geschichte der Philosophie unter den Titel Ontologie. Die Frage: «Was ist das 
Seiende?» fragt zugleich: Welches ist und wie ist das Seiende im Sinne des höchsten 
Seienden? Es ist die Frage nach dem Göttlichen und dem Gott. Der Umkreis dieser Frage 
heißt Theologie. Das Zwiegestaltige der Frage nach dem Sein des Seienden läßt sich in den 
Titel Onto-Theo-Logie zusammenfassen.” 
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9 Heidegger 2006, 65-66: “Die Metaphysik denkt das Seiende als solches, d. h. im 
Allgemeinen. Die Metaphysik denkt das Seiende als solches, d. h. im Ganzen. Die 
Metaphysik denkt das Sein des Seienden sowohl in der ergründenden Einheit des 
Allgemeinsten, d. h. des überall Gleich-Gültigen, als auch in der begründenden Einheit der 
Allheit, d. h. des Höchsten über allem. So wird das Sein des Seienden als der gründende 
Grund vorausgedacht.” 
10 Heidegger 1976, 449-450: “Das Zwiefältige der Frage nach dem Seienden muß offenbar 
daran liegen, wie das Sein des Seienden sich zeigt. Sein zeigt sich im Charakter dessen, was 
wir Grund nennen. Das Seiende im allgemeinen ist der Grund im Sinne des Bodens, auf 
dem sich jede weitere Betrachtung des Seienden bewegt. Das Seiende als das höchste 
Seiende ist der Grund im Sinne dessen, was alles Seiende ins Sein entspringen läßt.” See 
also Thomson 2000, 316. 
11 Heidegger 1998, 403: “Im Anfang seiner Geschichte lichtet sich Sein als Aufgang (φύσις) 
und Entbergung (άλήθεια). Von dort her gelangt es in das Gepräge von Anwesenheit und 
Beständigkeit im Sinne des Verweilens (ούσία). Damit beginnt die eigentliche Metaphysik.” 
See also Thomson 2000, 317-320. 
12 Heidegger 1992, 222-223: “Warum kam die griechische Wissenschaft und Philosophie 
auf diese beiden Grundwissenschaften? Bei Plato sind sie noch ganz promiscue; sie sind bei 
ihm noch viel ungeklärter als bei Aristoteles; aber faktisch bewegt er sich schon in diesen 
beiden Dimensionen. Das ist nur verständlich zu machen aus dem Sinn, den Sein für die 
Griechen hatte. Das Seiende ist das, was im eigentlichen Sinne anwesend ist. Die Theologie 
betrachtet das Seiende in dem, was es im vorhinein schon ist, was im eigentlichsten und 
höchsten Sinn die Anwesenheit der Welt ausmacht. Die eigentlichste und höchste 
Anwesenheit des Seienden ist Thema der Theologie. Thema der Ontologie ist das Seiende, 
sofern es anwesend ist in allen seinen Bestimmungen, nicht zugeschnitten auf ein 
bestimmtes Gebiet, nicht nur der unbewegte Beweger und der Himmel, sondern auch, was 
unter dem Himmel ist, alles, was da ist, das mathematische Sein ebenso wie das 
physikalische. Für die Theologie also ist Thema die höchste und eigentlichste Anwesenheit, 
für die Ontologie das, was Anwesenheit als solche überhaupt ausmacht.” See also Courtine 
1999, 150-151. 
13 Marion himself expresses this idea already in Marion 1977: "La production d'un concept 
qui prétend à l'équivalence avec Dieu ressortit en effet proprement à la métaphysique." For 
more details, see also pp 27-38, as well as Gschwandtner 2007, 39-58. 
14 Marion 1982, 26: “Le concept consigne dans un signe ce que d'abord l'esprit avec lui 
saisit (concipere, capere); mais pareille saisie ne se mesure pas tant à l'ampleur du divin, qu'à la 
portée d'une capacitas, qui ne fixe le divin en un concept, tel ou tel, qu'au moment où une 
conception du divin la comble, donc l'apaise, l'arrête, la fige. Quand une pensée 
philosophique énonce, de ce qu'elle nomme alors «Dieu», un concept, ce concept 
fonctionne exactement comme une idole.” 
15 When discussing the opposition between being and thinking, Heidegger mentions that 
the maximum potential of this relationship is reached with the beginning of modernity 
(Heidegger 1983, 102). 
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Abstract: This paper examines Aristotle‟s criticism of the Presocratic atomistic theories of 
physical continuity. In order to assess Aristotle‟s account of these theories, I first supply a 
description of Leucippus‟ and Democritus‟ atomism, as their doctrines can be 
reconstructed from textual fragments. Next, I follow modern exegesis in linking the 
pluralistic physics of the atomists with the core of issues developed in the Eleatic school. I 
will analyse Zeno‟s paradoxes as presented by Aristotle and I will consider Aristotle‟s own 
arguments against atomism (Physics VI), which provided a blueprint for most of the anti-
atomistic critiques in pre-modern times and represented a challenge for any subsequent 
defender of atomism. Discussing Pyle‟s, Furley‟s, and Vlastos‟ accounts of these arguments, 
I intend to clarify the philosophical implications of the paradoxes which arose from the 
first discussions on continuity in the history of philosophy. 
 
Keywords: Atomism, Anti-atomism, Continuum, Aristotle, Physics, Zeno‟s paradoxes 

 
1. Introduction  
 

The term „atomism‟ refers to a historical category under which various 
philosophical theses are bonded together. Following this logic, the thinker 
labelled as an atomist has to submit to a set of certain statements about the 
natural world, although he is not constrained to accept all these theses at 
once in order to be considered an atomist. According to Furley, the Greek 
atomists were inclined to defend against the “Aristotelians” concepts such 
as “the atomic theory of matter, mechanical causation, the infinity of the 
universe, the plurality of worlds, and the transience of our worlds” (Furley 
1967, v). On the other side of the dispute, Aristotelians counter-attacked 
with “the continuous theory of matter, the supremacy of final causes, the 
finite universe, and the uniqueness and eternity of our world”. (Ibid.) 

One may believe that the five theses enumerated by Furley are the only 
essential parts that go into the intellectual scaffolding of any atomist from 
all ages. Nevertheless, different lists can easily come up. For instance, Pyle 
posits a set of four assertions that cohere into “an ideal Atomist position 
capable of serving as a sort of ideological landmark for future reference” 
(Pyle 1997, xi). These are: 1) the postulation of indivisible particles of 
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matter; 2) the admission of vacuum in their cosmological theories; 3) the 
reduction of natural, visible phenomena to the motion of invisible atoms; 4) 
a mechanical explanation of movement. (Ibid.) But, as it was cogently 
pointed out, the particular historical instances of atomistic and corpuscular 
theories rarely fit into such a neat schematism as the one proposed by Pyle 
(Lüthy, Murdoch and Newman 2001, 7-8). 

 In this article I will address only the first feature out of the four, 
which would exhibit, according to Pyle, an ideal atomism. Therefore, when I 
use the terms „atomist‟ or „atomism‟, I am referring only to the theory of 
indivisible particles. 
 
2. The Physical Atomism of Democritus 

 
The first philosophically relevant conceptions regarding atomism were 

developed in the fifth century B.C. by Leucippus and his alleged disciple, 
Democritus, who laid out his physical theories in a work called “Great 
World-System” (Megas Diakosmos), unfortunately lost today. The outline of 
his cosmological thought is described by Simplicius in his commentary on 
the Physics as follows: 

Leucippus of Elea or Miletus […] had associated with Parmenides in 
philosophy, but in his view of reality he did not tread the same path as 
Parmenides and Xenophanes, but rather, it seems, the opposite path. For while 
they regarded the whole as one, motionless, uncreated and limited and forbade 
even the search for what is not, he posited innumerable elements in perpetual 
motion - namely the atoms - and held that the number of their shapes was 
infinite, on the ground that there was no reason why any atom should be of one 
shape rather than the other; for he observed too that coming-into-being and 
change are incessant in the world. Further he held that not-being exists as well 
as being, and the two are equally the causes of things coming-into-being. The 
nature of atoms he supposed to be compact and full; that he said, was being, 
and it moved in the void, which he called not-being and held to exist no less 
than being. In the same way his associate Democritus of Abdera posited as 
principles the full and the void. (Kirk, Raven and Schofield 1984, 400) 

From this fragment there can be extracted three main theses purported 
to belong to Leucippus: 1) being is plural and infinite; 2) beside being there 
is also non-being, which has just as much reality as being itself; and 3) being 
and non-being comprise in an equal proportion the principles of coming-
into-being. We are further informed that being is composed of innumerable 
atoms of various shapes and always moving, compact and full, while non-
being is identical with void. The same principles are named by Democritus 
„the full‟ (to pleres) and „the void‟ (to kenon), although Cicero ascribed a similar 
terminology to Leucippus himself (Cicero 1885, 314). Simplicius‟ conjecture 
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is that Leucippus‟ theory was developed as a rejection to Parmenides and to 
the later Eleatics regarding their thesis of a single, whole, complete, 
unchanged, and indivisible being, and to their complete rejection of non-
being to the effect of denying void, motion and change altogether. 

It is not Simplicius, however, who first attempted to explain Leucippus‟ 
theory as influenced by the Eleatic ontology, since this interpretation was 
already put forth by Aristotle (Furley 1967, 63-79). In Metaphysics, A, 985b4-
985b20, Aristotle asserts that: 

Leucippus and his associate Democritus hold that the elements are the full and 
the void; they call them being and not-being respectively. Being is full and solid, 
not-being is void and rare. Since the void exists no less than body, it follows 
that not-being exists no less than being. The two together are the material 
causes of existing things. And just as those who make the underlying substance 
one generates other things by its modifications, and postulate rarefaction and 
condensation as the origin of such modifications, in the same way these men 
too say that the differences in atoms are the causes of other things. 

Aristotle claimed, in De generatione et corruptione, A2, 315b6, about 
Leucippus and Democritus that they admitted infinite number of shapes on 
the part of atoms, “since they thought that truth lay in appearance, and 
appearances are conflicting and infinitely many, they made the „figures‟ 
infinite in number” (Aristotle 1991, 5). 

But why were the atoms indivisible for Leucippus? Apparently, their 
indivisibility was due to their smallness – at least that is what Galen in the 
second century CE informs us, in his De elementis secundum Hippocratem, I, 2 
(Diels and Kranz 1903, 68A49; Kirk and Raven 1957, 408). As Furley 
convincingly shows, however, endorsing the smallest physical bodies as 
constituents of matter does not solve the paradoxes put forth by Zeno, to 
which the Atomists had allegedly tried to reply (Furley 1967, 85). The 
smallest physical body, although it may be indestructible, is still theoretically 
or conceptually divisible, a fact that renders it subject to mathematical 
paradoxes. 
 
3. The Paradoxes of Zeno of Elea 
 

Zeno‟s predilect method of engaging with the thought of his adversaries 
was by using reductio ad absurdum. Although many different interpretations 
were proposed from Antiquity to the modern era, I will not consider the 
bulk of them, since our scope here is to provide the minimum background 
for understanding Aristotle‟s criticism of his predecessors. 

First, the arguments of motion. Let us consider Aristotle‟s wording of 
each of them, since in the Stagirite‟s text it is retained the earliest rendition 
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of them. All of these four arguments are found in the Book VI of Physics, 
from 239b5 to 240a20. Over time, they received conventional titles: the first 
was called “The Dichotomy”, the second “the Achilles”, the third “The 
Arrow”, and the fourth “The Moving Rows”.  

 
3.1. “The Dichotomy” 
 
“The Dichotomy” runs for a few lines in chapter 9 of Book VI but is 

discussed in other places of the Physics (see 233a21sqq, where in Aristotle‟s 
reading, the argument is shown to be fallacious). In its most detailed form, 
at Physics, VI, 9, 263a4-6, the argument is laid out as follows: 

The same method should also be adopted in replying to those who ask, in the 
terms of Zeno‟s argument, whether we admit that before any distance can be 
traversed half the distance must be traversed, that these half-distances are 
infinite in number, and that it is impossible to traverse distances infinite in 
number - or some put the same argument in another form, and would have 
grant us that in the time during which a motion is in progress we should first 
count the half-motion for every half-distance that we get, so that we have the 
result that when the whole distance is traversed we have counted an infinite 
number, which is admittedly impossible. (Aristotle 1991, 152) 

In Aristotle‟s view, what Zeno attempts to show by this argument is that 
any finite distance can never be traversed, since first one has to arrive at the 
half of that certain distance. But after reaching halfway, one still has to 
arrive at half of the half distance, and so on. Given that any part of the 
overall distance is divisible, the newly conceived parts are themselves 
divisible, so consequently this process could proceed ad infinitum. Thus, in 
order to arrive at the end point, one has to cross an infinite number of sub-
sections, a task that is impossible to achieve in a finite amount of time. The 
conclusion of the paradox is that motion is impossible. 

Aristotle decides to solve the puzzle by pointing that finite time shares 
with finite magnitude the property of infinite divisibility, so that, in Zeno‟s 
example, to each sub-section would correspond a temporal sub-section in 
the time continuum, thus enabling one to complete the task in a finite 
amount of time (Aristotle 1991, 97). Now, I will describe the main modern 
interpretations that were given to Zeno‟s line of reasoning. 

a) In one of the interpretations, the argument has the implicit premise 
that the infinite divisibility of any continuum (here, the stadium) entails the 
generation of an infinite sum, since the parts of the continuum are infinite, 
and by adding up all the parts one obtains an infinite quantity. But, to quote 
an Aristotelian adage, the infinite cannot be traversed. Hints that Zeno had 
such an assumption were derived from other arguments, namely the 
argument from plurality (Diels and Kranz 1903, 29, B1), (Vlastos 1967, 
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244). On this account, Zeno is accused of incoherence: while assuming that 
the number of sequences have no last member i.e., a member at which the 
division ultimately stops, he nevertheless seems to posit such a last member. 
Consequently, the distance is composed of an infinity of parts that are all 
larger than this alleged last and smallest member of the sequences, which 
does indeed lead to the conclusion that the distance has an infinite length 
(Vlastos 1967, 244). The paradox is easily solved by observing that any 
sequence is succeeded by a smaller sequence that has a size larger than zero. 
Thus, the sum of the sequences is not infinite. 

b) In the literature of the last decades, the argument has been 
reinterpreted as describing on Zeno‟s behalf a logical impossibility, namely 
the fact that it is impossible to complete an infinite number of sequences, 
since that activity, by its definition, has no last member. In an article from 
1966, Gregory Vlastos proposed a novel interpretation of the argument, and 
based on his interpretation, claimed to solve Zeno‟s paradox. On Vlastos‟ 
reading, Zeno‟s Stadium paradox entails not the physical or mental 
impossibility of completing an infinite number of sub-distances in a finite 
time, but it actually implies a logical contradiction, namely the “completion 
of an infinite sequence of discrete acts” (Vlastos 1966a, 97-8), an idea about 
which Zeno thought it did not need to stress to his contemporaries that it is 
a patent self-contradiction. Assuming that this is the true interpretation of 
Zeno‟s paradox, Vlastos compares the “The Dichotomy Argument” (or the 
“Race Course”, as he prefers to refer to it) to modern mental/mathematical 
experiments, mainly Max Black‟s Beta Machine, and refutes the claim that 
Zeno‟s paradox is structurally similar to the infinity machines imagined in 
contemporary literature (Vlastos 1966a, 98-100). 

This route enables Vlastos to provide his own solution to the problem 
raised by the paradox: beginning from the start point (S), the runner is not 
obliged to traverse the whole distance from S to the effect that it actually 
reaches the goal (G), but he simply has to complete a distance equal to SG 
that is metrically indistinguishable from SG. In this manner, Vlastos 
evacuates as unwarranted from the formalization of the argument the very 
premise that, at the end of the race, the runner has to arrive at G. It suffices 
to be at a place indistinguishably close to G (Vlastos 1967, 102). Vlastos, 
however, is fully aware of the paradoxical tint his solution carries, so, as a 
conclusion, he adds: “Not often in the history of thought has a puzzle been 
contrived whose brazen denial of a familiar truth can be successfully 
gainsaid only by the denial of another commonplace belief whose truth 
seems fully as certain: that the only way to reach a point is to make a unique 
motion which terminates at {(or beyond)} that point” (Vlastos 1967, 103). 
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3.2. “The Achilles” 
 
This argument, called the Achilles, is introduced by Aristotle at Physics 

VI, 9, 239b15-29: 

The second is the so-called Achilles, and it amounts to this, that in a race the 
quickest runner can never overtake the slowest, since the pursuer must first 
reach the point whence the pursued started, so that the slower must always 
hold a lead. This argument is the same in principle as that which depends on 
bisection, though it differs from it in that the spaces with which we have 
successively to deal are not divided in halves. The result of the argument is that 
the slower is not overtaken. (Aristotle 1991, 110) 

As Aristotle highlights, this argument has similar premises to the former 
argument: its salient novelty is the introduction of different speeds. Various 
interpretations have been given to this line of reasoning, which tend to 
propose solutions similar to those proposed in the case of the Dichotomy. 

First, I will take into consideration the textual material by which it is 
possible to reconstruct Aristotle‟s resolution of the paradox. As we have 
seen, Aristotle likens this argument with the previous one. This is a first 
step in realizing that his solution must be similar to the one provided in the 
case of the Dichotomy, although some exegetes pointed to the differences 
between the arguments (Barnes 1999, 274). Therefore, Aristotle adds in 
Physics, VI, 9, 239b22-29: 

But it [the argument] proceeds along the same lines as the bisection-argument 
(for in both a division of the space in a certain way leads to the result that the 
goal is not reached, though the Achilles goes further in that it affirms that even 
the runner most famed for his speed must fail in his pursuit of the slowest), so 
that the solution too must be the same. And the claim that that which holds a 
lead is never overtaken is false: it is not overtaken while it holds a lead; but it is 
overtaken nevertheless if it is granted that it traverses the finite distance. 
(Aristotle 1991, 110). 

Following Aristotle‟s suggestion and for the purpose of simplifying the 
argument, I shall attempt to introduce the measure of double halves in its 
description, without eliminating any element from its original composition. 
Take SG as the distance where the race takes place. While Achilles starts his 
run at S, the tortoise simultaneously begins running at a point (T) on the 
track SG; when Achilles reaches the point situated at half of the distance 
between S and T (S1), the tortoise is already at some point beyond T, which 
can be marked as T1 - if the Dichotomy is functional here, Achilles will 
never reach T, but on this account it is granted to Achilles that he reaches T; 
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suppose that Achilles also recovers the deficit and quickly reaches the point 
at the half of the sequence TT1. 

If we introduce the Dichotomy scenario here, Achilles has to traverse 
smaller and smaller sequences of which there is no last member, so Achilles 
will never reach T1. Even if he somehow reaches T1, the tortoise will already 
be at some point (T2) beyond T1, between which there is an infinity of 
sequences Achilles has to traverse in order to reach T2, and identical 
conditions apply to the T2T3 sequence. The Achilles argument is the 
Dichotomy repeated ad infinitum. Regardless of the tortoise‟s speed, the 
runners will never simultaneously be at the same point. 

If the Achilles is at heart a dichotomy argument, then it is highly 
plausible that Aristotle construes his response in the same lines as he 
proceeded with the Dichotomy. Granted that space is infinitely divisible, so 
is time; the tortoise and Achilles will have to divide the same spatial 
sequences but given that Achilles is a faster runner than the tortoise, he will 
complete this task in a shorter time interval than the tortoise. Thus, Achilles 
will eventually catch up with the tortoise. However, Aristotle is not explicit 
whether this is his intended solution. He even expresses his discontent with 
the solution at Physics, 263a15-18 (Aristotle 1991, 153). 

Vlastos proposes his own solution that is much in line with his 
interpretation of the Dichotomy. Arguing that Zeno‟s reasoning in the 
Achilles boils to the dilemma devised in the Dichotomy, Vlastos repeats the 
solution he proposed for that specific argument: “Though no contemporary 
Z-runs reach coincident points at the same instant, a Z-run can always be 
found which would bring Achilles as close to the tortoise as we please (…) 
Achilles is in a position to make the difference between him and the tortoise 
less than any assignable quantity, however small – a perfectly good way of 
overtaking her, without each of them having had to make a unique run 
reaching P at the same instant” (Vlastos 1966a, 108). 
 

3.3. “The Arrow” 

 

This argument is referred to twice in chapter 9 of the Book VI (first at 

239b5-9, then at 239b30-32), but is one of the most discussed of Zeno‟s 

arguments. In its lengthier form, the argument is laid out as follows: 

Zeno‟s reasoning, however, is fallacious, when he says that if everything 

when it occupies an equal space is at rest, and if that which is in locomotion is 

always in a now, the flying arrow is therefore motionless. This is false; for time 

is not composed of indivisible nows any more than any other magnitude is 

composed of indivisibles. 
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The third is that already given above, to the effect that the flying arrow is at 

rest, which result follows from the assumption that time is composed of 

moments: if this assumption is not granted, the conclusion will not follow. 

(Aristotle 1991, 110) 

Was it Zeno‟s assumption that time is composed of indivisible instants 

or „nows‟? If it was, it seems that Zeno might had embraced atomism, at 

least its temporal kind. According to Vlastos, who had carefully examined 

the argument as it appears in the earliest sources, (Vlastos 1966b, 206-8) 

Aristotle inserted this implication, since the concept used by Aristotle, nun, 

is a term that could not have occurred previously in Zeno‟s text, since nun is 

mainly an instant devoid of any duration. In polemical discussions, Aristotle 

means by nun an atomic duration of time. (Vlastos 1966b, 208). There are, 

however, strong reasons to conjecture that time atomism did not emerge 

until the post-Aristotelian period (Sorabji 1983, 365). Therefore, the Arrow 

does not present much interest for our purposes. I will move to fourth 

argument described by Aristotle. 

 

3.4. “The Moving Rows” 

 

The “Moving Rows” argument is deserving of a brief description. The 

argument is developed at Physics, 239b33-240a20: 

The fourth argument is that concerning equal bodies which move alongside 

equal bodies in the stadium from opposite directions -- the ones from the end 

of the stadium, the others from the middle -- at equal speeds, in which he 

thinks it follows that half the time is equal to its double. The fallacy consists in 

requiring that a body travelling at an equal speed travels for an equal time past a 

moving body and a body of the same size at rest. That is false. E.g., let the 

stationary equal bodies be AA; let BB be those starting from the middle of the 

A‟s (equal in number and in magnitude to them); and let CC be those starting 

from the end (equal in number and magnitude to them, and equal in speed to 

the B‟s). Now it follows that the first B and the first C are at the end at the 

same time, as they are moving past one another. And it follows that the C has 

passed all the A‟s and the B half; so that the time is half, for each of the two is 

alongside each for an equal time. And at the same time it follows that the first B 

has passed all the C‟s. For at the same time the first B and the first C will be at 

opposite ends, being an equal time alongside each of the B‟s as alongside each 

of the A‟s, as he says, because both are an equal time alongside the A‟s. That is 

the argument, and it rests on the stated falsity. (Aristotle 1991, 111) 

This reasoning is problematic, mostly due to the implausibility that Zeno 

could have embraced the assumption that Aristotle clarifies here i.e., that a 

body moves across a moving body of equal size and a resting body of equal 
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size in the same amount of time (Ross 1936, 81). Some modern 

commentators, pace Tannery, had denied that the argument was originally 

pointed against indivisibles (Furley 1967, 73-4; Sorabji 1983, 331-2). 

 

3.5. The Paradoxes of Plurality 

 

Another set of arguments exerts a powerful influence on the first 

atomists i.e., the three paradoxes of plurality that aim at showing the 

contradictions of the pluralistic positions. The first is preserved in 

Simplicius‟ commentary on the Physics in a fragmentary and garbled shape. 

As reconstructed, the argument has two parts: the pluralist claims that there 

are many things: either each thing will be so small as to lack size, either it 

will be so large as to be of unlimited size (Simplicius 2011, 50). Hermann 

Fränkel reconstructed the logical order of the argument (Fränkel 1942, 15). 

According to Frankel, the first premise of the argument is that each object 

from the plurality will have no magnitude, since each object has to bear to 

properties of unity, identity to itself and indivisibility. On this ground, it is 

impossible for the objects to have any magnitude since extension would 

imply having parts. Consequently, lack of parts translates into having a 

magnitude less than zero. Here comes along an existential claim: only what 

has magnitude is existent. Thus, a plurality would be composed of non-

existent objects, which is absurd. Simplicius readily explains why Zeno links 

existence with magnitude: if an object lacking magnitude were added to 

another object, it would be safe to affirm that it does not add anything to 

the latter, since it has its initial magnitude preserved. Moreover, if the same 

object is subtracted from the object having a magnitude, that object will 

have the same size as before. 

An easy way out of this conundrum would be to admit that objects have 

magnitude. At this moment, the second horn of the dilemma is introduced: 

if objects have magnitude, it has to be an infinite one. Since magnitude or 

extension carries the property of divisibility, any object will have parts. The 

parts themselves, in order to be distinct, will have magnitudes. Since Zeno 

rejects the idea of finite divisibility, an object will be composed of an infinity 

of parts, each having size. Hence, the object will be of infinite magnitude. 

As in the first part of the argument, magnitude plays as a kind of principle 

of individuation: without it, two objects or the parts of the same object 

would be indistinguishable. 

According to Vlastos, Zeno‟s fallacy resides in assuming that the “sum of 

an infinite number of terms, each of which has finite size, is infinitely large” 

(Vlastos 1961, 170). This mistake was corrected by Aristotle by positing 

infinite convergent series. 



Hermeneia - Nr. 28/2022                                                                                Andrei Marinca 

 
47 

 It is certain that Zeno‟s dilemma confronted later thinkers with the 

need of developing ways of responding to the argument. Democritus put 

fourth indivisibles as a way of countering Zeno‟s principle of infinite 

divisibility, while Aristotle proposed his famous distinction between 

potential and actual infinite (Furley 1967, 77). In what follows I will discuss 

Aristotle‟s contribution to this specific topic. 

 

4. Aristotle’s Criticism of Atomism 

 

According to Fred D. Miller Jr., Aristotle‟s natural philosophy rests on 

two fundamental principles. The first principle is the isomorphism thesis: all 

kinds of magnitude share an identical core structure; the other one is the 

irreducibility thesis: the structure of any continuous magnitude is irreducible 

to a more fundamental structure (Miller 1982, 88). Consequently, Aristotle 

denies the possibility of indivisible elements of time, space, and motion. 

Aristotle attacked the atomistic thesis in various places of his work, but 

most especially in Physics VI and On generation and corruption. The object of 

Aristotle‟s criticism were extensionless atoms, similar to mathematical 

points, although he was aware of the kind of atomism which espouses 

atoms of different sizes and shapes, as he points out in Metaphysics, A, 4, 

985b4-22. 

Book V of the Physics provide the basic definitions of continuity, 

contiguity, and succession. Both the definitions of a continuous and a 

contiguous thing rest on the explanation of what succession is. Therefore, 

in Physics, V, 3, 227a1-7, succession entails that “a thing is in succession 

when it is after the beginning in position or in form or in some other 

respect in which it is definitely so regarded, and when further there is 

nothing of the same kind as itself between it and that to which it is in 

succession, e. g. a line or lines if it is a line, a unit or units if it is a unit, a 

house if it is a house (there is nothing to prevent something of a different 

kind being between)” (Aristotle 1991, 85). 

Therefore, a thing is in succession to another if and only if they form a 

series in which nothing of the same kind comes between them (although 

something of a different kind can breach the continuity without breaking 

the succession). Yet, as Helen Lang highlights, succession is the “weakest 

condition for the formation of a series” (Lang 1992, 50). It is important for 

Aristotle to establish strong enough conditions for the formation of series 

with regards to his views on motion and his critique of previous accounts of 

motion.  

According to Lang, Aristotle wants to refute at once two opposite theses 

regarding natural motion: the thesis belonging to the atomists, who posit an 
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infinity of moved movers that interact one with another but barely form a 

unified whole or series, and Plato‟s thesis that reduces all motion to the 

motion of the soul (Lang 1992, 50). Therefore, in addition to succession, 

Aristotle posits two other conditions required for a series, contiguity and 

continuity. Aristotle asserts, in Physics, V, 3, 227a8-12, that “a thing that is in 

succession and touches is contiguous,” while “the continuous is a 

subdivision of the contiguous: things are called continuous when the 

touching limits of each become one and the same and are, as the word 

implies, contained in the other” (Aristotle 1991, 85). 

Aristotle‟s reflection on continuity and contiguity are not strictly related 

to the problem of motion touched on in Book VII of Physics. The same 

definitions bear significant weight in the attack on indivisibilism from Book 

VI. That section of the Physics from 231a18-231a28 starts with a 

recapitulation of the previous definitions and an indication of their role in 

refuting atomism: “nothing that is continuous can be composed of 

indivisibles: e. g. a line cannot be composed of points, the line being 

continuous and the point indivisible” (Aristotle 1991, 94). 

Aristotle‟s contention rests on the absence of any extremities in the case 

of indivisible. In this context, an entity that is continuous or contiguous to 

another needs to possess parts or extremities distinct from itself. Aristotle‟s 

example is that of mathematical points, that cannot compose a line since, 

being extensionless, cannot enter into a relation of continuity or contiguity 

with one another. Indivisible points are part-less, therefore they cannot 

touch or be together in the same place throughout their extremities (Physics, 

VI, 1, 231a2-30), and thus cannot compose a magnitude. For Aristotle, 

there are three modalities of something touching or being in contact with 

another: 1) whole through whole; 2) part through part; and 3) part through 

whole. Indivisibles can only touch in the third modality, and therefore 

cannot compose a continuum, which has spatially distributed parts (Physics, 

VI, 1, 231b1-5). 

Points also fail the condition of succession, according to Aristotle. For 

example, in the case of points and temporal instants, there will always be 

intertwined a line or a temporal interval – a line in the case of points, time 

in the case of instants (Physics, VI, 1, 231b7-9). However, I think that 

Aristotle‟s contention doesn‟t hold much ground. Aristotle thinks that 

indivisibles cannot constitute a continuum since they do not accomplish the 

general condition of succession – that two things are in succession 

whenever they come one after another without an intervening thing of the 

same kind.  

Now, on Aristotle‟s account, between two points there is always a line 

that breaks off the condition of succession. Yet inasmuch the line is of a 
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different kind than the point, why should we think that an intervening line 

makes succession between two points impossible, since Aristotle asserts 

that “there is nothing to prevent something of a different kind being 

between” (Aristotle 1991, 85). On this reading, it is possible that a point 

succeeds another even if there is an intermediary line between them. 

On the other hand, if Aristotle would try to sustain his argument and say 

that two points cannot be in succession because the line that mediates 

between the two is of the same kind as them, this move would generate 

another contradiction. It would force him to acknowledge what he tried to 

reject in the first place i.e., that lines are not composed of indivisibles and 

are generically different from points. The same line of argument applies to 

the relation between instants and time, bearing in mind that Aristotle 

rejected the possibility of time being composed of instants. 

Other arguments, concerning the divisibility of motion, were as 

influential as the previous one and gave birth to a whole literature of 

problems in Antiquity and the Middle Ages. For instance, the argument 

from 231b20-232a1-10 sets the stage for a series of arguments regarding the 

isomorphic structure of magnitude, time, and motion. If one mobile passes 

over a magnitude composed of three indivisibles, then the motion by which 

it passes over has to be composed of three indivisible sub-motions – 

otherwise, a motion that is divisible in an indefinite number of parts would 

divide the indivisibles of the said magnitude into lesser parts, which is 

against the atomist‟s thesis. The difficulty rises out of the fact that at every 

time of the motion, the mobile is necessarily being moved. Yet it cannot be 

in the process of starting to move and to already have moved 

simultaneously, since that would entail that motion is not comprised of 

movements, but of „movings‟ (kinema). Therefore, it is impossible that 

motions take place in this jerk-like manner or that magnitudes are indivisible 

(Murdoch 1984, 47-8; Sorabji 1983, 365-6). 

Some of Aristotle‟s arguments tried to disprove indivisibilism by 

demonstrating to continuous structure of measure. In this category falls, for 

example, the argument implying two mobiles from the beginning of Physics 

VI, 2, 232a25-232b1-20. There a faster and a slower mobile are opposed: 

the faster mobile covers a certain distance in less time than the slower 

mobile; by the time the slow mobile crosses the finish point, the faster 

mobile already reaches in the same amount of time a further point. This 

argument establishes that mobiles with different speeds will divide space in 

different segments and in considerably different time spans (Murdoch 1984, 

48-9). The argument suggests that a magnitude composed of three 

indivisibles, traversed by mobiles with varying speeds in different time 

spans, would be divided in less than three indivisible parts. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

To recapitulate, the origins of the pre-modern debates on continuity and 

atomism are to be traced in the distant background of classical Greek 

philosophy. I therefore provided a brief sketch of the physical atomism of 

Democritus, based on the testimonies of Aristotle and later authors, such as 

Simplicius, taking into account the reconstructions articulated by modern 

scholars (especially Furley, Sorabji, and Vlastos). Since Aristotle himself 

thought the atomistic theory to be a reaction to the doctrines of monism 

and immobility of being professed by the Eleatic school, his explanation 

was adopted and developed by modern scholars of ancient philosophy. I 

therefore provided in my account a description of Zeno‟s paradoxes of 

motion and of his arguments against plurality, as they are rehearsed in the 

Aristotelian texts and in Simplicius‟ works. These paradoxes are an 

important development in the history of debates concerning the continuum, 

all the more because Aristotle redescribed them so as to fit his own 

understanding of the issues regarding infinity and continuity. The central 

piece of Aristotle‟s criticism is Book VI of his Physics, where he lays out 

some original arguments against atomism. Rendered carefully and 

consulting their modern interpretations, these arguments can be 

reconstructed, and one can even make their eventual shortcomings more 

noticeable. Regardless of their potentially problematic aspects, these 

arguments had an enduring career in Antiquity and the Middle Ages 

becoming part of virtually any anti-atomist‟s stock of arguments. Their 

force determined Epicurus to reform Democritus‟ atomism as to make it 

resilient to the attacks inspired by Aristotle‟s criticism. 
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Literature Become Cinema:  
Eight Transmutations, 1965-1997 

 
Abstract: This essay treats the subject of fiction versus film through an investigation of 
eight significant adaptations over some thirty years: of Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim, D. H. 
Lawrence’s Women in Love, Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer, Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable 
Lightness of Being, E. M. Forster’s Where Angels Fear to Tread, Edith Wharton’s The Age of 
Innocence, Henry James’s Portrait of a Lady, and Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway. Though none 
of the transmutations of these fictions is a superior work of art unto itself, I analyse them 
in this piece because in-depth analysis discloses not only a lot about the nature of the novel 
(and shorter forms of fiction), as well as the cinema. It also uncovers, in depth, what can 
only be called these films’ state of aesthetic limbo. 
 

Keywords: adaptation; fiction-into-film; Joseph Conrad; D. H. Lawrence; Henry Miller; Milan 
Kundera; E. M. Forster’s; Edith Wharton; Henry James; Virginia Woolf; Lord Jim; Women in 
Love; Tropic of Cancer; The Unbearable Lightness of Being; Where Angels Fear to Tread; The Age of 
Innocence; Portrait of a Lady; Mrs Dalloway. 

 
Fiction into Film 
 
As many commentators have noted, film is closer in form to fiction 

than to theatre. Like fiction, film can move easily through time and space. 
Novelists may enlist our collaboration by assuming that readers, taken by 
the manner of the telling, will themselves supply any additional magic 
required, but the cinema doesn’t need such collaboration. Film is the very 
home of ascendancy over the literal, the earthbound. Changes of place and 
century, in an instant, offer no problem whatsoever and need no kind of 
collaboration from the audience. Many decades of movie miracles have left 
us, in a sense, imaginatively slothful because we need not lift a figurative 
finger. Fantasy on screen demands less. It is “normal”. 

Also like fiction, film employs narration—sometimes in the first 
person, through subjective camera and voiceover; rarely in the third person, 
through the anonymous commentaries that accompany certain 
documentaries; and most often and most naturally in the omniscient mode, 
which enables a filmmaker to cut from a subjective point-of-view shot to a 
variety of objective shots, from a single reaction in close-up to the 
simultaneous reactions of several characters in medium or full shot. (Every 
picture may tell a story, but every moving picture is “told”—by a narrator 
called the camera.) 

Unlike fiction, or I should say in a more powerful way than fiction, 
film can go inside human beings to explore interiority. It does this through 

                                                           
* PhD, University of Kurdistan-Hewler, Iraq; e-mail: robertjcardullo@gmail.com  

mailto:robertjcardullo@gmail.com


Hermeneia - Nr. 28/2022                                                                                   R. J. Cardullo 

 53 

the voice and the voiceover, through the close up, and through the ability to 
present multiple states of consciousness, as Federico Fellini does in 8½ 
(1963): present awareness, memory, dream, and daydream. A novel could 
do all this, of course, but its words wouldn’t have the immediacy and effect 
of film, the power of the image and its accompanying sound. To be fair to 
the novel, the Russian filmmaker and theorist Sergei Eisenstein showed, in 
his 1944 essay “Dickens, Griffith, and the Film Today”, how such cinematic 
innovations as fades, dissolves, and parallel editing were in fact taken 
directly from the pages of Charles Dickens. And to praise the novel, it has 
learned from film, as has poetry: a number of critics have remarked upon 
the cinematic qualities of much twentieth-century fiction and poetry, 
including James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) and T. S. Eliot’s “Love Song of J. 
Alfred Prufrock” (1915). 

As for the adaptation of fiction into film, the chief problem for the 
adapter is that of narration, or how to transmute narrated prose into 
cinema. As I suggested earlier, omniscient narration is almost inevitable in 
film: each time the director moves his camera—either within a shot or 
between shots—we are offered a new point of view from which to evaluate 
the action. Many films employ first-person narrative techniques, but only 
sporadically, because in order to produce continuous first-person narration 
on film, the camera would have to record all the action “subjectively”, 
through the eyes of a narrator. The problem with such a subjective point of 
view is that it creates frustration in the viewer, who wants to see the hero. In 
fiction, we get to know the first-person narrator through his words, through 
the judgments and values he expresses through those words. But in movies, 
we get to know a character by seeing how he reacts to people and events, 
and unless the director breaks the first-person camera convention, we can 
never see the hero—we can only see what he sees. So the solution for the 
adapter of a first-person novel is to include just enough first-person 
narration—usually in the form of voiceover—to remind us from whose 
point of view the story was originally told.  

This essay will now treat the venerable (but paradoxically—in the 
age of the computer, the Internet, social media, iPhones, and YouTube, let 
alone DVDs and cable TV—not yet tired) subject of literature versus film 
through an examination of the screen adaptation, over some thirty years, of 
novels by eight notable Euro-American writers: Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim 
(1900), D. H. Lawrence’s Women in Love (1920), Henry Miller’s Tropic of 
Cancer (1934), Milan Kundera’s Unbearable Lightness of Being (1984), E. M. 
Forster’s Where Angels Fear to Tread (1905), Edith Wharton’s Age of Innocence 
(1920), Henry James’s Portrait of a Lady (1881), and Virginia Woolf’s Mrs 
Dalloway (1925). Though none of the transmutations of these fictions is a 
superior work of art unto itself, I analyse them in this piece because in-
depth analysis discloses not only a lot about the nature of the novel (and 
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shorter forms of fiction), as well as the cinema. It also uncovers, in depth, 
what can only be called these films’ state of aesthetic limbo. 

 
Lord Jim 

Richard Brooks’s 1965 version of Lord Jim raises the question of 
whether one likes films, in addition to whether one likes Conrad. Much of 
the picture is extraordinarily well made, and Peter O’Toole’s performance in 
the title role is touched with the poetic; but the revisions, deletions, and 
additions to the original have the effect of changing the subject under 
discussion. I am thinking only of those who know the book when I say that 
they may find this film enjoyable as such. Is the phrase “as such” tenable? 
The point seems worth exploring when a novel is an accepted classic and 
the film that has been derived from it has certain virtues of its own.  

It seems to me hypocritically naïve to go to a film version of such a 
book expecting or hoping that no changes at all have been made and being 
shocked at discovering otherwise. All of us know that the times when the 
novel has not been altered or wrenched out of shape are rare. (David 
Copperfield [1935, George Cukor]? Great Expectations [1946, David Lean]? 
Wuthering Heights [1939, William Wyler]? It would require a fresh look to 
make sure.) But beyond sad experience, there is the fundamental fact that, 
even in understanding hands, adaptation cannot mean mere reproduction. 
To belabour the obvious, there is the sheer matter of time: a film that 
included all the dialogue in an average novel would run perhaps twenty or 
twenty-five hours. But there is the even more fundamental fact that a novel 
exists in its prose; to put it into pictures—to substitute actual places and 
persons for places and persons that are meant to be suggested inside one’s 
head by the author’s words—is to put Conrad largely out of the question 
and to make demands on another aesthetic. Even to take the synopsized 
plot—intact, without rearrangement—is not really to be faithful: it is merely 
to extract a skeleton, which turns to rubber when it is extracted and which 
can be hardened into bone again only if the new, cinematic flesh that is put 
on it is moulded by that new aesthetic.  

It is purely academic to argue from the above that adaptation ought 
not to be attempted. The history of film is the history of adaptation, usually 
from novels. It is true that the best films—with rare exceptions like 
Pudovkin’s 1926 version of Gorky’s novel Mother (1906)—are original 
works or are liberal adaptations from inferior fiction that could only be 
improved by adaptation. But the amount of useful original material written 
for the screen has never been enough to fill it, and the attraction of certain 
novels has been understandably strong. As in this case. (I wonder only why 
Lord Jim has been relatively neglected; the one previous version I know of 
was made by Victor Fleming in 1925, in the silent days.) Besides, there is the 
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added value of a famous title. So it is mock heroics to play Canute to the sea 
of adaptations.  

Still, the paradox remains: one enjoys much in this film at the same 
time that one is disconcerted by the changes. But if it is fruitless to complain 
of changes as such or of the very practice of adaptation, how can the 
dissatisfaction be resolved? (Not merely by staying away if, like me, you 
often get various kinds of pleasure along with the dissatisfaction.) One 
helpful method, when a good or great book is involved, might be the 
recognition of a Third Force: one that is neither the original novel nor an 
original film. In music there is an ancient tradition of variations on other 
composers’ themes, and no one complains because Brahms and 
Rachmaninoff have, each in his own way, been “unfaithful” to Paganini. 
Robert Lowell showed in Imitations (1960) that a related process is possible 
in poetry. Not to equate Brooks with these gentlemen, but perhaps the 
same attitude could apply to this kind of film. In the most rigorously artistic 
view, the cinema has demands to be filled in faithfulness to itself; it needs to 
be as self-centred as any other art. Anything else leads to adaptations 
petrified with reverence (the 1960 film of Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers [1913], 
for example). From this point of view, there seems to me a place for 
“variation” films: to be judged by standards analogous to variations in music 
and poetry. To wit: has the adapter exploited the original material 
satisfactorily? Does he justify his alterations?  

One obvious objection to this approach is that Brahms’s variations 
are in the same medium and are not intended to produce the same effect as 
the original work; Brooks’s variations, in a different medium, are so 
intended. But unless we are going to dismiss automatically as rape every film 
of every worthy novel, then we need some way of appreciating them as 
what they are: since they cannot, in the nature of the case, be the novels 
themselves. The work of the adapter judged as possible contribution, rather than 
being arbitrarily dismissed as vandalism, seems one viable approach. Let us 
shelve the literary-purist view that the film’s success must be judged by 
degree of fidelity, and instead judge whether the changes help the film, as 
film, to arrive at the same general effect; further, whether the changes show 
virtuosity in the new medium and thus actually add artistic values that were 
not possible in the first medium. (This, of course, in addition to those 
original elements that are retained and simply translated.)  

By these standards, some of the changes in the script of Lord Jim are 
understandable: the untangling of the time-skein, for instance. But many are 
incomprehensible. Why, for instance, is the ship Patna in the midst of a 
storm when she strikes the obstacle? Surely it is less pictorially trite and 
dramatically much more conducive to Jim’s later shame if, as in Conrad, the 
officers panic before the squall breaks. A large addition in the script is more 
understandable but less excusable: a character called The General has been 
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invented, a dictator who tyrannizes the fictional country of Patusan and 
against whom Jim leads a revolution. I would guess that this whole episode 
is the producers’ back-formation. They realized that the film would have to 
be shot partially in some Oriental location (Cambodia, as it turned out) as 
well as in studios; that to follow the synopsized Conrad story, as is, would 
give them a film of perhaps 100 or 110 minutes; that they needed a longer 
picture to justify the high prices they would have to charge even if it were 
shorter. Therefore they had to put in more story; and Brooks has supplied 
an extensive action-packed episode, with heavy implications about the 
People and Freedom. The General himself is one more try at the new-style 
philosophizing torturer, two of whose better incarnations can be found in 
tow novels: Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon (1940) and Bridget Boland’s 
The Prisoner (1954). Eli Wallach plays him equally derivatively, with no 
suggestion of the necessary force.  

Other changes—regrettable even by “variation” standards—are too 
many to detail, but two must be noted. By building the General (out of the 

character of Sherif Ali from Lawrence of Arabia 1962, David Lean?), Brooks 
has diminished Doramin, thus making Jim’s last action less inevitable. 
Second, the pervasive tone of the script misses the important Conradian 
irony. It is all written as straight tragedy of honour—neo-Elizabethan 
style—without the ambience of the modern view that Conrad uses to keep 
his fiction from being stiffly absolutist. As a “variation” film, then, Lord Jim 
shows expansion without inner justification; change of key to its detriment; 
italicizing of theme to disproportion. What John Osborne’s script for Tom 
Jones (1963, Tony Richardson) is supposed by some (not by me) to have 
accomplished, will hardly be claimed for Brooks’s script here. It is different 
but not equal.  

But Brooks also directed, much more successfully than he adapted; 
and it is in this area that the cinematic values, as such, begin to appear. The 
montage section of Jim’s marine training is swiftly and engagingly done, and 
the battles are clear, spacious, convincing. Some scenes that depart from 
Conrad—like Jim’s last moments—are in themselves good film episodes. 
Of course Brooks had the help of one of the best film editors, Alan 
Osbiston. It may be true, as some believe, that critics overestimate the 
editor’s contribution. I note, however, that this is by far the best direction 
that Brooks had done up to this point and that J. Lee Thompson—whose 
taut Guns of Navarone (1961) was made with Osbiston’s help—did not made 
a bearable film after he changed editors. As for cinematography, Brooks had 
the asset of Freddie Young, the superb cinematographer of Lean’s Lawrence 
of Arabia. 

In the large cast Paul Lukas, as Stein, is outstanding, displaying a 
magical power to move us. Daliah Lavi, as Jewel, is also outstanding 
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because she is so bad. She is duskily lovely, but when she opens her mouth, 
she becomes a lump. And there is O’Toole as Jim. His work is the premier 
example in this picture of the benefits that a “variation” film can add. 
Obviously, the character is, as written here, a simplified version, without 
much of the original’s humour or conscious self-dramatization. But the 
Conradian quintessence is there, a man torn in an agony that would not 
bother all men, although many might wish that they were capable of it. 
Peter O’Toole’s person, voice, and performance heighten this romantic 
truth, making a somewhat different character from the original but 
nonetheless a fascinating and affecting one. 

There are certainly resemblances between O’Toole’s Jim and his T. 
E. Lawrence; but besides the fact that his King in Becket (1964, Peter 
Glenville) showed that he is not limited to this kind of part, there are subtle 
and lovely differences in Jim: the sheer sunny happiness of the early scenes, 
the hushed shock at discovering what he is capable of doing. (Much of the 
later portion is played in daring gradations of piano.) His last glance at the 
sky before he dies is that of the man who “goes away from a living woman 
to celebrate his pitiless wedding with a shadowy ideal of conduct” (Conrad, 
372). All in all, this variation on the character of Conrad’s Jim—simplified 
by Brooks but enriched by O’Toole—is as good a justification as the whole 
matter of adaptation is likely to get. 

 
Women in Love 
 
The number of times that fine fiction has been made into good film 

can almost be counted on your fingers; and you won’t need another finger 
for the 1969 picture of D. H. Lawrence’s Women in Love. Still, some of the 
cinematic elements are remarkable.  

The screenplay is, inevitably, the least successful of those elements. 
It was written by the producer, Larry Kramer, and it sniffs out the “action” 
the way those French pigs are supposed to sniff out truffles. There are 
snatches of discussion left in the script, but the balance is in favour of 
dancing and lovemaking and swimming and sledding. Certainly all those 
things are in the book and certainly a film lives by motion, but the balance is 
quite different in the book, where the action exists for the sake of self-
discovery and thought. The crucial chapter in the book, the conversation 
when Ursula goes alone to Rupert Birkin’s house for tea, is reduced to a 
snippet, yet Kramer retains—unexplained—nutty old Mrs Crich and her 
dogs. We get a syllabus tour of the novel until we arrive at the last section, 
in Switzerland, where a whole new picture seems to start and to go on at 
length, because the transformations in Gerald Crich and in Gudrun are even 
more difficult for Kramer than they were for Lawrence.  
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Gerald is played by Oliver Reed, one of the film’s best choices. The 
character is an unsatisfying one, to begin with. Lawrence modelled this 
turbulent, idealistic, unconsciously homophile man at least partly on J. 
Middleton Murry (ironic because Lawrence presumably didn’t know that 
Murry was having an affair with Mrs L.), but the model was insufficient. 
Reed works hard and well to realize the part. He is growing as an actor in 
this picture. He carries himself with increasing seriousness, without the oily, 
smug sexiness of his first films, with an interest in inner complexities and a 
growing ability to substantiate them. But Alan Bates, as Rupert Birkin, is 
once again Alan Bates. The film’s best chance for success lay in the casting 
of this role. The actor of Birkin might have supplied some complexity to 
compensate for the thinning of the original material in the script. Bates is a 
smooth, silky actor with some schoolboy honesty and mild intelligence but 
no mystery and no conviction of pain. There is just one moment when he 
touches Birkin depths—at the al fresco luncheon where he eats a fresh fig 
and discourses about sexual parallels. Otherwise, just a pleasant young 
leading man.  

Jennie Linden plays Ursula with wit and passion, and her film début 
once again demonstrates the English miracle of producing young actresses 
in command of style. Glenda Jackson plays Gudrun, originally the younger 
sister, though that relation is not credible here. Jackson is a very fine actress, 
but she will probably never be a box-office star because she is not interested 
in star “sympathy”, either in the parts she chooses or the way she plays 
them. She is not an actress in order to be loved but in order to act. Her 
Gudrun catches the buried wildness, the appetite for self, of this New 
Woman.  

The costumes by Shirley Russell are wonderful, just sufficiently 
dramatic. The settings by Luciana Arrighi insist just sufficiently on their 
presence. And the colour photography by Billy Williams is lush. Overly 
lush, I think, in wheat fields and woods. The director, Ken Russell, was 
evidently out to make Nature “perform”. The wheat fields are so golden, 
the pine-woods so healthy, that there are uncomfortable, Beautiful 
reminders of Elvira Madigan (1967, Bo Widerberg). Russell is also nervous 
about “cinematizing”: he throws in fancy, superfluous dissolves, mirror 
shots, a sideways sequence, and other evidences of insecurity. A pity, 
because when he faces his material straight on, he shows talent for human 
revelation and for the camera motion dictated by it. The dance sequences—
spoofed Russian ballet and Dalcroze—are nicely handled, and the nude 
wrestling scene between Rupert Birkin and Gerald Crich is done with tact, 
stated but not exploited, so that it supplies the homophile element that 
disturbs, in differing ways, all four principals. 

Lawrence’s novel—whole-souled, often beautiful, sorely 
imperfect—is his largest inquiry into the opportunities and burdens of new 
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freedom, with its men and women trying to understand more about love 
and sex and affinity. But it depends, for its continuing validity, on its 
moment in social and artistic history. It depends on its form, as a novel 
published in 1920, for that validity. It is as a 1920 novel that the freshness 
of it, such as it is, remains fresh. Restated fifty years later, in someone else’s 
new medium, the themes seem somewhat dated—even if it were possible to 
make a good film of a novel whose life is in its thought.  

 
Tropic of Cancer 
 
The first thing we see is a fountain, spurting; the next is a bidet, 

spurting; and away we go on Joseph Strick’s 1970 film tour of Tropic of 
Cancer. These two shots symbolize the whole picture. The world of Paris 
and what Henry Miller called the world of fuck are all that Strick’s film is 
concerned with. Heaven knows (if that’s the right reference) that those 
elements are prominent in Miller’s novel. But Strick has used the same 
principle here that he used in his abortion of Joyce’s Ulysses: he has picked a 
famous and respected novel with lots of sex in it and has been chiefly 
faithful to the sex. The damage in this case is much less than with Ulysses 
because Miller’s novel is very much smaller than Joyce’s in every sense, so 
there simply is less to omit, but the formula is the same: find a critically 
celebrated, sexy book, and under the guise of homage, exploit the sex.  

Consequently, we see a parade of breasts and of female pubic hair, 
and we hear—often—all of Miller’s four-letter words, plus one particularly 
vivid six-letter one (“squish”). All the material has been taken from the 
novel. So, too, are a few passages of non-sexual ruminative prose including 
the book’s conclusion. But the sum is a long way from representing the 
novel, because Strick has left out Miller. There is no hint in this film of the 
two most important elements in the book, from which everything else 
proceeds. First, the hero—Miller—is a writer. Strick gives us not the 
slightest hint of this. Second, he has come to Paris to write, as an escape 
from America, which he loathes. He loathes a lot about Europe, too, but 
Paris is freedom, America is prison, here is where he can fulfil himself as 
artist and man; and his sexual gallivanting is part of his declaration of artistic 
and environmental release, after almost forty years of slavery and 
constriction. All the film shows us is an amiable fellow, drifting around 
Paris, mooching on his friends, laying girls.  

This leads to another defect. As he did with Ulysses, Strick has 
updated Tropic of Cancer to the present. Not credible. First, the group of 
American expatriates do not seem like contemporary men, in manner or 
thought; they have a Hemingway-Fitzgerald air to them. Second, the sexual 
liberation of France vis-à-vis the United States was very much less marked 
in 1970 than in 1930, both in life and literature. The tone of the present has 
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a cracked ring.  
Some credit does go to Strick and to the co-author of the script, 

Betty Botley, because they have not tried to impose a formal story on 
Miller’s rhapsody of flow. They have rearranged and reassigned some 
material but have tried to keep a sense of ease and happenstance. And, 
admittedly, the film does get some humour from time to time by reason of 
the glandular pitch at which it operates. But when Strick gives us the 
nonsexual passages on the soundtrack, he resorts to obvious Terry Southern 
touches by showing us shots of tanks and soldiers and parades—shots that 
considerably straiten Miller’s larger intent in his remarks about the 
hollowness and dissatisfaction of life. And, of course, Strick uses by-now 
platitudinous modern editing: jump-cuts à la Godard in the middle of 
sequences, plus glimpses of events past or to come. 

We even get a quick look at old Henry Miller himself in one 
montage; the young Miller is played by Rip Torn, with some of the 
appealing goofiness that he showed in Milton Moses Ginsberg’s 1969 film 
Coming Apart. (Those two pictures must have made Torn, at the time, 
Filmland’s champion copulation-simulator.) But the best performance is by 
James Callahan as Fillmore, the American who cracks up and has to go 
home. 

The presence of lots of girls who have lots of everything clarifies 
something about the novel that is even clearer in the picture. The sexual 
viewpoint is pure male-chauvinist; the girls are, or might as well be, faceless. 
To Miller, Paris is a harem, and he is a newly crowned sultan sweating to 
make up for lost tail. This view of woman-as-utensil is much more apparent 
now, long after the female revolution, and it is underscored by Strick’s 
lavish, impersonal display of women’s liberated fronts.  

 
The Unbearable Lightness of Being 
 
Milan Kundera’s Unbearable Lightness of Being, according to some, is a 

great novel. Maybe. Of greatness, tomorrow’s critics are better judges than 
today’s. But one point is sure: Kundera is the greatest café companion 
imaginable. To be seated across a small table from him with drinks or coffee 
cups between us, which is where his books seem to put me, certifies the 
sometimes dubious existence of civilization, even though Kundera’s 
discourse wryly turns civilization over to show its underside.  

What wit, what tacit grief, what quiet terror, what fresh insight into 
received ideas, what poignant interplay between eroticism and the political 
climate in which various lovers go to bed. And what nonchalance about 
traditional novelistic structure—a blitheness tolerable only in a writer with 
diamond-cutter’s control. Reviewing an earlier Kundera novel, The Book of 
Laughter and Forgetting (1979), Robert M. Adams wrote:  
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A constant interweaving of fantasy and realism, surreal metaphor and 
prosaic literalness, is characteristic of Kundera’s technique. He intervenes 
frequently to address his readers directly, question his characters, recite his 
own experiences, or account for his authorial proceedings. He is 
particularly careful to leave undefined the relations between episodes of 
his novel; it is the reader’s business to make of these relations what he can. 
Again and again in this artfully artless book an act or gesture turns 
imperceptibly into its exact opposite. . . . These subtle transformations and 
unemphasised points of correspondence are the special privileges of a 
meticulously crafted fiction. (Jones, 207) 

 
Word for word these comments apply also to The Unbearable 

Lightness of Being. I would add only, in small dissent, that Kundera’s intent to 
charm, and the knowing pathos of that charm because it comes from an 
exile writing about a country in bondage, is ultimately a bit theatrical.  

Still, I’ve quoted Adams at length because he cites the important 
aspects of Kundera’s work, and it is precisely those aspects that are missing 
from Philip Kaufman’s 1988 film of The Unbearable Lightness of Being. Only a 
director with gifts analogous to Kundera’s might have approximated the 
book’s “artfully artless” qualities—say, a Godard or Makavejev at his best. 
Otherwise we were bound to get more or less what we got: plot elements 
extracted, connected, expanded, contracted. The depth and sparkle and 
shadow of Kundera’s novel depend on the different glimpses of his story he 
gives us as he talks all around it. Without that context, the story itself is 
rather banal, disjointed, arbitrarily manoeuvred; and without that context, 
the film has only a tenuous relation to the book.  

Does knowledge of the book prejudice a prospective viewer of the 
film? Well, it made this prospective viewer hopeful. I hoped at the time that 
Philip Kaufman, the director and co-author of the screenplay, would 
expand the capabilities he had suggested in the past. (The Right Stuff, from 
1983, and a remake of Invasion of the Body Snatchers, from 1978, are his two 
best previous films, both of them competently done.) I hoped that Jean-
Claude Carrière, the co-author, who had often worked with Buñuel, among 
others, would help to liberate the screenplay from convention. But the 
collaborators chose to make a film of a book that Kundera expressly did not 
write, a traditional, continuous, mostly present-tense novel.  

Not only are the characters shorn of the Kundera context, they are 
shorn of characteristics so that they can slip more neatly into regular film 
slots. Of course the book had to be compressed—the picture runs almost 
three hours anyway—but Kaufman and Carrière have done their 
compressing less with an eye to condensing the original than to 
transforming it into a well-behaved film with good, conventional narrative 
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manners. Tomas, the central figure, is shorn of a previous marriage and of 
the son who grows to manhood and a life contrapuntal to his father’s. The 
three other chief characters—Tereza, Tomas’s wife; Sabina, his most 
recurrent mistress; and Franz, Sabina’s principal other lover—are also 
shorn. Sabina comes off best for a negative reason: there’s less of her 
background in the book to shear away.  

Virtually none of the themes that Kundera weaves through his 
novel, that give the novel its character, is broached: compassion, cyclical 
repetition, Beethoven, the theological implications of shit, and others—
many others. As for the theme in the title, it’s mentioned once. (I don’t 
know what the title can mean to those who haven’t read the book.) So is 
kitsch, which is one of Kundera’s major motifs. The Oedipus theme is 
mentioned in the film, only to be mangled. What we are left with is just a 
story—not particularly enthralling by itself—in which, in the Prague of 
1968, lives and works an attractive, philandering young brain surgeon 
named Tomas. The movie opens in a hospital, where a nurse strips for him 
behind clouded glass while other doctors watch; even their patient sits up to 
look. This beginning made me expectant. Had they made the book into a 
comedy? This would emphasize only one of its tones; still, it might make a 
lively picture. Soon, however, the pace slowed to a plod, relieved—
frequently—by passionate couplings.  

Tomas’s meeting with Tereza, his falling in love, their marriage, 
their flight to Geneva after the Soviet invasion, their return, the results of 
Tomas’s one overt political action, the Sabina episodes with and without 
Tomas—all these are stitched into sequence, but the more we see, the 
thinner the film becomes. Even (or especially) when incidents are expanded 
from the novel, they are thinned. The marriage, which is one sentence in the 
book, is spun out into a heavily comic “big” scene. The nude 
photographing of Sabina by Tereza and vice versa is much expanded and is 
given a homoerotic suggestion. (The book treats the scene as a teasing frolic 
between two members of Tomas’s harem.) These scenes are typical of 
Kaufman and Carrière’s predictable choices, which eat up screen time that 
might have been used to Kundera’s advantage.  

There are good touches. Early in the film Tomas goes to a hospital 
in a spa to perform brain surgery. Outside, a band is playing a waltz; Tomas 
hums along as he saws his patient’s skull. The Soviet invasion of Prague is 
excellently done—Sven Nykvist is the cinematographer—blending 
newsreels with shots that include Tomas and Tereza. (Still, riots may not be 

so difficult: the best part of Spielberg’s attenuated Empire of the Sun 1983 is 
the rioting in Shanghai.) And the screenplay does honour one point in the 
book: Kundera’s insistence that we know in advance about the fate of 
Tomas and Tereza. The film, like the book, ends with ironic happiness—
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their finish just ahead of them.  
The film’s best investment is in the cast, and Kaufman’s best 

achievement is what he does with his actors. Juliette Binoche, the French 
actress who was in Rouge Baiser (Red Kiss; 1985, Véra Belmont), gives Tereza 
the right vulnerability and sweetness and desperate strength. The Sabina is 
Lena Olin, the Swedish actress who was the young woman in Bergman’s 
After the Rehearsal (1984). How Olin has grown in spirit, guile, variety! She 
creates, to use an old-fashioned noun, a true bohemian. The Dutch actor 
Derek de Lint is appealing in what is left of Franz’s character. (Because of 
the international cast, I’d better note that the film is in English—not 
Czech.)  

Daniel Day-Lewis, who was the cockney gay in My Beautiful 
Laundrette (1985, Stephen Frears) and the Edwardian prig in A Room With a 
View (1985, James Ivory), comes on like a house afire as Tomas. (His hair 
darkened, he looks like a more supple Maximilian Schell.) But Day-Lewis’s 
role is so sparely written, its dialogue so bald and trite, that the director 
seems to have relied on him to fill it out with acting. Day-Lewis tries his 
best. For instance, every time someone opens a door and finds him on the 
threshold, he goes through a little facial ballet to suggest complexities 
around the skimpy lines he is given to speak. It’s clear that if the part had 
really been written, instead of being sketched at length, Day-Lewis could 
have carried it.  

 
Where Angels Fear to Tread 
 
To some nineteenth-century Anglophone writers, the romantic land 

of passion and trial was Italy. Nathaniel Hawthorne, Robert Browning, and 
Henry James are among those who thought that the social mores and 
emotional depths of their own cultures were put to the test in Italy. For us, 
Italy may have become the source of Armani and high cuisine, but, for 
them, it was a furnace where primal flame burned through figurative and 
sometimes literal corsets. No twentieth-century writer more fully subscribed 
to that view than E. M. Forster, a fact emphasized by the 1991 film made 
from Where Angels Fear To Tread. This novel, Forster’s first, is almost 
diagrammatic in its contrastings of England and Italy, of upper-middle-class 
English decorum and indecorous, unbuttoned Italiana; and the screenplay, 
by Tim Sullivan, Derek Granger, Charles Sturridge (who also directed), is 
faithful to this scheme. 

But once again, in the adapting of novels to films, fidelity is not 
necessarily helpful. The basic trouble here, to put it elementarily, is that a 
film is not a novel. The quintessence of Forster’s method is that his story 
progresses from propriety to melodrama—ending in a baby-stealing episode 
that is right out of mid-Victorian theatre—and that he tells it all in a calm, 
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wry, shrewdly observant manner. The tone contrasts comically and 
sometimes poignantly with the tale. It’s as if the contrast between Italy and 
England within the story were mirrored in the contrast between the story 
and the voice of the narrator. 

Now this contrast, between story and narrative tone, is precisely 
what the film does not capture—probably no film could. Sturridge directed 
A Handful of Dust (1988) and came respectably near the Waugh texture, but 
this was in some degree easier because the tone of Evelyn Waugh’s dialogue 
is fairly close to the tone of the book as a whole. If the actors merely speak 
Waugh’s lines, they achieve at least something of the flavour of Waugh’s 
novel. This is not true of Forster’s book. Forster doesn’t envy his 
characters, as Waugh does: he reveals them. Plucked from their context, 
they leave the novel far behind, especially that essential contrast between 
them and their prose environment. 

Sturridge makes it worse. The story’s initial situation is complicated, 
and the screenplay doesn’t clarify it quickly. Lilia (played by Helen Mirren) 
is a widow, close to her ex-mother-in-law, Mrs Herriton (Barbara Jefford), 
and the surviving Herriton children, Philip and Harriet (Rupert Graves and 
Judy Davis). Lilia, leaving her own small daughter with Mrs Herriton, visits 
Italy with a friend, Caroline (Helena Bonham Carter). It takes too long to 
understand Lilia’s relationship to the Herritons, and the film never clarifies 
who Caroline is. More: some of the dialogue is spoken incomprehensibly—
Sturridge knows it so well that he hasn’t always been able to tell when it is 
mumbled—so this picture has its share of murk. Michael Coulter’s camera 
seems commissioned to underscore the murk with a dark palette, in 
England and abroad. 

When Lilia sends word of her engagement to a young Italian in the 
Tuscan town where she is staying, Mrs Herriton dispatches her son (and 
Lilia’s brother-in-law) to rescue the woman from Italian wiles. Too late. 
Lilia is already married. Subsequently, after Lilia dies in childbirth, Mrs 
Herriton sends both son and daughter to get the child and bring it back for 
a proper English upbringing—something Caroline also wants to do. The 
climax, an unhappy accident, is treated by Forster with tact and by Sturridge 
with clumsiness. 

That excellent actress Judy Davis unwittingly highlights the difficulty 
of filming this book. Her role, the frustrated, frightened, imperious Harriet 
Herriton, is written full out by Forster. “Screamed”, “violent”, “snarling” 
(Forster, 5, 17, 100) are some of the terms he uses about Harriet, and Davis 
fulfils them. But that’s exactly what’s wrong. In the novel Harriet’s 
screaming is contained within its Forsterian ambience; in the film, without 
the ambience, the screaming seems out of scale. It’s not Davis’s fault: she is 
doing what Forster says. But he didn’t write Harriet’s words to be spoken 
aloud, bereft of their prose context. 
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Graves, who was in A Handful of Dust, does much better as her 
brother, conveying the melting of adenoidal northern stuffiness by Italian 
warmth, but the role of Philip Herriton is much more congenially 
transportable from page to screen. Bonham Carter is chiefly successful at 
defining the class to which Caroline belongs and which means so much to 
her. Giovanni Guidelli, as Lilia’s husband, hardly seems the best choice 
among young Italian actors to suggest a blend of charm, sex, innocence, and 
guile. 

 
The Age of Innocence 
 
The basic trouble with Martin Scorsese’s 1993 film of The Age of 

Innocence is Edith Wharton’s novel. Looking back fifty years in 1920, 
Wharton conceived a tale of love versus honour set in the New York high 
society of that past era, and she embodied it in a full-dress novel. But her 
material would have served only as a short story, at most a novella, for 
Tolstoy or Chekhov. What helps to sustain Wharton’s more extended 
treatment is the attractive prose in which she wraps her narrative. Her 
writing has so much wit and perception, such a taking blend of satire-cum-
nostalgia, that the book holds us though the story is slender. (I still feel that 
the ending short-changes us. I want to know what Ellen Olenska said to 
Newland Archer’s son in her Paris apartment, what the youth thought when 
she ordered the shutters closed against his father, how he later reported the 
meeting to his father.)  

In the film, without its garment of text, the denuded story is thin. 
It’s worse than that—because the film tries to be the novel. Attempting to 
reproduce the text’s quality, very nearly page for page, Scorsese even uses 
considerable prose excerpts on the soundtrack (read flatly by Joanne 
Woodward). He and his co-adapter, Jay Cocks, have been zealously faithful 
to the original, but, ironically, all that this fidelity does is make the picture 
seem slow. Film can’t cloak, can’t justify, as Wharton’s prose does, the 
linearity of the story. 

It’s even worse—because (to close the novel’s trap) Scorsese and 
Cocks had no choice: the picture has to run as long as it does. The adapters 
understood that there was absolutely no point in the enterprise if the 
decorum of drawing room and dining room, the rustle of silk and the 
spruceness of boutonnières, were slighted. Etiquette, at its most stately, is the 
theatre of this drama. Among some critics at the time, there was advance 
worry about this; could Scorsese, the director from Little Italy, cope with 
the Four Hundred? That worry always seemed unnecessary to me. A 
director of his gifts, flanked with brigades of various period experts, aided 
mightily by the camera of Michael Ballhaus, would delight in the nooks and 
crannies of the period—and he does. But it’s a bitter triumph. Scorsese had 
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to include all the glitter and elegance; yet it doesn’t sustain the story as 
Wharton’s writing does. 

Not for lack of cinematic imagination. Martin Scorsese is still one of 
the two or three best American directors at work, and his talent is quickly 
evident here in the way the camera searches out every wisp of possible 
action in a scene, the way that characters move up to and past the camera to 
suggest that the theatre in which we are sitting is part of the room on 
screen, the way the camera often nestles in to people as if to hear secrets. In 
a moment that might have been static for another director, when Newland 
Archer gets an important telegram from his fiancée, May Welland, Scorsese 
has May speak it in front of an immense bank of flowers as the camera 
comes close, charging the moment with perfume and intimacy. When 
twenty-six years elapse, after Ellen takes herself out of Newland Archer’s 
life and returns to Europe, a time-lapse that Wharton can handle with a 
simple chapter break, Scorsese shuns the banality of fade-out on the young 
Archer and fade-in on the middle-aged man. He concentrates instead on 
Archer’s library, “in which most of the real things of his life had happened” 
(Wharton, 271). He circles the room slowly, showing us moments in the 
Archer family chronicle during those years. 

And music! The most Scorsesean touch in Wharton’s book is that it 
begins at the opera. (Remember Mascagni under the opening of Raging Bull 

1980.) Red meat to Scorsese, as it was to Visconti in Senso (1954). Onward 
from this opening, Scorsese uses lively music to spank sequences into life—
often, at balls and parties, with music that comes from within the scene or 
else with Elmer Bernstein’s felicitous score. 

But—a heavy but—Scorsese has made serious mistakes with his 
principal actors. The biggest disappointment is in the crucial part, Daniel 
Day-Lewis as Newland Archer. Archer is the protagonist, happily affianced 
to May Welland, who then falls in love with the newly arrived Ellen 
Olenska. The central drama is his. (Ellen’s agon is no less, but she isn’t 
placed at the centre.) On the basis of Day-Lewis’s past work, forceful and 
graphic in A Room With a View (1985), My Beautiful Laundrette (1985), and My 
Left Foot (1989, Jim Sheridan), he seemed very likely to inhabit the role, to 
vitalize it. He doesn’t. He merely moves through it. There’s never a spark to 
sting us: he leaves us cold, observant. Perhaps Scorsese was counting on his 
personality to grip us, a resident power such as Fredric March or James 
Mason had. Day-Lewis doesn’t have it. He needed to act (which Mason or 
March would have done, too!), but he doesn’t. He skates through. It’s 
surprising that Scorsese didn’t remedy this. 

Michelle Pfeiffer is a somewhat more complicated case. As Ellen 
Olenska, the American who returns to New York after a broken European 
marriage, Pfeiffer tries hard but fails. It’s sad. She was living as intelligent a 



Hermeneia - Nr. 28/2022                                                                                   R. J. Cardullo 

 67 

life as possible for an American film star in the 1990s: seeking variety, 
taking chances, addressing every role with all the resources she could 
command. She just didn’t command enough—in fire or depth or resonance. 
The result in film after film was a somewhat washed-out version of the 
woman she was playing, like a painting that had faded. Her Ellen here is 
perceptible but pallid. What helps Pfeiffer most is the fact that, though she 
is exceptionally pretty, she patently doesn’t rely on her prettiness: she wants 
to act. But, with her Ellen, though we know what she means from moment 
to moment, we simply don’t feel it. 

Winona Ryder is disastrously miscast as May Welland, Archer’s 
utterly conventional fiancée and eventual wife, who turns out to have been 
more perceptive than her husband knew. Ryder is wrong, first, physically. 
Wharton describes May as being “tall, round-bosomed, and willowy” 
(Wharton, 274) with a “goddess-like build” (Wharton, 255), and comments 
frequently on her features. Clearly Wharton means May’s physical being to 
help explain why Archer wanted her. Here Archer has chosen a moderately 
pleasant, quite unremarkable girl. As for Ryder’s acting, the one smile for 
me in this film—which is and must be socially hyperconscious—occurred 
when Ryder remarks to Archer that a man she has just met seems common. 
To put it gently, her social superiority is unconvincing. 

Robert Sean Leonard, who trivialized Claudio in the 
contemporaneous Much Ado About Nothing (1993, Kenneth Branagh), has 
less chance here to do damage in the small role of Archer’s son. But most 
of the supporting actors in the lustrous New York social parade are neatly 
cast, and two of them do the best acting in the film. Alec McCowen, as 
Sillerton Jackson, the aging socialite, has the gravity of a man to whom 
protocol is his reason for being. Miriam Margolyes, as the obese and ultra-
rich Mrs Mingott, curls the surrounding air with dry disdain and hierarchical 
rigor. 

The Age of Innocence was dramatized on Broadway in 1928 (Margaret 
Ayer Barnes), and was filmed in Hollywood in 1924 (Wesley Ruggles) as 
well as 1934 (Philip Moeller). I don’t know any of those versions, and I 
wonder how (which means I doubt that) they avoided the snare that 
Wharton unwittingly set for her adapters—the snare that, for all his gifts, 
caught Scorsese. 

 
The Portrait of a Lady 
 
Once more unto the breach, dear friends—the breach between a 

distinguished piece of fiction and a film made from it. This time it is Henry 
James’s 1881 novel The Portrait of a Lady. Jane Campion’s 1996 film 
summons, once more, a wild fancy: this would be an even better picture 
than we can imagine if the novel didn’t exist. 
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Concede at once that condensation—of James’s fifty-five chapters, 
of his deep explorations of character—was inevitable if we were going to 
survive the film, which runs 144 minutes as it is. Viewing, contrary to 
popular assumption, is harder than reading: we have all read for more than 
144 minutes many times, but film is more draining per second than reading, 
more unrelenting in its command of our collaboration. Besides, there is the 
subconscious imperative of theatrical shape that nags at the back of our 
brains while viewing, which doesn’t occur while reading. Whether the actors 
are live or photographed, an acted story has temporal obligations. 

The screenplay by Laura Jones, who has written for and with 
Campion in the past, nonetheless tries to frame the events—more 
important, the moral adventure—in some kind of Jamesian proportion. In 
1872, Isabel Archer, a young American woman, is in England at the estate 
of relatives when she gets a marriage proposal from the highly eligible Lord 
Warburton. She declines: certainly because she doesn’t love him, but 
certainly, too, because she is hungry for experience, of a kind she can’t 
specify. Another man proposes, too, while—so to speak—she is observed 
by her cousin, Ralph Touchett, a gentle soul ill with consumption. After she 
declines the second man, Ralph persuades his rich, dying father to leave 
Isabel a large legacy to empower her quest for who knows what. “The 
conception of a certain young woman affronting her destiny” (James, 8) was 
how James conceived the novel; and Isabel heads for the continent to do 
her affronting. 

In Florence, she meets a fortyish American who lives there, Gilbert 
Osmond, an aesthete with “an odd mixture of the detached and the 
involved” (James, 223). He, too, proposes. Isabel takes three years to make 
up her mind, traveling the while; then, following her destiny, she marries 
Osmond. Her destiny darkens. The couple has a baby that dies, and they 
develop an enmity that lives. Previous suitors reappear. For these and other 
reasons, Osmond becomes even angrier at Isabel. She, for her part, learns 
disturbing facts about Osmond’s past. When Ralph Touchett, back in 
England, begins to die, Osmond forbids Isabel to go to him. She disobeys. 
With her lovingly at his side, Ralph dies. The novel ends with her return to 
Italy, though not necessarily to her marriage. The film leaves us wondering 
whether she will indeed return to Italy. In either case, there is more destiny 
to affront. 

It is a critical commonplace that Isabel in some ways resembles 
James himself. She comes from Albany, New York, where James spent 
some of his childhood. Like James, she is of an era in which the gaining of 
experience for young Americans of her class meant going to Europe, being 
seasoned there. Whether or not James would have adapted, to himself and 
Isabel, Flaubert’s “Madame Bovary, c’est moi” (Heath, 34, 91, 154), Campion 
has coloured her film as if he had that empathy. To her, James was not only 
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concerned with “a certain young woman”, he was a pioneer in feminist 
issues as such. 

Some of Campion’s embroidery is strange, some heavy. The 
sequence before and under the credits shows us contemporary young 
women of different races, all in airy gowns in a woodland glade, all circling 
and beseeching the camera. Perhaps this is to suggest that, even today, the 
persistent image of young women is that of available nymphs. Interludes in 
the film take James’s implication into the explicit. We see Isabel’s frustrated 
sexual hunger in a dream scene in which she rolls on a bed with her suitors. 
Her travels in Mediterranean countries are synopsized in a heated fantasy 
that presents her naked. (Did James ever see a naked woman?) 

These additions, and others, seem more than an attempt to assure 
us that James is up to date; they also seem an attack on Jane Austen’s 
acceptances. Contemporaneous Austen films (Sense and Sensibility [1995, Ang 
Lee]; Emma [1996, Douglas McGrath]; Persuasion [1995, Roger Michell]) 
italicized that her young women have no options in life but to hunt for rich 
husbands. Isabel is aware of other options (her friend Henrietta Stackpole is 
a journalist), but, even within the marriage game, she has more nuance, 
more suggestion of secret shadow; she chafes more at social boundaries. 
Campion apparently wanted to dramatize this difference from the Austen 
pattern. 

Cinematically, too, Campion is sometimes intrusive. A number of 
sequences begin with a tilted establishing shot, for no reason except that she 
wants to remind us that she’s at the helm. The cuts between scenes, 
intended to be elliptical, are sometimes merely jerky. And Campion leans a 
lot on great close-ups, which get a bit repetitious even when she keeps the 
heads off-centre. But, with the exquisite camera work of Stuart Dryburgh, 
she gives us an inviting view of every scene, sometimes a touch tricky (past 
statuary), sometimes a touch too picturesque (with huge trees), but on the 
whole with an eye that searches and perceives.  

And crowning Campion’s work are her accomplishments with her 
cast—except Shelley Winters as Mrs Touchett and Shelley Duvall as 
Countess Gemini. The two Shelleys could have been left wherever they 
were. Nicole Kidman, for her part, may not be the Isabel Archer of our 
imagination, but neither is she the Nicole Kidman of our past acquaintance. 
In the bizarre To Die For (1995, Gus Van Sant), she was surprisingly 
colourful, and here Campion has induced her to mine herself further. 
Kidman comes up with tones of hurt and resolve and poise and warmth 
that she has never shown before. 

John Malkovich, not always easy to admire, is perfectly cast here, 
which is itself a rarity. His moodiness and almost disinterested viciousness 
fit Gilbert Osmond. He gives a performance that, without grotesquerie, 
makes us scent from the start that there is unpleasantly more to him than 
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Isabel suspects. The most adroit casting is of Barbara Hershey as Madame 
Merle. Hershey is light-years away from her beginnings in film as a Barbie 
doll with a voice (The Baby Maker [1970, James Bridges]; Boxcar Bertha [1972, 
Martin Scorsese]).Through her several decades of film, she has grown and 
grown, with insufficient praise for her continuing development. Playing the 
mature American-born woman who has long lived in Europe and has 
learned from it, Hershey immediately and perfectly suggests complexity. 

Martin Donovan, known for his quite different work with Hal 
Hartley, is touching yet manly as the afflicted Ralph. John Gielgud is his 
father, a small part but, naturally, unforgettable. (Odd thought: How does a 
ninety-two-year-old actor feel about playing a deathbed scene?) And a note 
of gratitude, as well, to the film’s Polish composer, Wojciech Kilar. Kilar’s 
music, relying on meditative strings, helps to carry the film along. 
Campion’s choice of Kilar is one more sign that the woman who made An 
Angel at My Table (1990) had emerged from the preciousness of The Piano 
(1993) to resume an interesting career. 

 
Mrs Dalloway 
 
Some films are free adaptations of famous novels, such as Alfonso 

Cuarón’s 1998 picture of Dickens’ Great Expectations (1861); other films 
cling close to famous fictions, as in the case of the 1997 adaptation of 
Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway. 

Eileen Atkins wrote the screenplay of Mrs Dalloway. An intelligent 
and inquiring English actress, Atkins had been working on Virginia Woolf 
projects for almost ten years prior to this film. First, in 1989, she did a one-
woman adaptation of A Room of One’s Own (1929), which she played in 
London and New York and on tour. Then, in 1993, Atkins made a theatre 
piece, not exactly a play, out of the correspondence between Woolf and her 
lover, Vita Sackville-West. In New York, Atkins played Virginia and 
Vanessa Redgrave played Vita. Clearly, then, Atkins would have recognized 
the problems in adapting so shimmery a novel as Mrs Dalloway, but, alas, 
recognizing them is not enough. Those problems still obtrude. 

Woolf’s novel might be seen as a (much smaller) parallel to Joyce’s 
Ulysses. By closely following one day in the life of one quite ordinary 
woman, the book includes a social tapestry, a political index, a theological 
position, and something of the history that produced all these elements. 
Woolf knew Joyce’s work (about which she had decidedly mixed feelings, 
especially because of Joyce’s candour); but “stream of consciousness” 
technique was in the air at the time, and she might well have done what she 
did if Joyce had never existed. That technique works wonderfully well in the 
novel; but it is not a comfortable film mode.  

The story deals with one June day in the London of 1923, from 
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morning to the evening when Clarissa Dalloway gives a party in her house. 
She is wealthy and reticently elegant, the middle-aged wife of an Member of 
Parliament, a woman whose life is plainly pleasant and vacuous. Through 
her day of party preparations, several other stories wind. A former suitor of 
hers, Peter Walsh, returns after a long stay in India. He visits Clarissa, is still 
in some way affected by her, yet tells her of a current amorous involvement. 
And there is the story of a young man, a severely shell-shocked veteran of 
the Great War (as it was prematurely called), who has a devoted Italian wife. 
His story connects with Mrs Dalloway because the physician who so 
signally fails to help him is a guest at her party that evening. 

To accommodate the background of these and other encounters, 
Atkins has devised some flashback scenes, derived from Woolf. Also, those 
scenes serve the usual purpose of the past juxtaposed with the present, a 
pathos so inevitable that it hardly needs to be mentioned. When we see the 
young Peter asking the young Clarissa to marry him and thus break out of 
her cosseted life, when we see her opt instead for the quite conventional 
young Richard Dalloway, we understand how Clarissa’s upbringing has 
crimped the possibilities for her life. She was reared to be a quite 
conventional lady, and that is what she has become. 

This flashing-back is pretty to look at, and it flexes the narrative, but 
it works against the unification of the piece; and unification of the whole 
was patently what Woolf was after. Her prose makes the novel a holistic 
work even when the narrative shifts from one strand to another. This is 
impossible in the film, where the shifts are exactly that, breaks from the 
centrality of Mrs Dalloway’s day. There’s a further disjuncture. Woolf’s 
prose transmutes ordinary experience. One instance: when Big Ben strikes, 
she writes: “The leaden circles dissolved in the air” (Woolf, 5, 72, 142). In 
the film, we simply hear the bells. In a sense Woolf might just as well not 
have written as she did. Any of us can hear bells; only Woolf could have 
thus transfigured the sound, and the film cheats us of her.  

This is not remotely to argue a fixed superiority of literature over 
film, but it is to suggest that some novels resist adaptation to the core of 
their beings. Further, it suggests that an actress-writer can fall so much in 
love with a fine novel that she overlooks her own experience and 
knowledge. (For a quite contrary example, see Emma Thompson’s 
screenplay of the 1995 film of Sense and Sensibility.) And, unfortunately, that 
is not all. Most of Mrs Dalloway’s activity during that June day is inner—
things that she thinks and feels. Atkins knew this, of course, and tried to 
enrich the outer, visible woman with some voice-over quotations from her 
thoughts. But those few quotations never have, could not have, the 
wholeness of the contrapuntal feeling in the book, the sense that the 
woman whom the world sees has a more interesting, invisible self 
constantly attending her. 
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This condition puts a dreadful burden on Vanessa Redgrave, as 
Clarissa. Up to this point, she had rarely had a role that demanded less of 
(let us please use the term) her genius. She moves through Mrs Dalloway’s 
house and the London streets like a great, beautiful ship sailing on urban 
seas, and when she speaks, she makes as much as she decently can of her 
clumps of standard chatter—banal slivers of politesse such as “How 
delightful to see you!” (Woolf, 260) and the like. If the role weren’t in the 
hands of an actress who is being underused, it would be intolerable. But 
even Redgrave can’t make Mrs Dalloway, in this form, a fascinating woman. 

Her clothes, designed by Judy Pepperdine, are unostentatiously 
lovely, especially the hats. In the pre-war flashback scenes, the clothes 
bespeak their period cleverly. And in those clothes, the performances of the 
young Clarissa and Peter and Richard are vividly . . . young. As the older 
Peter, Michael Kitchen carries nicely an air of regret plus hope. But the 
most demanding performance, a demand well met, is by Rupert Graves as 
the unbalanced war veteran. This man’s presence in both novel and film is 
obviously meant to give us a glimpse of the horror in the world through 
which Mrs Dalloway has floated. Graves has to deal with abrupt swirls of 
mood and reality, and he does it movingly. 

The director was Marleen Gorris, the Dutch woman whose previous 
film, Antonia’s Line (1995), was smoothly fulfilled. (Incidentally, Gorris did 
an M.A. at an English university, and she has some feeling for the country.) 
In her hands we can be sure that the feminist aspects of Woolf’s work will 
not be slighted. More, Gorris understands the story, as, in the truest sense, a 
woman’s work. The handicaps that she could not overcome are the 
implacable ones of the screenplay. 

 
Back to the Future 
  
I’d like to close not by arguing for the overall superiority of fiction 

or film as an art form—each is superior in some ways, inferior in others. 
What I would like to say, however, is that film was certainly the art form of 
the twentieth century and promises to dominate the twenty-first as well. 
That’s because it’s the one technology that is—or at least can be—
absolutely humanistic in its outcome. It can put many of the technological 
impulses, cravings, and interests of our age at the service, not merely of the 
machinery of sensation, diversion, and profit, but of the mystery of the 
human spirit as well—a mystery that, as we have seen, often originates in 
novelistic sources. I’m speaking about film at its best, of course. Why it 
often isn’t at its best is a subject complicated by the commerce of the world, 
and one better left for another day. 
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Out of Body Transgressions 

 
Abstract: This research focuses on the discovery of new connections for extending the 
framework of analysis and understanding of corporeality, at the intersection of art, 
philosophy and science, in this "era of media convergence" (Paul Martin Lester). The 
introduction outlines some important considerations in the context of contemporary 
debates on this topic, indicating, from the perspective of body art, at least three significant 
artistic attitudes for transgressing the physical, mental, cultural and technological limits of 
the human body, situation that contribute to the expansion of the concept of body 
transgression, considering the highly influential background of the bio-philosophical ideology 
of transhumanism. First of all, based on the some relevant explanations (Philbeck), some 
conceptual and terminological delimitations of terms such as posthuman or transhuman are 
presented, because, in the opinion of the mentioned author, they still cause confusion in 
various contexts of their use. Next, the research addresses various perspectives on the 
relationship between identity, mind, body and technology, analyzing concepts such as augments 
and/versus normals and the political and social implications of body enhancement (Frodeman), 
new nanotechnological enhanced body (Kurtzweil), or accessibility and equity, in the wider 
context of redefining the frameworks for both utopian/dystopian scenarios towards a 
possible bio-technological democracy (Haraway, Kornwachs), in connection with other 
correlative concepts such as the therapy versus enhancement dilemma, from an ethical point of 
view (Bryant) or the ―medial body‖ as a ‖transitional environment‖ from ‖fiction‖ to 
‖faction‖(Butnaru) towards new dimensions of cyborg corporeality in terms of 
―transhuman body‖ or ―posthuman body‖ (Ferrando). 
 
 

Keywords: transgression, body, corporeality, enhancement, augmentation, enhancement, 
tranhumanism, hybrid 

 
Introduction 
 
Although in the avant-garde ―tradition‖ artistic transgression refers to 

the challenging of borders, the ―offensive‖ subversion of moral, ethical or 
social limits, and to the culture of divergence and destabilization through a 
rhetoric of psychological and anti-aesthetic shock, in relation to the current 
(augmented) ―corporeality‖, its conceptual framework expands considerably 
beyond the aesthetics of mere scandal. According to Anthony Julius (2002), 
transgression in art may be considered through the lens of at least three 
general relational contexts: an intrinsic context shaped by the violation of its 
own rules, a context of dissent from dominant moral codes through the 
violation of taboos, and a context of politically resistant art. In his words, 
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(…) there is an art that repudiates established artistic practices, an art that 
violates certain beliefs and feelings of its audience, an art that defies the 
rule of the state.‖ (Julius, 2002, 102) 

 

The advent of New Realisms, Body Art and, particularly, 
Performance Art brings about a tendency to test the physical, psychological, 
perceptual and cultural limits of the Body as an artistic act or medium. 

In the case of the Body Art, one can observe, in time, at least three 
general tendencies that outline a certain type of relational dynamics between 
the instrumentalization of the body, as a discursive-ideological vector, and 
the otherness of human identity and physicality, as a limit. A first direction 
tests the physical and mental limits of the body in relation to time and 
existence, according to a strictly established performance scenario. 
Tehching Hsieh's famous "One Year Performances" are emblematic for 
those impossible ordeals of body art, now known as "endurance 
performance." In Hsieh's art, as can be seen later in some of the artistic 
actions of Marina Abramovich, the main continuator of this type of bodily 
approach, pushed before to extremes by the Taiwanese artist, the allusive or 
direct critical discourse is almost absent. Hsieh's performances, emblematic 
for "an ontology of performance" (Heathfield, Jones, 2012), challenge the 
boundaries between personal biography and public life, addressing various 
existential impossible situations, or at least risky for his physical and mental 
health, with an outstanding self-imposed regime of restrictions and 
constraints, focused on testing and documenting all existential reactions 
triggered by these special conditions in which the artist must endure hunger, 
cold, pain, loneliness or sleep deprivation. 

A second direction, which tests the perceptual and cultural limits of 
body-identity hybridity, in a predominantly critical discursive context, can 
be observed, especially, in Orlan's "carnal art", using her expression. What 
becomes emblematic for this type of body discourse is, in C. Jill O'Bryan's 
words (2005), the concept of "self-hybridization", which questions, from 
multiple provocative perspectives, the alterity of body-identity ‖dichotomy‖ 
in the transgessive context of various media of artistic expression. Her 
bodily actions, by modifying/ refacing her biologic outlook through 
cosmetic surgery, thus incorporating various visual references of femininity 
in art history, incite debates about the relationship between the body and 
the intermediate condition of the carnal artist in transgressing and 
demystifying the "iconic" identity with all its symbolic, social, cultural, 
anthropological or political correlatives. 

 
With regard to the face, Orlan‘s (self-)images render deviations from the 
norm. Her hybrids are offspring of the carnival freak and the humanoid. 
But her hybrids also mark the differences between the bounds of the body 
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and the unbounded virtual body—between the reincarnation of Saint 
Orlan and Orlan as self-hybridation. (O‘Bryan, 2005, 135) 

 
A third direction involves the transgression of the biological limits 

of the body in the transhumanist perspective of artificial augmentation, or 
body enhancement. Stating that (biological) "body is obsolete", Stelarc is one of 
the first recognized artists to make the transition from a predominantly 
critical, counter-discursive body art, to cyborg corporeality, through the 
scientific study of the relationship between biology and technology, the 
human body being only an alternative experimental space, to test the future 
possible perspectives of this relationship. 

 
Altered States of Corporeality 
 
The cultural and political impact of the concept of body transgression 

requires, at the same time, a constant re-assessment of corporeality in a 
general sense, and, especially, a cautious but creative analysis of the 
ideological effects produced by transhumanist biophilosophy, seen nowadays 
as the most prominent and influential trend. First, a series of terminological 
delineations are necessary to distinguish between such terms as 
posthumanism, transhumanism or post-human condition, and to clarify the 
differences and similarities between these two famous contemporary 
philosophical trends. Starting from the premise that technology is changing 
―the ontological models‖ by shaping the entire experiential context of 
human knowledge and that ―transhumanism and posthumanism both 
address this continuing trend in techno-human integration‖, Thomas D. 
Philbeck (2020) underlines the various connotations of the term 
―posthuman‖, common to both transhumanism and posthumanism, and 
thus points to the different ontological frameworks modeling the two 
posthumanist types of discourse. On the first hand, transhumanism stands 
on a ‖physiological ground‖ and refers to artificially enhancements of 
simple/ realistic (prosthetics) and complex/ idealistic (transferring mind 
from brain into a computer) human skills and capacities through the 
integration of various technologic gadgets and systems. On the other hand, 
posthumanism stands on a ‖philosophycal ground‖ and ‖(...) it delineates an 
entity that defines and understands itself differently than trough the 
contemporary notion of ‗human‘ because of technology‘s impact on basic 
human characteristics.‖ (Philbeck, 2020, 175) 

Authors such as Robert Frodeman (2019) consider from various 
perspectives ―the political implications of the transhumanist attempt to 
develop abilities, and a length of life, beyond the norm.‖ (Frodeman, 2019, 
23) He anticipates a series of Orwellian (1984) or Huxleyan (A Brave New 
World) scenarios in which the fundamentals of democracy could be 
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progressively altered to favor the citizens who possess technology-
augmented abilities and powers. This situation, not entirely hypothetical 
today (not all citizens can afford the latest gadgets), could degenerate into a 
high-tech plutocracy, like Tyrell Corporation from the cyberpunk Los 
Angeles depicted in Ridley Scott‘s Blade Runner movie, or, more recently, the 
ad infinituum self-cloned aristocracy from the Carbon sci-fi series. Social 
segregation, unequal resource distribution or the reiteration of social 
organization by castes, according to Plato‘s limitative democracy model – 
with golden, silver, or iron citizens depending on their abilities and skills –, 
would inevitably lead to a widening gap between augments and normals. 

 
The rise of a class of augments could lead to any number of political 
stratagems short of the outright repeal of democracy. For instance, 
augments could be given multiple votes. Or we could end up with a new 
form of republicanism: normals could be allowed to choose from among a 
slate of augments who would exercise the voting franchise on their behalf. 
But however events would work out, the bottom line is that it is unlikely 
that those with greater abilities would be willing to be subject to the 
whims of ―normals.‖ (Frodeman, 2019, 24-25) 

 
Moreover, if stress is moved from classes to races, this type of 

scenario could become catastrophic in nature, going as far as the system‘s 
total assimilation of the ―normal‖ people, like in the case of the famous 
interplanetary predator bio-tech ―hive‖ called The Borg from the sci-fi 
series Star Trek, or their annihilation once the AI becomes autonomous, a 
moment when, taking into consideration that we cannot anticipate how or 
even if the AI could ―perceive‖ itself, the posthuman condition would no 
longer belong to the human. From another point of view, based on the 
critical questioning of the ideological and political context that fuels the 
cyborg myth, ‖the illegitimate offspring of militarism and patriarchal 
capitalism, not to mention state socialism‖ (Haraway, 1991, 151), Donna 
Haraway emphasizes three "crucial boundary breakdowns" that make 
possible new analytical perspectives on a possible more inclusive political 
vision. The first refers to the nature-culture dichotomy, to overcoming the 
separation between human and animal, between life and social sciences, to 
new perspectives of debate, in the sphere of ‖biological determinism‖, on 
new meanings of "human animality", while considering that the cyborg 
myth appears "where the boundary between human and animal is 
transgressed." (151-152). The second refers to "technological determinism" 
and emphasizes the relativization of the border between biological and 
technological, between "animal-human (organism) and machine", the 
ambiguity of the difference between both mind and body and natural and 
artificial, between "self-developing and externally designed" (152), caused by 
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the accelerated evolution of technology in the latter part of the twentieth 
century. Finally, the third turning point, derived from the second, refers to 
the weaker distinction between physical and non-physical, due to the 
evolution of research in quantum physics and technological 
"miniaturization", the discussions on the cyborg myth being oriented, in this 
case, to other horizons of knowledge, in terms of ―consciousness‖ or 
―simulation‖ (153) 

 
So my cyborg myth is about transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, and 
dangerous possibilities which progressive people might explore as one part 
of needed political work. One of my premises is that most American 
socialists and feminists see deepened dualisms of mind and body, animal 
and machine, idealism and materialism in the social practices, symbolic 
formulations,and physical artefacts associated with 'high technology' and 
scientific culture. (Haraway, 1991, 154) 

 
Moreover, Haraway draws attention to the need to strengthen the 

social unity of  people, given the prospect of an unprecedented 
intensification of technological-political domination, taking into account, 
from an equidistant position, both utopian / dystopian possible near future 
scenarios. On the one hand, a "cyborg" society can be the fulfilled dream of 
any authoritarian discourse, which would follow, according to an imperialist 
logic, "the final imposition of a grid of control on the planet" (154). On the 
other hand, a cyborg democracy cannot be imagined without taking into 
account the accessibility to technological freedom, the freedom of 
coexistence and symbiosis between the older, natural, and newer, artificial, 
species. The author's position stands for mediation considering both 
(cyborg) authoritarian and libertarian possible perspectives on a 
transhumanist future, concluding that "single vision produces worse 
illusions that double vision or many-headed monsters." (154) 

In this respect, questioning the real long-term benefits that bio-
technological and, especially, AI developments would bring to humanity,  
Klaus Kornwachs (2021) approaches transhumanism from a moderate yet 
critical standpoint, seeing it as a form of ―derailed anthropology‖ in which 
the next evolutionary step is man‘s technological transcendence, which the 
author sums up in five possible steps: human-robot coexistence, human-
robot symbiosis as cyborgs, the superiority of robots, slavery and extinction. 
Furthermore, he also warns against the ―irrationality‖ of the transhumanist 
promise, being of the opinion that it ―must have a psychological source, and 
the conjecture will be here that this source is based not on a religious image 
of man but of a pseudo-theological transfiguration of the machine as such.‖ 
(23) Kornwachs makes a comparative analysis of various contexts of 
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interaction between the human and the artificial which may determine the 
degree of (human) autonomy in the ―cyborg‖ condition. 

 
If these systems, which are seemingly neutral, only user-dependent, are a 
carrier of interests, the path is ready for the confusion between what we 
have manufactured by human efforts and what is natural, i.e. produced by 
natural processes, and not influenced by human interaction. These 
questions touch upon the fundamental question of philosophical 
anthropology: Is man still autonomous or even free (according to Kant) if 
he is embedded in such seemingly autonomous artificial systems of life-
world—having no criteria to distinguish between fakes and facts or the 
natural and the artificial? (Kornwachs, 2021, 32) 

 
Additionally, he considers the situations that could create the new 

conditions in which the systems/machines would rapidly surpass human 
evolution in terms of technological enhancements or data processing, which 
would inevitably lead to two possibilities for the human to be 
―ontologically‖ re-defined, and whose effects on what contemporary 
technology still calls human centered design would actually favor the autonomy 
of technological beings and the exclusion of Frodeman‘s ―normals‖ from the 
―artificial paradise‖ of transhumanism. 

 
The paradise is paid with the superiority of machines over the man; they 
will know better what may be good for individuals, and for society. Will 
they become gracious bullies? According to different variants of this 
prophecy, there will be either an evolutionary melting or convergence 
between man and machine to a new man or the distinction of the human 
species. (Kornwachs, 2021, 36) 

 
Other researchers, such as the biologist John Bryant (2013), analyze 

the possible effects of transhumanist hi-tech-optimism on ethical values, 
stating that, especially if we refer to the genetic modification or 
manipulation of the human body, we should understand the difference 
between the medical benefits of biotechnology (therapy) and the 
improvement of traits that increase our performance beyond natural limits 
(enhancement), turning us into Nietzschean Übermensch/superhumans. 
However, beyond the therapy vs enhancement dilemma, just like Kornwachs or 
Frodeman, Bryant is more interested in the way this context impacts on 
psycho-social biodiversity, the ―validity‖ and ―equality‖ of access to the 
benefits of transhumanist technoculture, and less in the ―possibility‖ of its 
materializing what it promises. Once more, we may come upon the 
unavoidable limitations of ―terms & conditions‖ and of double-standard 
policies. Taking into account some perspectives of this possible impact, 
from a ―biomedical‖ (207), ―pharmacological‖ (221), ―digital‖ (223) or 
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―biomechanical‖ (229) viewpoint, Bryant also examines the possible effects 
of genetic engineering beyond the sphere of its medical research 
applications. He is of the opinion that humanity faces two major issues for 
the first time in its history. The first refers to the ―equality of opportunities‖ 
and suggests that corporate interests will take over scientific goals, and that 
the inevitable gap between the rich and the poor, the augments and the 
normals, will become even wider. Starting from this, it could be speculated 
that, in a wide sense, natural selection will be taken over by artificial selection: 

 
Gregory Stock, the influential commentator and policy-maker from the 
University of California, suggested in his 2002 book Redesigning Humans: 
Choosing our Children’s Genes that the free market should prevail in this area. 
If parents want to undergo these procedures, society should allow them to 
do so if they are willing to pay for it. (213) 

 
The second issue relates to the prospect – bleak, from a humanist 

standpoint – of a fundamental alteration and dilution of the concept of 
identity and of its moral and social correlates, dignity and autonomy, as, in 
Bryant‘s terms, the ―commodification‖ of genotypes through cloning 
(choosing one‘s future child) would definitively change the natural 
parameters of the relationship between (human) individuality, body 
perception and corporeality. Moreover, the issue becomes even more 
complex if we imagine the dystopian scenario in which the mix-breeding of 
the cyborg with the mutant – where the former, still a symbiont, owing to 
research into bionics, nanotechnology and smart materials, is already 
surpasses by the latter – would produce a super-posthuman or a post-
Superman, similar, maybe, to the maleficent humanoid metamorph from the 
first movie of the Terminator series. In another imagined scenario, once we 
are able to choose the genes of our future generations, if the technology 
able to transfer consciousness from the biological to the artificial is also 
available, we could opt for an artificial continuation of our life in a different 
body or several bodies, transgressing, in an ironic way, the limitative 
corporeality of our biological nature, dominated by the Cartesian body-
mind dichotomy (Ghost in the machine), towards the augmented, fluid and 
trans-individual artificial corporeality, definitively freed from existential 
dilemmas, turned into nothingness in the cybernetic beatitude of a digital 
Nirvana (Host of the machine). 

Beyond the liberalization of reproductive technologies, Bryant 
analyzes the latest scientific research conducted by the SENS Foundation 
and the implications that its goal, i.e. ―to help build the industry that will 
cure the diseases of aging‖1, could have in the near future. He points to the 
unprecedented demographic effect brought about by the development of 
technologies aiming to extend the lifespan of the human body as much as 
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possible, seeing that, as previously mentioned, access to the elixir of 
immortality would be granted to everyone. 

 
I will make two brief points. First, if ever this research does yield 
significant results, will the benefits (if in fact they are benefits) be available 
for all, or is this yet another case of the haves and haves-nots? Secondly, 
assuming for the moment that this was widely available, with the world‘s 
population already above 7,000 million, how would we cope if people 
started living much longer? (220) 

 
The new biotechnological context sheds a new light on the old 

mind-body dichotomy, beyond the well-known philosophical or 
epistemological framework related to this topic, from the Cartesian cogito to 
Gilbert Ryle's Ghost in The Machine (1967), the focus being rather on the 
phenomenological aspects of the relationship between mind and body, the 
interdependence or independence from each other once we enter the (still) 
unknown territory of the bio-technological interfacing scenarios. In this 
sense, Stephen Lilley (2013) analyzes the possible effects of the 
transhumanist concept of "radical transformation" of the human body in 
consensus with their quasi-religious ideal "for elevating consciousness over 
embodiment." (Lilley, 2013, 25) 

Associating both the ideal of (conscious) biotechnological 
independent mind (post-human, AI singularity scenario or trans-human, 
cyborgic enhanced body / mind scenario) and the exclusive concerns of 
bodily augmentation beyond biological limitations, in accordance with many 
studies that advance the hypothesis of mind transfer outside the human 
brain, in particular, Lilley explains how the advancement of research in 
neuroscience, computing and robotics strengthens the hypothesis of the 
superiority of the mind over the body. 

 
Research in brain machine interface has relevance for individuals who 
have suffered amputation or spinal injury, with work underway on how to 
allow human subjects to operate an artificial limb or exoskeleton by 
thought. Here again the mind is understood to be the active and 
independent agent. (Lilley, 2013, 27) 

 
Transgressing the famous philosophical mind and body dichotomy 

towards "mind over body", also understood as mind alternative embodiment 
possibility, the author questions why many transhumanist researchers who 
promote "radical transformation" of the human body beyond the strictly 
therapeutic concerns of prosthetics, for example, consider the biological 
body to be nothing more than a substrate for the mind, a replaceable, 
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improvable, and updatable tool, a temporary avatar of the old imperfect 
human corporeality. 

 
If the organic brain is seen as a limiting factor, ‗‗uploading‘‘ or copying the 
mind to a more promising medium would be the next step. That level of 
technological prowess, if ever reached, opens up even more radical 
options such as digitizing the mind to allow existence in virtual worlds, 
thereby leaving behind human biology altogether. (Lilley, 2013, 27-28) 

 
On the other hand, considering the rapid evolution of medical 

prosthetics, molecular biology and genetic engineering, in addition to 
cybernetics and robotics, Ray Kurtzweil (1999) states that we are much 
more advanced in body enhancement technology than in the development 
of the human mind. He believes that a whole range of natural bodily 
limitations, from various serious diseases such as diabetes or cancer to other 
genetic errors, such as the gene responsible for suicidal tendencies, will be, 
quoting Stelarc, ‖obsolete‖, thanks to nanotechnology. In his opinion, the 
proetin-based chemistry of the human body will be replaced, "atom by 
atom", by a new nanotechnological enhanced body and that, in his words, 

 
it will become possible to reverse engineer and replicate the physical and 
chemical functionality of any human cell. In the process we will be in a 
position to greatly extend the durability, strength, temperature range, and 
other qualities and capabilities of our cellular building blocks. (Kurtzweil, 
1999, 102) 

 
In what regards the expansion of knowledge related to the concept 

of body identity, in the context of the current debates on the body and 
corporeality, heavily influenced by biotechnological advances, a challenging 
viewpoint comes from the transdisciplinary hypothesis of the ―medial 
body‖ as a ‖transitional environment‖ (Denisa Butnaru, 2020), which 
examines the ―reinvention of corporeality‖ through in-depth knowledge of 
the phenomenology of biotechnological hybridization while analyzing, at the 
same time, the con-substantial nature of two body-imaginary regimes:  the 
fictional and the factual.  

 
Certainly, hybridity processes have constantly marked the development of 
human beings. What is new, however, is that if various objects and 
technologies previously accompanied the human body from the outside, at 
present, as the cyborg example shows, objects are incorporated in the 
biological structure of the body, challenging its biological consistency. 
(Butnaru, 2020, 7-8) 
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The author analyzes the ways in which the reality of our bodies, 
understood as ―social structures‖, tends to already encompass as it is 
various imaginary models of identity hybridization spread by the sci-fi 
culture, stating that, 

 
(...) forms of corporeality which until recently were the subject of science 
fiction have entered the realm of the real, disputing such categories as 
identity or intersubjectivity, inseparable from corporeality. (Butnaru, 2020, 
7-8) 

 
 Noting that there are insufficient studies on the transgression of 

imaginary from fiction to faction, the author advances new ways of 
understanding body ―mediality‖ by analyzing the interchanges between the 
fictional body models presented in various science-fiction works and the 
actual potential of them being implemented. She also explains that the term 
―faction‖ should be understood contextually as an ―intermediary imaginary‖ 
of corporeality and, most of all, ―what it means to be a body, and more 
specifically to be a body which reinvents its own corporeality‖ (Butnaru, 
2020, 9), in the context of the fluidization and hybridization of the virtual 
and the real.  

In this sense, the reinvention of one‘s own corporeality requires a 
fundamental reconsideration of the primacy of biological physicality, as the 
dominant referent of corporeality, through a paradigm shift in the 
―ontology and epistemology of human body perception‖ (Ferrando 2020). 
The author notes that physicality is no longer the main medium of social 
interactions because the development of cybernetics and biotechnologies 
has caused a radical redefining of the concept of human. By reanalyzing 
some key-concepts, such as ―body‖, ―human‖, ―embodied self‖, 
―posthuman body‖ and ―transhuman body‖, Ferrando states that because 
of the ―decentralization of the self into virtual bodies and digital identities‖ 
and of the deconstruction of the notion of ―natural conception‖ we can no 
longer draw a clear line between the natural and the artificial, which means 
that ―the semantic demarcation between humans and cyborgs has been 
blurred.‖ (Ferrando, 2020, 213) or, from a different angle, as Donna 
Haraway already stated in Simians, Cyborgs and Women. The Reinvention of 
Nature (A Cyborg Manifesto, 1991), ‖(…) the boundary between science 
fiction and social reality is an optical illusion.‖ (Haraway, 1991, 149) 

 
Envisaging posthuman bodies is a philosophical and a political task, 
involving human agency. Histories and herstories of the human body are 
herstories and histories of the cyborg. Not only contemporary 
posthumanist and transhumanist thinkers shall freely refer to them, but 
future generations of humans, post-humans and intelligent machines will 
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have to process them, in order to access a deeper understanding of 
themselves. (Ferrando, 2020, 223) 

  
Possible conclusions 
 
Even if in the near future, the "technological determinism" referred 

to by Haraway will inevitably push us to choose between various 
biotechnological benefits, more or less accessible, or acceptable, if we 
consider the scenarios described above, thus becoming, in Brodeman's 
terms, augments or normals, the fundamental relationship between identity and 
corporeality will be determined, in my opinion, also by the "human" 
paradigm, as long as we still operate with concepts such as "self", "identity", 
"body", "embodiment" or "mind" and "consciousness". In the happiest 
case, the ontological and biological horizon, the capacity for knowledge, 
based on reason, and the human sensory system will widen, without 
escaping, however, our oldest and most intimate enemy, the fear of death. 
Sensory-genetic augmentation and enhancement will probably open up a 
new wide field of existential opportunities, beyond any expectation, a 
situation in which, at the meeting point between homo sapiens and robo sapiens, 
we may turn into designers of bodies and minds, becoming unimaginably 
good or unimaginably evil, in relation to life, on a planetary level. Maybe the 
technology will heal the biology. I will end with a play on words, 
paraphrasing Kurtzweil's famous title, asserting that in the Age Of Spiritual 
Machines, humans will have to decide to be their masters or servants. 

 
Notes 

 
1 See www.sens.org.  
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Diana COZMA * 

 
 The Dimension of Corporality in the Theatre 

Laboratory 
 

Abstract: The present paper aims to put into discussion the dimension of corporality in 
the theatre laboratory where the actor‟s work represents a way of existence and reveals a 
practical philosophy. We note that the actor is both researcher and research material, that his 
body is considered an instrument of knowledge and self-knowledge. We also observe that 
the objective of the actor‟s training does not consist of acquiring certain skills, but of 
freeing himself from his own complexes and blockages in order to discover and materialize 
his potentialities. Thus, theatrical exercises are considered spiritual exercises and aim to 
eliminate the actor‟s inner barriers which prevent him from opening his own creative path. 
As in the second half of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, the theatre reformers treated the actor‟s technique as the essence of theatre, the 
laboratory studies are focused on the transformations occurred in the actor‟s body capable 
of revealing profound images. The directors who undertook laboratory research were also 
concerned with the origins of theatre, myth and ritual, archetypes, and symbols, studying 
the mind of the primitive man, and, in this respect, the actor‟s unconscious – his dreams, 
fantasies and visions – is also object of study. Moreover, through his work in the laboratory 
the actor pursues to regain his integrity as human being.  
 
 

Keywords: corporality, actor, laboratory, unconscious, dream, action, exercise 

 
 

The theatre laboratory can be considered a space-time for investigating 
the deep nature of the actor‟s inner life. Going through a process of 
unlearning, of forgetting the techniques he many times put into his stage 
practice, the actor undertakes an act of self-scrutinizing meant to reveal the 
hidden core of his being. The purpose of experiments is not to reach new 
aesthetic forms. What is of real interest is for the actor to go beyond his 
physical, psychical and mental limits, to actually transcend his existential 
limits, in order to (re)discover his deep self. In this regard, the body and 
vocal exercises are, in fact, spiritual exercises and the actions he performs 
represents an act of knowledge. Moreover, the laboratory studies lead to 
questions about the changes which occur in the actor‟s body during the 
process within which he becomes a “body free of automatisms” (Schino 
2009, 30). The daily behaviour is eventually replaced by an extra-daily behaviour. 
In a similar vein, we may say that we witness “a revolution of the human 
being” (Schino 2009, 30) generated by the laboratory research treated as “a 
way of passing from the external scene to the inner scene” (Schino 2009, 

                                                           
* PhD, Associate Professor habil., Babeș-Bolyai University, Faculty of Theatre and Film, 
dianacozma35@yahoo.com.  

mailto:dianacozma35@yahoo.com


Hermeneia - Nr. 28/2022                                                                                   Diana Cozma 

 87 

30). In order to pass from outer to inner scenes, from daily to extra-daily, the 
actor voluntarily abandons the techniques he previously used in building his 
character, often making use of imitation as a means for transposing the life 
of the character into his body-mind or using different procedures to put into 
coexistence his personal life with the fictional life or to put into conflict his 
self with the character‟s self. In this context, we deal with a transfer of 
identity from actor to character and vice versa, with thoughts, feelings and 
sensations induced by the character into the actor‟s life, with the techniques 
of identification and alienation. However, in the laboratory, the mutations 
which usually occur in the psychic-mental structure of the actor, as a 
consequence of identifying/distancing with/from different characters, are 
no longer object of study. In fact, what the actor seeks to discover is that 
that already exists in himself, aiming to throw light on his past experiences, 
in order to realise the possibilities of his future experiences: “For, in the last 
resort, we are conditioned not only by the past, but by the future, which is 
sketched out in us long beforehand and gradually evolves out of us. This is 
especially the case with a creative person who does not at first see the 
wealth of possibilities within him, although they are all lying there ready” 
(Jung 1981, 110). Discovery, self-discovery can take place solely in a 
propitious environment. 

So, laboratory research pursues to generate changes in the actor‟s body-
mind by expanding his horizon in order to gain self-knowledge and self-
awareness. Some changes in the body are connected to the mental and 
physical power with which he does the action in relation to its expression. 
The actor‟s body is studied, “its mechanisms, both visible and invisible” in 
order “to change it from the core. The core being the skeleton and the soul 
of the actor” (Schino 2009, 66). In the investigation of the relationship between 
body and soul (Stanislavsky) we notice that the distinction between soul and 
ego is operated: “How are souls different from egos? I have previously 
described the ego as the governing part of our personality. Ego 
development – the maturation of this governor – is very much related to 
the development of our consciousness. When people speak of someone‟s 
„ego‟, what is usually referred to is someone‟s self-image, self-perception, 
and will. [...] One of the biggest differences between the soul and the ego is 
that the ego is closer to the surface of who we are or believe ourselves to 
be, whereas the soul goes deeper, to the core of our being – so deep that we 
may not be aware of it” (Peck 1997, 267-268). The actor, in a constant 
confrontation with his ego, raises questions whose possible answers are 
meant to contribute to overcoming his human condition. It is a 
confrontation with his own complexes, frustrations, blockages: “For each 
individual actor it must be clearly established what it is that blocks his 
intimate associations, thus causing his lack of decision, the chaos of his 
expression and his lack of discipline; what prevents him from experiencing 
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the feeling of his own freedom, that his organism is completely free and 
powerful, and that nothing is beyond his capabilities” (Grotowski 2002, 
129). In fact, we deal with a rigorous work whose objective is “to make the 
human body different, enabling it to speak its language, which is the essence 
of the theatre” (Schino 2009, 66). As many theatre reformers consider the 
actor‟s technique to be the essence of theatre, the laboratory studies focus 
on the actor‟s body as “a body in movement, considered and accepted as a 
language. A language that could not be translated but that was perhaps best 
able to express profound images” (Schino 2009, 73). These profound images 
which come to surface are a result of the incursions and searches into the 
actor‟s unconscious. The actor thinks the actions with his own body, 
manifests himself in actions which encapsulate countless body expressions. 
The actions are the working instruments on the actor‟s body. And, at the 
same time, it is limpid that we deal with a living chain of actions generated 
by the actor‟s body in movement. 

The research also involves studies on the actor‟s dreams and fantasies. 
The analysis of dreams, in which “The most heterogeneous things are 
brought together regardless of the actual conditions, and a world of 
impossibilities takes the place of reality” (Jung 1976, 45), puts the premises 
for articulating an oneiric logic; in this regard, the dimension of corporality is 
marked by the manifestations of the actor‟s unconscious. From this 
perspective, we could say that in the theatre laboratory we can see “a place 
of intense experience, half dream, half ritual” (Biner 1972, 27), in which the 
actor “approaches something of a vision of self-understanding, going past 
the conscious to the unconscious, to an understanding of the nature of all 
things. And it seems to us that only the language of poetry can accomplish 
this; only poetry or a language laden with symbols and far removed from 
our daily speech can take us beyond the ignorant present toward these 
realms” (Biner 1972, 27). Exploring the unconscious, the dreams which “are 
neither mere reproductions of memories nor abstractions from experience. 
They are the undisguised manifestations of unconscious creative activity” 
(Jung 1981, 100), determines an expansion of consciousness. The fragile 
balance between the conscious and the unconscious concurs to the 
generation in the immediate reality of organic actions which are not altered 
by the discursiveness of the mind or excessive rationalization. Dreams, 
daydreams, visions are the material we “have to work in the analysis of the 
unconscious” as “unconscious consists not only of dreams. There are 
products of the unconscious which are known as fantasies. These fantasies 
are either a sort of day-dreaming, or else they are rather like visions and 
inspirations” (Jung 1981, 105). We point out here that, for example, the 
plastique exercises are a possible means for entering the individual dreams. 

The via negativa, Jerzy Grotowski‟s approach in the creative process, 
opens, for the actor, the possibility to reach a total act: “It is the act of laying 
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oneself bare, of tearing off the mask of daily life, of exteriorizing oneself. 
Not in order to „show oneself off‟ for that would be exhibitionism. It is a 
serious and solemn act of revelation. The actor must be prepared to be 
absolutely sincere. It is like a step towards the summit of the actor‟s 
organism in which consciousness and instinct are united” (Grotowski 2002, 
210). By the nature of his work, the actor accesses states of consciousness 
and is the absolute controller of his instincts. In this respect, we witness a 
process of self-analysis, a continuous introspection meant to lead to the 
rediscovery of his deep self. Meeting in several essential points of contact 
with the Artaudian prophetic vision, Grotowski‟s practical research provides 
the instruments necessary for studying the language of the actor‟s body. At 
the same time, it is pursued for the actor to accomplish an act of 
transgression and transillumination. The studies can be undertaken only 
through a total engagement of the actor in the process of self-discovery and 
self-becoming. Spontaneity and discipline, the two fundamental aspects which 
define his work, are embedded in organic actions. The body language is no 
longer a mirror of reality, but part of reality, and the symbiotic relationships 
established between the actors who share the same working space reflect a 
corp-oral communication. Through his actions, the actor pursues to 
harmonize his body and voice, his sensations and reason, to reach a body of 
essence. His inner life – thoughts, feelings, emotions, memories – manifests 
itself through his body in action. 

During training, the actor reinvents himself through dances, songs, 
rhythms, physical and vocal exercises, which aim to release the living impulses 
from the human being (Grotowski). The impulses must really start from the 
inside of the actor in order to be alive. In other words, the organic impulses 
arise from the interior of the body, which has no memory, for our body is memory. 
At the same time, the actor explores shapes, colours, smells, sensations, 
sounds, images, revealing his own inner theatre, that of a body which speaks 
a different language. After all, “All laboratories form actors that have not only 
physical abilities but also a „different‟ mentality. A difference that has been 
given a variety of new names: ethics, spirituality, a love for art. But which is 
the necessary consequence of a body that is not only gymnastic and well-
trained but also accustomed to reacting and speaking in its own disturbing 
language, ever changing, mysterious and unexpectedly profound” (Schino 
2009, 206). 

During the rehearsals for a performance, the actor‟s body seems like a 
bridge which connects his personal life with the life of the character, the 
fictional world of the performance with the spectators. In the laboratory, we 
can see an authentic search for the depths of the actor‟s self that reminds us 
what Eugène Ionesco called the new psychology, namely the immersions in the 
interiority of the individual and the emergence to the surface of archetypal 
images, of actions which are no longer subject to social and cultural 
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conditioning. This process, which is simultaneously one of remembering and 
self-becoming, reveals the existence of the actor on multiple levels of reality. 
The actor‟s work tends to regain his integrity, while the organic storms which 
occur inside him cause mutations in his consciousness. Thus, we can 
observe that, in fact, the transformations of the actor‟s body are the result 
of certain meta-corporeal experiences. Involved and detached at the same 
time, during explorations, the actor has perfect control over his actions, and 
sometimes his “movement becomes dance, the words uttered by the voice 
become poetry” (Schino 2009, 107). At times, ancient texts are experienced, 
at other times, the physical, vocal, and mental exercises, the plastique 
exercises have in view an identification of the actor‟s body with elements of 
nature, air, water, fire, earth. The potentialities of the exercises are “the 
actor‟s craftsman-like work on himself or herself, and at the same time an 
operatio spiritualis” (Barba 1999, 58). During the training, the actor 
continuously reinvents himself. 

At the same time the laboratory work aims to reveal a reality of memory. In 
this respect, the actor seems to project himself to the edge of a world of 
visions and fantasies in which time seems to have stopped. The initiation of 
the actor in the process of self-becoming implies not only a transgression of 
the critical moments he experiences in his laboratory work, but also a 
renunciation. Undeniably, in this context, the actor gives up parts of 
himself: “When giving up parts of ourselves entails giving up personality 
traits, well-established and learned patterns of behaviour, ideologies, and 
even whole lifestyles, the pain can be excruciating. Yet these major forms of 
giving up are required if one is to travel very far on the journey of life 
toward ever-increasing maturity and spiritual growth. As with any giving up, 
the biggest fear is that one will be left totally empty. This is the existential 
fear of nothingness, of being nothing. But while any change from one way 
to another represents a death of the old way, it also makes room for the 
birth of a new one. I cannot emphasize how important these stages of dying 
are to the process of unlearning and new learning” (Peck 1997, 121). This 
process requires the awakening of senses, the capacity of perceiving the 
world in a different way with the eyes of a child, as “archaic thinking is a 
peculiarity of children and primitives” (Jung 1976, 48). The incursions into 
the reality of memory prove to be, eventually, practical ways not only of 
regaining a unity of being but also of rediscovering, inside him, the state of 
the child: “we are simply going back to the state of the child. But not in the 
meaning of playing that we are children, and not in the sense that we 
become childish. When I talk about return to the state of the child, I have in 
the background of my mind some indefinable memory: plunging into the 
world full of colours, sounds, the dazzling world, unknown, amazing, the 
world in which we are carried by curiosity, by enchantment, experience of 
the mysterious, of the secret. We are drifting then in the stream of reality, 
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but our movement, even if full of energy, is in point of fact a repose. We 
forgot about this state through the years of taming our body and with it our 
mind. It is necessary to refind this hypothetical child” (Grotowski 2001, 
260). The actions aiming to access a reality of memory require maximum 
concentration. It is the concentration an actor is capable of when working 
in a space that he perceives as being his true home. Only in such an 
atmosphere of trust and sincerity, it is possible for a living process of self-
becoming to take place. During this process, many a time, it seems that the 
actor is between two worlds, the world of dreams/ day-dreams, that is the 
world of his visions, and the concrete world of the laboratory. He is fully 
immersed in the depths of his being and, at the same time, perfectly 
controlling himself, his mind, and his body. The unity, the harmony, the 
wholeness of his being are continually pursued during the experiments 
made on himself.  

The unconscious, which “consists, among other things, of remnants of 
the undifferentiated archaic psyche, including its animal stages” (Jung 1976, 
166), also represents an object of study. In a brief retrospective, we note 
that the theatre directors who undertook laboratory research were highly 
interested in the origins of theatre, myth and ritual, paying attention to 
archetypes and symbols, to the mind of the primitive man, studying the 
human body as the keeper of ancestral memories, revealing through their 
research “how much the products of the unconscious have in common with 
mythology” (Jung 1976, 51), taking into consideration that “investigation of 
the products of the unconscious yields recognizable traces of archetypal 
structures which coincide with the myth-motifs, among them certain types 
which deserve the name of dominants. These are archetypes like the anima, 
animus, wise old man, witch, shadow, earth-mother, etc., and the organizing 
dominants, the self, the circle, and the quaternity, i.e., the four functions or 
aspects of the self or of consciousness. It is evident that knowledge of these 
types makes myth interpretation considerably easier and at the same time 
puts it where it belongs, that is, on a psychic basis” (Jung 1976, 418). Thus, 
the actor, through his body, carrier of a multitude of potentialities, explores 
the alphabet of symbols and archetypes. From this perspective, in the 
Grotowskian vision, “One access to the creative way consists of discovering 
in yourself an ancient corporality to which you are bound by a strong 
ancestral relation […]. Starting from details you can discover in you 
somebody other – your grandfather, your mother. A photo, a memory of 
wrinkles, the distant echo of a color of the voice enable to reconstruct a 
corporality. First, the corporality of somebody known, and then more and 
more distant, the corporality of the unknown one, the ancestor. […] You 
can arrive very far back, as if your memory awakes. That is a phenomenon 
of reminiscence, as if you recall Performer of the primal ritual. Each time I 
discover something, I have the feeling it is what I recall. Discoveries are 
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behind us and we must journey back to reach them. With the breakthrough 
[…] can one touch something which is no longer linked to beginnings but – 
if I dare say – to the beginning? I believe so” (Grotowski 2001, 378-379). So, in 
a sense, the actual individual is not devoid of archaic substance. The 
inheritance of the ancestors is inscribed in his genetic code. These 
investigations require an isolated and protective environment. Discoveries 
can be made only in a climate in which discipline, self-discipline and 
sincerity are the basis of any experiment. Only in this context the actor 
becomes capable of creating actions which no longer address the spectator’s 
perception, but his own perception (Grotowski).  

In conclusion, we note that the dimension of corporality has been 
thoroughly investigated in the theatre laboratory. Through his training, the 
actor rediscovers the spontaneity and natural discipline of his own body. In 
fact, we witness a tremendous work on the actor‟s self and body which is 
treated as a keeper of genetic memory. Thus, the actor‟s body reveals to be 
a source of knowledge and an instrument for transcending his mental, 
physical, and psychical limits. 
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Abstract: This contribution aims to bring to the forefront of the discussion the question of 
the adaptation of African education systems to the development of this continent. Starting 
from the link between education and construction of identities, the article shows that in 
pre-colonial Africa, education was a way of integrating the individual into his community 
through the transmission of the values that constitute the basis of the social bond and the 
progress of the community. But colonial education systems, by disconnecting education 
from local values and aiming to build a new identity for Africans, contributed to the 
disintegration of African societies and the loss of identity benchmarks. The result of this 
disorientation is the construction of colonial and postcolonial School unsuited to the 
identity realities of their environment and therefore incapable of triggering real progress in 
these environments. For the current education systems to be able to establish a balance 
between education, construction of African identity and the impetus for the development 
of the continent, it is important to reform in their structure these systems by “Africanizing” 
them. 
 
Keywords: Endogenous development, education in Africa, endogenous school, identity, 
transmission of values. 

 
 
Introduction 
 

La question des identités est au cœur de l’éducation en général et de la 
scolarisation en particulier. Erikson (1974, 186) estime que « l’étude de 
l’identité devenait aussi centrale à notre époque ». Penser l’identité en lien 
avec l’éducation et le processus de socialisation de l’individu permet de ne 
pas l’isoler de la société, de ne pas dissocier la formation du soi et le rapport 
aux autres.  L’identité étant considérée comme le produit de la socialisation, 
elle se construit à travers les interactions individuelles et collectives. 

Cette question du rapport entre éducation et identités revient au goût du 
jour ces dernières années avec la dynamique de la mondialisation et 
l’ouverture au multiculturalisme par le truchement des politiques éducatives 
inclusives. Perrenoud (2003, 11) relève le lien paradoxal entre éducation et 
identité quand il affirme : « les sociétés et les organisations changent, mais 
en conservant une identité, une structure, une culture, alors même que les 
acteurs se renouvellent, évoluent, apprennent. L’on peut s’étonner aussi 
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bien de l’évolution que de l’invariance, parce que ce sont deux faces d’une 
même réalité, le changement dans la continuité ».  

Si la question du rapport entre identités et éducation revient au devant 
des débats de nos jours en Afrique, c’est en lien avec la question du progrès 
du continent. En effet, s’il est établi qu’il existe un lien étroit entre la 
scolarisation et le développement, l’une induisant l’autre (UNESCO 2006, 
7 ; UNGEI 2006), il importe de s’interroger sur la nature même de la notion 
de progrès d’une société. En attribuant à cette notion le sens d’accès aux 
biens matériels, on lui enlève son identité spatio-temporelle pour en faire 
quelque chose d’homogène ayant la même signification et le même contenu 
en tout temps et sous tous les cieux. 

Or chaque peuple a son identité, ce qui le caractérise et le diffère des 
autres. Et si le développement est, comme le dit Ki-Zerbo (2003, 183) le 
déploiement d’une identité à un degré supérieur et non le changement de 
celle-ci, alors l’éducation en général et le système scolaire en particulier, 
pour contribuer au progrès social, doivent permettre d’incarner et de faire 
évoluer cette identité. Par-là s’aperçoit le lien étroit entre l’identité, 
l’éducation et le développement. C’est pourquoi dans le cadre du continent 
africain, il importe, après plusieurs années de mimétisme éducatif et de 
développement, de répondre à la question principale suivante : quelle 
identité à incarner dans les systèmes éducatifs en vue de quel type de 
progrès du continent ? Notre hypothèse est que pour que le continent 
africain puisse impulser un véritable progrès endogène et non-mimétique, il 
doit se connaître dans son identité et organiser tout son système éducatif 
autour de cette identité en vue que les citoyens s’y retrouvent et participent 
activement à l’évolution sociale. 

Pour éprouver cette hypothèse, nous circonscrivons d’abord les concepts 
d’identité et d’éducation en Afrique. Ceci conduira dans un second temps à 
faire un diagnostic des systèmes éducatif mimétiques actuels et à nous 
interroger sur leur capacité à impulser un véritable progrès du continent. 
Enfin, à partir de la conception du développement comme progrès 
endogène, nous postulerons le type de système éducatif qui peut incarner 
l’identité africaine actuelle et contribuer au progrès de l’Afrique. 

 
 

1. La question de l’identité en éducation 
 
1.1. Comprendre les notions d’éducation et d’identité 

 
Éduquer signifie étymologiquement « guidée hors de » (du latin educere), 

c’est-à-dire développer, faire produire. L’éducation renvoie de nos jours plus 
couramment à l’apprentissage et au développement des facultés 
intellectuelles, morales et physiques, aux moyens et aux résultats de cette 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apprentissage


Hermeneia - Nr. 28/2022                                                                            Bilakani Tonyeme 

 95 

activité de développement. L’éducation humaine inclut des compétences et 
des éléments culturels caractéristiques du lieu géographique et de la période 
historique. « L’éducation est l’ensemble des processus et des procédés qui 
permettent à tout enfant humain d’accéder progressivement à la culture, 
l’accès à la culture étant ce qui distingue l’homme de l’animal » (Reboul 
1989, 25). L’objectif de l’éducation est de développer au maximum le 
potentiel de l'enfant et de lui offrir un maximum de chances de participer 
pleinement et de façon responsable à la vie d’une société libre. 

Quant à la notion d’identité, elle est polysémique. Utilisée dans de 
nombreux champs scientifiques, elle est fréquemment accompagnée 
d’adjectifs pour la préciser : identité culturelle, sociale, territoriale, scolaire, 
etc. (Bret 2015, 7). 

Problème philosophique complexe, l’identité est « ce qui définit un 
individu à la fois dans sa singularité et dans son appartenance à une 
catégorie plus large qu’est son clan, sa société, sa famille […] ; c’est aussi ce 
qui ne peut pas être défini parce qu’elle est toujours engagée dans des 
variations subtiles » (Clerc 2000, 27). Produit des socialisations successives, 
construite à partir de son groupe d’appartenance et du groupe de référence 
espéré, l’identité prend des colorations différentes selon que l’on se penche 
sur son aspect personnel, social ou professionnel. L’identité personnelle est 
« l’ensemble des représentations et des sentiments qu’une personne 
développe à propos d’elle-même […] C’est ce qui permet de rester le même, 
de se réaliser soi-même et de devenir soi-même, dans une société et une 
culture données, et en relation avec les autres » (Blin 1997, 181). 

La construction de l’identité est un processus qui met en jeu l’articulation 
entre deux transactions. Une transaction interne à l’individu qui est le fruit 
de la synthèse de l’identité héritée (culturellement parlant) et de l’identité 
visée (le processus individuel d’assimilation) (Dubar 1991). Cette transaction 
interne dépend donc des groupes sociaux auxquels l’individu s’identifie et se 
redéfinit au gré des événements subis dans la vie. Mais aussi cette 
construction met en jeu une transaction externe qui est le fruit de la 
rencontre entre l’individu et les institutions avec lesquelles il entre en 
interaction : c’est la négociation entre l’identité attribuée par autrui et 
l’identité acceptée. Elle s’effectue selon une perspective dynamique et 
intégrative tout au long de la vie, au sein de réseaux d’interaction, au travers 
d’expériences diachroniques dans lesquelles le sujet dispose d’une marge de 
manœuvre face aux clivages internes et aux contradictions institutionnelles 
lui permettant de faire des choix et de développer des stratégies identitaires. 

Ces deux notions définies, quel rapport entretiennent-elles dans la 
dynamique du progrès ? 

 
 
 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comp%C3%A9tence_(psychologie)
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1.2. Rapport entre éducation et construction de l’identité 

 
Tels que définis, les concepts d’éducation et d’identité sont 

intrinsèquement liés. En effet, la construction de l’identité individuelle et 
sociale chez l’homme passe par la socialisation primaire et secondaire qui 
fonde l’apprentissage et l’intériorisation des normes sociales dès la petite 
enfance pour « influencer » et envisager le type d’homme à construire. 
L’éducation est conçue comme le processus par excellence de socialisation 
et d’incorporation durable des manières de sentir, de penser et d’agir du 
groupe d’origine. Et au-delà de la sphère familiale diverse dans ses 
influences, d’autres individus, groupes et institutions sont partie prenante du 
processus de socialisation primaire (Lahire 1998). C’est l’exemple entre 
autres des groupes de pairs qui ont un pouvoir socialisateur. 

Les théories interactionnistes et constructivistes accordent de 
l’importance à l’éducation qui est un passage de l’individu dans différentes 
sphères sociales et institutionnelles, où il développe de nouveaux savoirs. 
Tout processus social est une combinaison de relations sociales héritées, 
enracinées dans le passé et de relations sociales volontaires. Les identités ne 
sont pas déduites des trajectoires sociales des individus, mais étroitement 
liées à des comportements, des formes de rationalité investies dans l’action 
et servant de support à des stratégies d’acteurs. L’identité sociale est 
construite par chaque génération sur la base des catégories et des positions 
héritées de la précédente, mais aussi à travers les stratégies identitaires 
déployées dans les institutions éducatives que traversent les individus et 
qu’ils contribuent à transformer réellement. L’éducation peut s’accorder 
avec l’univers de sens acquis antérieurement, mais elle peut aussi 
transformer la réalité intériorisée et s’accompagner d’un processus de 
déstructuration/restructuration de l’identité. La famille, l’école comme 
d’autres institutions de socialisation sont productrices d’un système de 
principes et d’identifications culturelles. 

La socialisation est le processus par lequel les individus s’approprient et 
intériorisent les valeurs sociales du milieu auquel ils appartiennent, ce qui 
leur permet de construire leur propre identité. Les divers comportements 
des individus au sein de leur société, notamment les attitudes personnelles 
ou collectives devant telle ou telle situation, les relations interpersonnelles 
sont le produit d’un apprentissage des normes et des identités qui tissent la 
vie en société. Cet apprentissage, c’est la socialisation. 

Le but de la socialisation est donc de construire une identité individuelle 
et sociale, c’est-à-dire d’intégrer l’individu à la société. Elle fait d’un individu 
un être social et elle est aussi créatrice de lien social. Elle assure donc 
l’intégration de l’individu à sa société et la cohésion sociale, car une société, 
pour exister, a besoin de lien et de la cohésion. 
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La socialisation est en partie le résultat d’une éducation ; et l’éducation 
scolaire y contribue énormément. Elle est une entreprise consciente et 
explicite de transmission de valeurs et de normes : « bien travailler », « être 
poli », « respecter les autres », etc. L’éducation en général, l’école en 
particulier, est dans nos sociétés actuelles un facteur de cette intégration 
sociale. Selon Durkheim (1992b, 51), « l’éducation est l’action exercée par 
les générations adultes sur celles qui ne sont pas encore mûres pour la vie 
sociale. Elle a pour objet de susciter et de développer chez l’enfant un 
certain nombre d’états physiques, intellectuels et moraux que réclament de 
lui la société politique dans son ensemble et le milieu spécial auquel il est 
particulièrement destiné… Il résulte de la définition qui précède que 
l’éducation consiste en une socialisation méthodique de la jeune 
génération ». Selon Durkheim (1992a), l’école a deux fonctions principales : 

- Elle homogénéise : elle se fonde sur le principe que, si les personnes 
sont semblables (c’est-à-dire qu’elles partagent les mêmes valeurs), 
alors ces personnes pourront vivre ensemble. L’école a donc dans ce 
sens une fonction de socialisation car, en mettant les apprenants 
dans les mêmes conditions, elle les prépare à vivre ensemble en 
société. 

- Elle différencie : la société est composée de gens différents dans leur 
personnalité et dans leur fonction. L’école, en respectant la 
différence des gens qu’elle met ensemble pour éduquer et en les 
préparant aux différentes fonctions sociales, les prépare à la 
différenciation sociale. 

Durkheim (1992a, 23) invoque l’« observation historique » pour affirmer 
que « chaque société, considérée à un moment déterminé de son 
développement, a un système d’éducation qui s’impose aux individus ». 
Chaque société se fixe un certain « idéal de l’homme », de ce qu’il doit être 
du point de vue intellectuel, physique et moral : cet idéal est le pôle même 
de l’éducation. La société ne peut vivre « que s’il existe entre ses membres 
une suffisante homogénéité ». L’éducation perpétue et renforce cette 
homogénéité en fixant à l’avance, dans l’âme de l’enfant, les apparentements 
fondamentaux qu’exige la vie collective. L’éducation construit en l’homme 
son identité. 

Par l’éducation, l’« être individuel » se mue en « être social ». Il s’agit 
cependant d’une homogénéité relative : dans des sociétés caractérisées par la 
division du travail social, plus les professions sont différentes et solitaires, 
davantage une certaine hétérogénéité est indispensable. Cette « socialisation 
méthodique de la jeune génération » (Durkheim 1992a, 51) qu’est 
l’éducation correspond au besoin pour toute société de s’assurer les bases de 
ses « conditions d’existence » et de sa pérennité. Elle s’opère dès la 
naissance, au sein de la famille certes, mais aujourd’hui c’est à l’école qu’elle 
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est systématisée, de sorte que celle-ci devrait être le lieu central de la 
continuité sociale, lorsqu’il s’agit de la transmission des valeurs, des normes 
et des savoirs qui construisent l’identité de la personne. 

Selon Durkheim (1992a), trois éléments définissent, dans leur forme et 
leur contenu, les fins d’éducation assignée à l’école : apprentissage de l’« 
esprit de discipline », de l’« attachement aux groupes », de l’« autonomie de 
la volonté ». 

Donner à l’enfant le sens de la discipline, c’est-à-dire le goût de la 
régularité et de l’allégeance aux règles est une manière de l’aider à dépasser 
l’état d’« anomie », de désarroi qui s’emparerait de lui s’il n’obéissait qu’à des 
désirs personnels sans freins.  Et seul le groupe, selon Durkheim, peut 
réguler les « appétits » insatiables latents en chacun et assurer ainsi l’équilibre 
individuel. C’est en ce sens que l’esprit de discipline peut non seulement 
contrer l’esprit d’anarchie au niveau social, mais assurer la maîtrise de soi 
par le sujet lui-même : 

La discipline ne sert pas seulement à la vie morale proprement dite ; son action 
s’étend plus loin. Elle joue un rôle considérable dans la formation du caractère et 
de la personnalité en général. Et, en effet, ce qu’il y a de plus essentiel dans le 
caractère, c’est l’aptitude à se maîtriser, c’est cette faculté d’arrêt ou, comme on dit, 
d’inhibition qui nous permet de contenir nos passions, nos désirs et de leur faire la 
loi... La discipline est donc utile, non pas seulement dans l’intérêt de la société, et 
comme moyen indispensable sans lequel il ne saurait y avoir de coopération 
régulière, mais dans l’intérêt même de l’individu. C’est surtout dans les sociétés 
démocratiques qu’il est indispensable d’apprendre à l’enfant cette modération 
salutaire (Durkheim 1992b, 39-42). 

Voilà pourquoi la discipline scolaire est aujourd’hui fondamentale pour la 
socialisation de l’enfant. Elle contribue, dans l’interaction sociale, à 
construire l’identité individuelle et collective. 
 
2. Éducation et construction de l’identité en Afrique 
 
2.1. Processus éducatif et construction de l’identité en Afrique traditionnelle 

 
Á la veille de la conquête coloniale, plus précisément à la fin du 19ème 

siècle, l’éducation traditionnelle était la seule qui avait vraiment cours dans 
les sociétés en Afrique. Puisque la plupart de ces sociétés d’avant la 
colonisation étaient organisées en lignages, segments de lignages, en famille, 
en chefferie, etc. Les différents réseaux de l’éducation étaient la famille, les 
classes d’âges, les groupes des pairs, les sociétés initiatiques ou les groupes 
initiatiques, les couvents… L’éducation était à la fois théorique et pratique 
et s’étalait sur un nombre d’années assez étendu. 

Contrairement à l’éducation dite moderne et pour répondre aux objectifs 
visés par celle-ci, l’éducation traditionnelle est essentiellement collective, 
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fonctionnelle, pragmatique, orale, continue, mystique, homogène, 
polyvalente et intégrationniste. Parmi ces caractéristiques, deux contribuent 
essentiellement à construire l’identité traditionnelle : le caractère collectif et 
le caractère mystique de l’éducation. 

L’éducation revêt un caractère collectif et social qui fait qu’elle relève 
non seulement de la responsabilité de la famille, mais aussi de celle du clan, 
du village, de l’ethnie. L’individu se définit en fonction de la collectivité et 
c’est dans le groupe social que l’enfant fait son apprentissage : il est ainsi 
soumis à la discipline collective. L’enfant étant considéré comme un bien 
commun, il est soumis à l’action éducative de tous. Il reçoit ainsi une 
multitude d’influences diverses, mais les résultats sont convergents du fait 
de la cohésion du groupe. Par l’éducation, on apprend à l’individu à adhérer 
au système social qui lui est préexistant. L’enfant qui ne se soumet pas aux 
mœurs, aux coutumes et partant à l’éducation sociale y est considéré comme 
un renégat qui peut être proscrit de la société. Devant la société et toutes ses 
structures de formation, l’enfant doit être soumis. La société est toute 
puissante dans l’éducation de ses enfants. L’alternative est simple, mais 
clair : ou on se soumet ou on s’exclut de sa société. Dans les milieux où 
l’initiation faisait partie du processus éducatif, aucun enfant ne pouvait y 
échapper, même si, dans la plupart des cas, c’est une initiation douloureuse. 
C’est la société qui dicte ce qui est bon pour l’éducation du futur adulte et 
par quel processus il doit être conduit. Le rapport entre l’individu et sa 
société est un rapport vertical car l’objectif de l’éducation est d’intégrer 
l’individu à une structure sociale existante, de construire en lui une 
personnalité identitaire conforme à ce que la société veut. 

Les relations avec la communauté se révèlent dans les pratiques rituelles 
dont le but principal est d’insérer l’individu dans son milieu social. Elles 
impliquent donc des devoirs vis-à-vis des autres et développent le sens du 
respect, l’esprit d’entraide, le sens de la responsabilité, de l’hospitalité, bref 
elles préparent l’individu à la vie en établissant un ordre social dans la 
conduite à la fois collective et individuelle. On défend, on gronde, on 
stimule, on encourage, on explique, on sensibilise l’enfant à un idéal de 
conduite accepté par le groupe. Les agissements des adultes, leurs attitudes 
mentales, les pensées qu’ils expriment devant lui marquent profondément la 
personnalité de l’enfant et contribuent à former l’identité individuelle et 
collective. 

Cette éducation et cette formation progressive de la personnalité se font 
à travers un processus pragmatique et se caractérisent par une participation 
plus active de l’enfant aux différentes activités de la famille et du groupe. 
Balandier et Erny ont montré qu’en Afrique, une civilisation de l’oralité a 
développé des formes de communication telle que la forme gestuelle, par 
lesquelles « on se comprend sans le langage ». En Afrique, « les 
connaissances [...] qui relèvent du domaine commun sont [...] transmises de 
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préférence par voie de participation. [...] On demande donc implicitement à 
l’enfant d’observer, puis d’imiter, de s’exercer, d’essayer par lui-même » 
(Erny 1987, 130-131).  L’adolescent est éprouvé et endurci pour la vie qui 
l’attend ; il doit ainsi se plier sous « l’autorité de fer » qui s’impose à lui 
(Erny 1987, 131). 

L’éducation traditionnelle africaine vise à transmettre certaines valeurs 
qui constituent l’identité africaine. 

- La suprématie de la collectivité sur l’individu : la communauté prime 
sur l’individu et ne lui reconnaît pas le droit individuel isolé qui 
serait considéré comme de l’égoïsme. L’individu ne peut donc 
prétendre à une liberté individuelle en dehors de la société et 
quelques fois contre elle, car il risque une exclusion. Cette attitude 
éducative fait de l’individu un élément et un maillon de la chaîne 
sociale qui ne peut trouver le sens de son existence et son bien être 
que lorsqu’il est bien intégré à son environnement social.  

- La solidarité : celle-ci est une notion comportant des devoirs 
réciproques entre les membres et donne droit par exemple à la 
nourriture, à un gîte, à une aide désintéressée, à une protection 
spontanée ou qui oblige au travail en commun, au partage des 
peines ou de la joie par la communauté, etc. Vue sous cet angle, la 
solidarité se présente comme une valeur hautement humaine et cela, 
dans la mesure où la communauté s’occupait de tout le monde et 
apportait à chacun l’aide nécessaire. On voit par-là que l’éducation 
traditionnelle visait à l’humanisme. La solidarité sociale est 
considérée comme un bien ultime et on ne doit pas laisser de choix 
à l’enfant dans son processus éducatif de faire du bien ou pas, d’être 
humaniste ou pas. On doit lui inculquer le devoir à l’humanisme. 

- Le respect dû aux aînés, aux personnes âgées est basé sur la 
hiérarchie des âges qui définit en paliers la place que chacun, en 
fonction de son âge, doit occuper dans le groupe. Chacun se tient à 
son rang et doit du respect à l’endroit de tous ceux qui se situent à 
un palier supérieur au sien. La sacralisation du droit d’aînesse, le fait 
que le plus âgé soit considéré comme le plus sage, le plus 
connaissant et dont les instructions devraient être respectées 
presque religieusement, et par conséquent, lui-même devant être 
presque divinisé, permet dans une certaine mesure d’instaurer une 
société hiérarchisée en vue d’inculquer à l’individu le sens de l’ordre. 

- Enfin le respect des lois : un membre d’un groupe se conforme aux 
traditions, aux mœurs, à la réglementation sociale de son groupe. 
Avant la colonisation, il n’y avait pas de prison, ni tout l’appareil 
judiciaire mis en place par les colonisateurs, pourtant il régnait dans 
les groupes un climat d’ordre et de justice estimable. L’esprit de lois 
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est dans l’âme du traditionnel, car sa conscience est moulée dans ce 
sens dans tout le processus éducatif : les lois et les ordres sont 
indiscutables, on les prend ainsi, on se les approprie comme siens. 
Ce qui était surtout mis en exergue, ce sont les limites de l’individu ; 
celui-ci, tout au long de son éducation, arrive à la conscience qu’il 
n’est rien sans sa société, qu’il est limité physiquement comme 
socialement ; alors, pour s’épanouir, il doit respecter les préceptes de 
sa société qui lui sont dictées impérativement. 

 
2.2. L’école et l’identité culturelle africaine : rencontre, orientation et 
désorientation 

 
Dès le contact de l’Afrique avec l’Occident colonialiste, l’idéologie 

coloniale a traité d’obscurantisme les cultures africaines. Le rôle des 
missionnaires était de sortir les Africains de cet obscurantisme. 
Administrateurs et missionnaires tenaient le même langage. 

Les missions chrétiennes se sont acharnées sur le culte des ancêtres, et les 
religions traditionnelles en général, avec plus de vigueur, sinon de fanatisme. Elles 
dénoncent ce qu’elles nomment le paganisme, le polythéisme, l’idolâtrie, les 
superstitions si sévèrement condamnés par le Jéhovah terrifiant du Lévitique et du 
Deutéronome (Hegba 1999, 19). 

L’action de la colonisation et celle de l’évangélisation étaient 
inextricablement entremêlées. Le colonisateur était considéré à la fois 
comme un Blanc et un chrétien qui est arrivé à s’implanter grâce aux armes 
et à la religion, grâce au canon et au goupillon. L’évangélisation reposait en 
fait sur une analyse qui considérait le mode de vie des Africains comme 
arriéré, idolâtre, fétichiste. Il fallait donc sauver les Africains de ces 
pratiques. Dès lors qu’il s’agissait, pour le missionnaire, de détruire tout ce 
qui lui paraissait « satanique », l’ordre traditionnel (dans tous les domaines) 
s’en trouvera profondément bouleversé. En effet ni le missionnaire, ni le 
colonisateur, ne respectaient ni l’autorité des chefs traditionnels ni le culte et 
les pratiques des religions traditionnelles (lieux sacrés, animaux et pratiques 
totems…), ni même les hiérarchies sociales indigènes : les esclaves et exclus 
de la société furent parfois investis de pouvoir par l’autorité coloniale qui en 
fit des collaborateurs dévoués. Après les avoir convertis, les églises firent de 
ceux-ci leurs catéchistes et leurs maîtres d’école. Le fait que le colonisateur 
et le missionnaire associèrent étroitement les « exclus » à la gestion des 
affaires communautaires et religieuses contribua aussi à détruire certaines 
bases de l’organisation de la société traditionnelle. 

L’école était un instrument important, tant pour le colonisateur que pour 
l’Église. C’était le moyen choisi par le colonisateur et le missionnaire pour 
s’attaquer aux bases de la société traditionnelle, notamment la religion 
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traditionnelle. Dans la mesure où elle portait un regard négatif sur l’Afrique 
traditionnelle et sa culture, l’école invitait à s’en éloigner. 

Mais la plus grave conséquence est le fossé qui se creusa dans les sociétés 
africaines entre chrétiens et animistes, entre lettrés et ceux qui n’étaient pas 
allés à l’école du Blanc, entre partisans de l’ancien ordre et ceux de l’ordre 
nouveau. Les étrangers (les colons) étaient donc considérés comme 
menaçant les certitudes acquises et transmises depuis des millénaires. Ils 
dérangeaient tout le système cosmique traditionnel, ils perturbaient l’ordre 
établi. Par conséquent, prudence, méfiance, réserve furent les premières 
attitudes de beaucoup d’animistes. Cependant, étant donné que les 
« étrangers » avaient « réussi » sur le plan économique, certaines populations 
pensèrent qu’elles pouvaient leur faire confiance également sur le plan 
socioreligieux. Bien que réticentes à l’installation des Européens sur le 
territoire, les populations finirent par se rendre compte des avantages que 
leur offrait l’introduction de nouvelles cultures et les infrastructures 
économiques. Des parents finirent donc par envoyer leurs enfants à l’école. 
Cela brisa l’unité et l’harmonie de la société traditionnelle et bouleversa ses 
structures. 

La maîtrise et la gestion de la société échappe ainsi progressivement à la 
chefferie traditionnelle, aux religions traditionnelles ou aux coutumes en 
général. Ce qui fait autorité au niveau social, ce n’est plus l’âge, l’initiation, la 
coutume, mais c’est l’école moderne et la nouvelle religion. Il faut 
remarquer que ce n’est pas à un changement de rapport de pouvoir 
sociopolitique auquel nous assistons en passant d’une société purement 
traditionnelle à une société moderne (coloniale et postcoloniale), mais à un 
changement de « lieu » de pouvoir et surtout de ce qui donne ce pouvoir 
(l’école et la religion chrétienne) et ceux qui l’incarnent (les lettrés et les 
chrétiens). Ce ne sont plus les chefs traditionnels, les aînés, le chef religieux, 
les groupes d’âge qui incarnent ce pouvoir, mais ce sont les hommes 
politiques modernes et religieux qui l’incarnent. 

L’école coloniale se fixera donc comme objectif d’affranchir le 
« colonisé » qui était considéré comme un « sauvage » qu’il fallait « civiliser ». 
Les enseignants, des colons ou des indigènes « émancipés », étaient 
considérés non seulement comme des détenteurs absolus du savoir et 
conséquemment du pouvoir, mais aussi et surtout comme des modèles 
sociaux à suivre. Ils ne transmettaient pas seulement le savoir, ils 
transmettaient un mode de vie et constituaient ainsi une référence en toutes 
les matières. L’éduqué avait le devoir impérieux d’imiter le maître. Dans la 
plupart des cas, les premiers enseignants étaient des missionnaires chrétiens 
ou des convertis locaux au christianisme. Les valeurs transmises par l’école 
étaient renforcées par une incarnation divine. De plus, les enseignés étaient 
des peuples imbus de traditions ancestrales dans lesquelles les divinités 
étaient craintes, les aînés vénérés et les détenteurs de quelque pouvoir très 
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respectés. Or les enseignants étaient considérés comme des aînés et des 
détenteurs du pouvoir et du savoir ; ils étaient donc assimilés aux aînés et 
sages du village. 

L’école postcoloniale perpétuera le même système, même s’il apparaissait 
de plus en plus clairement que l’enseignant était un homme ordinaire 
comme tout le monde. En effet, après la colonisation, l’enseignement sera 
progressivement légué aux cadres locaux, la plupart formés sur place. Cela 
démystifiera l’image de l’enseignant blanc provenant des origines 
mystérieuses et forcément mystiques. Néanmoins il est toujours craint, car 
non seulement il possède un savoir « mystérieux » auquel il initie les élèves ; 
mais aussi c’est un aîné et un sage. On ne peut donc que se soumettre à lui, 
car aller contre le droit d’aînesse est sacrilège. 

La nouvelle identité envisagée par l’école moderne coloniale est de 
construire un Africain chrétien et occidentalisé. Les conséquences sont 
l’imposition d’une nouvelle organisation sociopolitique basée sur 
l’individualisme dont l’une des illustrations est la prédominance de la liberté 
individuelle sur celle de la collectivité. De même la conscience individuelle, 
par essence chrétienne, est mise en exergue dans les rapports sociaux au 
détriment de la conscience collective. L’école coloniale est censée créer une 
rupture d’avec l’identité communautaire des sociétés traditionnelles. Mais au 
lieu d’une rupture, d’une occidentalisation de ces sociétés, elle a contribué à 
créer plutôt une société hybride où se superpose deux sociétés parallèles : 
une société apparemment occidentalisée et censée fonctionner suivant les 
codes hérités de la colonisation et un réseau très puisant et prégnant de 
relations primaires dont les principes de fonctionnement échappent 
totalement aux spécialistes de la modernité sociopolitique. Cette hybridité 
non-maîtrisée et non-assumée constitue un véritable frein au progrès social 
des sociétés africaines. L’école moderne qui n’est organisée qu’autour des 
principes modernes et occidentalisants ne maîtrise pas et ne prend pas en 
compte les réalités locales dans son déploiement. Elle ne permet donc pas 
de connaître et de prendre en compte toute la société dans toutes ses 
dimensions (hybridité) et ainsi d’amener les scolarisés africains à participer 
au développement efficient du continent. Il importe, pour le progrès 
véritable du continent, de penser son éducation dans une perspective 
endogène, seule voie pour connaître véritablement les besoins des peuples 
et puiser dans le tréfonds de leurs richesses traditionnelles les éléments et les 
sources de leur développement.  
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3. Éducation et développement endogènes à partir de l’identité 

africaine 

 
3.1. Esquisse de la théorie du développement endogène en Afrique 

 

Dans son ouvrage Éduquer ou périr, Ki-Zerbo (1990, 15) décline le rôle de 

l’éducation dans la construction individuelle de l’homme et dans le progrès 

de la société. Pour cet auteur, l’éducation déborde la simple scolarisation car 

elle consiste à prendre en charge toutes les dimensions humaines, tant 

physiologique, psychologique que socioculturelle. C’est la condition pour la 

construction de l’équilibre de la personnalité, gage de l’équilibre et du 

progrès de la société. Pour lui, l’alignement entre éducation, formation du 

citoyen et progrès social est une nécessité pour le développement de la 

société. C’est pourquoi chaque processus éducatif devrait, avant de 

s’enclencher, se poser la question du type de société envisagée et du type de 

progrès attendu. Ce sont les réponses à ces questions qui doivent 

conditionner le type de citoyen à former en vue que celui-ci soit à même de 

participer de manière efficiente à la construction de la société et du progrès 

espérés. 

L’harmonisation entre la nature de l’éducation et le type de citoyen 

(identité) à former en vue du progrès social est, dans le cas du continent 

africain, une urgence. En effet, dans un contexte d’appauvrissement 

psychologique, économique et social grandissant qui entraine l’acculturation, 

la dépendance matérielle et la désorganisation de la complexité 

socioculturelle des communautés africaines, naissent et grandissent les 

conflits politico-sociaux, le chômage, la fuite de cerveaux, etc. Ceci fait de la 

plupart des pays du continent, des exemples des pays où le quotidien des 

citoyens est jalonné de difficultés difficiles à surmonter et où ces citoyens 

peinent à satisfaire leurs besoins primaires. On parle alors de pays en 

situation de sous-développement. Ce dernier s’illustre donc principalement 

comme l’incapacité d’un pays à satisfaire ses besoins matériels primaires et 

urgents, sans recours à la générosité ou à l’aide extérieure, parce qu’étant 

incapable de générer et de distribuer des richesses sur le plan national. Le 

développement se conçoit donc comme la capacité d’une communauté à 

réaliser le bien-être et le bonheur commun en assurant une alimentation de 

qualité suffisante, une santé de qualité pour tous, de même que l’éducation, 

l’emploi, etc. Bref, le développement intègre dans ses critères la réalisation 

d’une paix sociale qui est synonyme de tranquillité intérieure et extérieure en 

s’inscrivant dans une dynamique de transformation perpétuelle du milieu 

grâce à une participation effective et volontaire des citoyens. 
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Ainsi conçu, le développement se comprend non pas comme un apport 

extérieur à un milieu, mais la mobilisation des moyens (matériels et 

humains) et les méthodes inspirées du milieu en vue de faire progresser ce 

dernier. C’est pourquoi Joseph Ki-Zerbo (2013, 198) définit le 

développement comme « le passage de soi à soi-même à un niveau 

supérieur ». C’est-à-dire que tout progrès (développement) est par essence 

ancré dans les réalités du milieu qui se développe, sinon il n’y a pas de 

développement. Cette conception met l’accent sur le fait qu’il ne peut avoir 

de développement d’un milieu sans que celui-ci ne soit intrinsèquement 

associé, car il s’agit de sa transformation et non d’une importation pure et 

simple de réalités qui lui sont extérieures. Le développement suppose donc 

une dynamique collective impulsée de l’intérieur de la communauté qui veut 

progresser, ce n’est pas un apport d’éléments extérieurs pour les substituer 

aux éléments locaux ; c’est une évolution de l’intérieur même si ce progrès 

de l’intérieur peut être enclenché par des catalyseurs extérieurs comme le 

suggère Olivier de Sardan (1995, 7). C’est là toute l’essence du 

« développement endogène » dont parle Ki-Zerbo (2013, 197). Tout 

développement d’un milieu est donc nécessairement induit par les acteurs 

du milieu qui sont en même temps bénéficiaires de ce développement. Ce 

sont eux et leurs réalités qui sont mobilisés pour leur propre évolution. 

Aucun développement ne peut être importé de l’extérieur du milieu 

socioculturel à développer. C’est le sens de la formule de Ki-Zerbo « on ne 

développe pas, on se développe » et qu’il explique mieux dans cette 

assertion : « Si on se développe, c’est en tirant de soi-même les éléments de 

son propre développement. En réalité, tout le monde s’est développé de 

façon endogène. Personne ne s’est installé sur la place publique en tendant 

sa sébile dans la main en attendant d’être développé » (Ki-Zerbo 2013, 198). 

Le développement en Afrique ne doit donc pas être compris comme une 

accumulation de biens et devises ou comme une évolution vers un stade où 

d’autres pays sont ; mais il doit être compris comme un état d’être et une 

évolution dans cet état dont la transformation induit de plus en plus de « 

bonheur » (Ki-Zerbo 2013, 198). 

Un tel développement ne peut être envisagé sans la conception et la mise 

en œuvre des systèmes éducatifs qui, eux-mêmes devront être endogènes. 

Un système éducatif endogène est un système éducatif qui doit s’enraciner 

dans les réalités socioculturelles locales car « les jeunes Africains partent de 

quelque part ; les conduire sans s’inquiéter de saisir d’où ils viennent, c’est 

faire non point de l’éducation, mais de l’élevage » (Ki-Zerbo 1990, 79). Ce 

qui veut dire que tout système éducatif, pour être efficient et opérant pour 

les éduqués et leur milieu, doit se soucier dans son organisation, dans sa 

gestion et dans ses contenus, d’intégrer l’éduqué à son milieu. Il ne doit pas 
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en faire simplement un instruit éloigné des réalités socioculturelles du milieu 

dans lequel il est censé vivre. C’est la seule manière de permettre que 

l’éducation donne au citoyen les armes nécessaires pour participer au 

progrès de son milieu.  

Un développement endogène implique donc en amont une éducation 

endogène : une éducation qui est ancrée dans son milieu, ce qui veut dire 

qu’elle part des préoccupations du milieu, en utilise les moyens et sert ainsi à 

sa transformation et partant, à son évolution. Quelles sont alors les pistes 

d’une éducation endogène en vue de la formation des citoyens endogénéisés 

qui ont les moyens humains de participer au progrès de leur milieu ? 

 
3.2. L’éducation endogène pour le développement endogène 

 
Selon Ki-Zerbo (2013, 199-200), tout système éducatif, pour être 

efficace, doit arrimer avec le milieu dans lequel il est implanté : « plus que 

jamais l’éducation et le développement doivent être mis en équation, à 

condition qu’il s’agisse d’une éducation adaptée ». Qu’est-ce que cet auteur 

désigne par une éducation adaptée ? Un système éducatif est considéré 

comme endogène lorsqu’il prend en compte les réalités socioculturelles de la 

société dans laquelle ce système est implanté. C’est cette prise en compte qui 
permet de préparer les futurs formés à comprendre ce milieu auquel ils 

appartiennent, à agir éventuellement sur lui en vue de sa transformation 

dans le sens du progrès. 

Or, Joseph Ki-Zerbo fait un constat qui demeure pour la plupart des 

systèmes éducatifs actuels des pays africains, surtout dans les pays 

francophones : ces systèmes sont une copie mal faite des systèmes éducatifs 
venant d’ailleurs, notamment des métropoles. L’une des conséquences qui 

reste un défi pour ces pays est que ces systèmes éducatifs fonctionnent 

comme des systèmes étrangers à leur milieu d’implantation : que ce soit 

dans leur structuration et organisation, dans leur gestion et dans leur 

contenu, ils ne parviennent pas à donner les moyens psychologiques et 

techniques (matériel et savoir) pour comprendre et transformer leur milieu. 
Au lieu de constituer un médiateur, un chemin qui ramène et réconcilie les 

apprenants avec leur milieu, les systèmes scolaires actuels semblent plutôt 

les éloigner et les détourner de leurs propres racines. Dans ce cas, comment 

de tels systèmes éducatifs peuvent participer au progrès de la communauté 

dans laquelle ils sont implantés puisque ces systèmes sont étrangers et 

même opposés au milieu ? L’école occidentale a participé et continue de 

participer activement à un travail de sape et de ghettoïsation des cultures 
africaines en bâtissant à leur égard une idéologie d’anti-cultures et 

d’antivaleurs. Cette idéologie a été malheureusement appropriée et intégrée 

par les Africains à travers leurs systèmes scolaires postcoloniaux actuels. 
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Dans le meilleur des cas et quelques fois, à défaut de l’ostracisation des 

valeurs culturelles africaines, les systèmes scolaires actuels procède à une 

hiérarchisation qui fait des valeurs africaines celles de seconde zone. Ces 

systèmes sont l’illustration parfaites, selon Ki-Zerbo (2013, 200), d’une 

« éducation anti-développement » et « À bien des égards, on pourrait dire 

que nous avons intérêt à diminuer le nombre d’écoles, car elles ne sont pas 

adaptées à nos pays, ni culturellement, ni socialement ». Pour que les 
systèmes éducatifs puissent induire le développement, il faut les changer 

dans leurs structures actuelles et dans leurs contenus pour les adapter au 

milieu. Quelques réformes conjoncturelles ne suffisent pas. 

Le développement, selon Ki-Zerbo, est un processus global qui allie 

l’économique, le social et le culturel ; c’est pourquoi, selon lui, les systèmes 

éducatifs en Afrique, pour participer au développement des milieux dans 
lesquels ils sont implantés, devraient y introduire des enseignements en 

rapport avec les besoins prioritaires de développement local. Le but de cette 

introduction est que les éduqués connaissent mieux leur milieu et l’intègrent 

de manière efficace. C’est la condition de la formation à l’école et par 

l’école, des citoyens aptes à prendre en charge leur milieu en le comprenant 

et en agissant sur lui pour le transformer en vue des besoins locaux. Cette 

endogénéisation de l’école que prône Ki-Zerbo vise à construire une société 
authentique ayant la maîtrise des réalités et des préoccupations de son 

milieu, ce qui constitue un principe central du développement endogène. Il 

s’agit de briser l’isolement de l’école en Afrique car jusqu’alors elle est une 

structure sociale qui contribue à éloigner les citoyens de leur milieu 

socioculturel et à regarder ce milieu avec une certaine condescendance. 

L’école et le milieu socioculturel doivent s’interpénétrer. Et comme le dit 
Ki-Zerbo (1990, 100), il est nécessaire de « rendre l’école à l’Afrique ; car 

telle qu’elle est, elle ne fonctionne pas pour l’Afrique réellement, ni pour la 

majorité des jeunes qui y sont engagés, ni pour la promotion de l’économie, 

des sociétés et des cultures africaines ». Ce processus est désigné par Ki-

Zerbo (1990, 101) sous le vocable d’« africaniser » l’école en vue de 

scolariser efficacement l’Afrique. Pour lui, il ne suffit pas de mettre les 
enfants africains à l’école, il faudrait à ces enfants une école pertinente et 

efficiente. « L’africanisation s’impose pour rendre à l’éducation son rôle 

d’organe reproducteur des sociétés africaines, rôle qu’elle ne remplit presque 

pas actuellement » (Ki-Zerbo 1990, 101).  

Ainsi donc, pour que l’école puisse contribuer au progrès du milieu 

africain, il importe de faire advenir un système scolaire basé sur quelques 

principes (Tonyeme 2017, 210). 

- L’intégration de l’école à la vie de la communauté : l’école ne doit 
plus être un déracinement par rapport à sa communauté, mais un 



Identités et éducation : quel système éducatif pour quel développement en Afrique ? 

 108 

processus d’intégration de l’individu à celui-ci. Elle doit être le reflet 

de son milieu par le fait qu’elle est son prolongement. 

- La liaison entre l’école et la vie quotidienne : l’école devra permettre 
d’apprendre ce qui fait l’objet des préoccupations quotidiennes. 

Ainsi, le quotidien rentre à l’école et celle-ci sort des quatre murs 

pour aller chez l’apprenant au sein de la société. On y enseigne ce 

que l’élève vit tous les jours en tant qu’objet d’étude. C’est l’école 

fonctionnelle. 

- Le renforcement de l’identité culturelle africaine : à l’école, 
l’apprenant doit se retrouver dans les éléments culturels de son 

milieu, notamment les us, coutumes et la langue. Pour Ki-Zerbo 

(1990, 102), « L’un des facteurs-clés de cette rénovation, c’est 

l’introduction des langues africaines dans le dispositif éducatif ». 

Bref, l’école ne peut participer au développement de son milieu que 

lorsqu’elle s’appuie sur le milieu où elle s’est implantée pour fonctionner. 

C’est le développement endogène par l’école endogène qui forme des 
citoyens connectés à leur milieu. 

 
Conclusion 
 

Il est établi qu’il existe un lien entre l’éducation d’une société et son 
progrès multidimensionnel. Ce lien entre un système éducatif plus 
particulièrement et le milieu dans lequel il est implanté a fait l’objet de 
plusieurs études qui l’ont prouvé. Cependant, s’il est prouvé, ce lien n’est 
pas automatique : n’importe quel système éducatif ne peut impulser le 
développement dans n’importe quel milieu. Ce que Ki-Zerbo démontre 
dans ses écrits et dont les expériences africaines sont illustratrices, c’est que 
pour qu’un système éducatif impulse le progrès d’un milieu, il faut qu’il soit 
adapté à ce milieu. La question de l’adaptation est une clé de lecture et de 
compréhension du rôle de l’école dans un milieu. L’efficience et l’efficacité 
d’un système éducatif pour un milieu est fonction de la manière dont ce 
système est essentiellement axé sur ce milieu dans son organisation, dans ses 
contenus et dans sa gestion. Lorsqu’un système éducatif est exogène à son 
milieu, au lieu de contribuer au progrès de celui-ci, il participe plutôt à son 
recule, à son sous-développement. Pour un progrès d’un milieu, il faut une 
école endogène, c’est-à-dire axée sur les besoins et les moyens réels de ce 
milieu. Cette théorie permet de comprendre la situation de beaucoup de 
pays africains dont les systèmes éducatifs demeurent encore très éloignés 
des préoccupations immédiates et réels de leur milieu car ces systèmes se 
complaisent dans un mimétisme inopérant pour leur société. Il importe 
donc de changer fondamentalement les systèmes éducatifs de beaucoup de 
pays africains en les axant sur les besoins fondamentaux et les moyens des 
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milieux dans lesquels ils sont implantés. C’est la structure même des 
systèmes éducatifs qu’il faudrait revoir en la fondant sur les valeurs locales, 
bases de toute formation des citoyens et socle solide de toute éventuelle 
ouverture. Un système éducatif endogène n’est pas un système éducatif 
fermé sur lui-même, mais un système solidement ancré dans son milieu et 
ainsi capable d’accueillir tout ce qui lui est exogène sans se dénaturer. C’est 
la condition pour que l’école puisse se réconcilier avec l’identité des citoyens 
qu’elle forme en vue d’impulser le développement. 
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Chrétienté, philosophie et modernité  
 Interview avec Olivier de Berranger* par Tudor Petcu** 

 

 
1) La chrétienté est une des racines les plus anciennes de la pensée européenne et 
on sait qu’elle a toujours joué un rôle très important dans les différents domaines 
de la connaissance. D’ailleurs, la spiritualité chrétienne a signifié non seulement 
une identité mais une manière de vivre et de comprendre la vie sur une période de 
longue durée pendant l’histoire de l’Europe. Cependant, aujourd’hui, me semble-
t-il, cet héritage est répudié. Quelle est la principale raison pour laquelle les 
valeurs chrétiennes sont ainsi rejetées par les sociétés contemporaines ? 

 
« Feu la chrétienté » : ce livre d’Emmanuel Mounier, dont le titre 

était emprunté à Miguel de Unamuno, fut publié après la Deuxième Guerre 
mondiale. Il prenait acte d’une crise de la culture européenne qui remontait 
bien plus haut mais que peu d’esprits reconnaissaient. Le christianisme 
comme « racine », auquel Péguy avait si bien donné le nom de « chrétienté », 
n’avait pas entièrement disparu. Mais sa sève n’irriguait plus la pensée, la 
spiritualité et les mœurs des Européens, au profit – qui s’en souvient ? – de 
« l’américanisme », condamné par Léon XIII dès la fin du XIXème siècle.  

Péguy avait puisé son inspiration dans le génie du Moyen Age, son 
art, ses sources bibliques, la veine des saints. Il empruntait au souffle 
puissant de Victor Hugo et à un socialisme qui se voulait pur, fidèle au 
monde paysan de ses ancêtres et à celui, naissant, des périphéries ouvrières 
des grandes villes industrielles. Au prix d’un effort à la fois littéraire, social 
et politique qui voulait surmonter mille contradictions, il ne pouvait y avoir, 
selon lui,  dissociation entre le christianisme originel et ce socialisme-là.      

   Ces auteurs, parmi d’autres, permettent de se souvenir que le 
christianisme n’a pas d’abord légué à l’Europe le sens de la conscience 
individuelle. Il faut attendre pour cela de grands théologiens catholiques 
comme Newman, Möhler, Scheeben, aux côtés des Réformateurs, Luther, 
Calvin, et le philosophe Emmanuel Kant.  

                                                           
*  Cet entretien est issu d'une série d’echanges électronique faites en 2014 avec Olivier de 
Bérranger (†2017). L’interview a été réalisé dans le cadre d'une recherche personnelle sur le 
rapport entre la théologie chrétienne et la société contemporaine et sur la manière dont toutes 
les deux peuvent trouver un dénominateur commun  (note de Tudor Petcu).  
**

 Tudor Petcu, University of Bucarest, Romania; email: petcutudor@gmail.com 
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     La « conscience » léguée par la foi et la spiritualité chrétiennes, a 
d’abord un enracinement communautaire, comme Péguy et Mounier encore 
surent le mettre en lumière. Non une conscience sociale unilatérale, 
oublieuse du dogme, « américaniste », mais celle qui se forme dès la petite 
enfance dans la famille, la paroisse, la cité, au catéchisme et dans la prière, la 
rencontre des générations, le sens du Christ et de la communion des saints.  

C’est cette conscience-là qui s’est obscurcie avec la prétention 
kantienne d’enfermer la connaissance dans l’épistémologie scientifique, 
abandonnant au « sujet » la faculté de « croire ». Depuis lors, il devint 
aventureux de défendre la métaphysique. Maritain, dans l’orbite de Bergson, 
puis de Thomas d’Aquin, s’y efforcera brillamment. Mais certains 
malentendus, durant et après le Concile Vatican II, limitèrent l’audience du 
« Paysan de la Garonne ». 

Où en sommes-nous cinquante ans plus tard ? Le déclin des 
références chrétiennes dans le comportement, l’éducation, l’échelle des 
valeurs morales ou dans l’art n’a fait que s’accentuer. Parmi les causes 
immédiates, les principales ont été souvent analysées. Il suffit de les 
mentionner.  

Même en « crise » permanente, nos sociétés ont substitué la 
performance et la compétitivité aux anciennes vertus humanistes et chrétiennes. 
Celles-ci sont encore pratiquées par des personnes de diverses classes 
sociales. Mais elles ne sont plus considérées comme normatives et passent 
au domaine privé, dans la mesure où l’Etat et l’Université laissent encore à 
la famille son mot à dire dans l’éducation.  

Avec Heidegger ou Patočka, il faut aller plus loin et constater que ce 
qui fait « valeur » dans le monde occidental – mais aussi de plus en plus en 
Asie et même en Afrique – c’est ni plus ni moins que « le produit ». On parle 
beaucoup du « marché », alors qu’en réalité, si les cours de bourse et le CAC 
40 font la une des medias, c’est l’étalon du produit qui domine le spectre de 
la « modernité ». La qualité de l’art même se mesure trop souvent à ce qu’il 
rapporte en espèces sonnantes et trébuchantes au producteur. Mais quelle 
qualité, sinon, comme en tout autre domaine, celle que « la persuasion 
clandestine » d’une publicité partout régnante et corrosive a imposée ?  

Le pape François, depuis son élection, n’a cessé de dénoncer dans la 
« culture du déchet » l’une des conséquences les plus dramatiques de cette 
situation, à vrai dire « globalisée » : 

 
« De même que le commandement de ‘ne pas tuer’ pose une limite claire 
pour assurer la valeur de la vie humaine, aujourd’hui, nous devons dire 
‘non à une économie de l’exclusion et de la disparité sociale’. Une telle 
économie tue. Il n’est pas possible que le fait qu’une personne âgée réduite 
à vivre dans la rue meure de froid ne soit pas une nouvelle, tandis que la 
baisse de deux points en bourse en soit une…On ne peut plus tolérer le 
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fait que la nourriture se jette, quand il y a des personnes qui souffrent de la 
faim. …Aujourd’hui, tout entre dans le jeu de la compétitivité et de la loi 
du plus fort, où le puissant mange le plus faible. Comme conséquence de 
cette situation, de grandes masses de population se voient exclues et 
marginalisées : sans travail, sans perspectives, sans voies de sortie. On 
considère l’être humain lui-même comme un bien de consommation, 
qu’on peut utiliser et ensuite jeter. Nous avons mis en route la culture du 
‘déchet’, culture qui est même promue. Il ne s’agit plus simplement du 
phénomène de l’exploitation et de l’oppression, mais de quelque chose de 
nouveau : avec l’exclusion est touchée, dans sa racine même, 
l’appartenance à la société dans laquelle on vit – on ne se situe plus alors 
dans les bas-fonds, ni dans la périphérie, ou sans pouvoir, mais on est en-
dehors. Les exclus ne sont plus des ‘exploités’, mais des déchets, ‘des 
restes ‘ »1. 

 
2) Parler de la conscience chrétienne est un sujet intéressant mais très sensible 
parce qu’il a à prendre en compte les exigences de la pensée contemporaine, selon 
laquelle, globalement, les démarches spirituelles ou métaphysiques ne sont plus 
pertinentes. Peut-être serait-il nécessaire  que les défenseurs des valeurs 
traditionnelles et surtout l’Eglise assument de nouvelles tâches pour un retour à 
une vraie conscience chrétienne. Croyez-vous que ce retour soit possible et 
comment, à votre avis, devrait-on comprendre la situation morale de la société 
contemporaine ? 

 
Le penseur de l’ère moderne qui a le mieux plaidé pour « une vraie 

conscience chrétienne » vient de l’Eglise d’Angleterre. Même après son 
passage à l’Eglise Romaine en 1845 et sa promotion au cardinalat par Léon 
XIII en 1879, il n’a jamais renié sa « conversion » de 1816, alors qu’il était 
adolescent, focalisée sur la lumière du Créateur dans sa conscience, « Myself 
and my Creator ». Dans un ouvrage de grande ampleur, publié lorsqu’il a 
soixante neuf ans, il va jusqu’à reconnaître à la conscience un rôle majeur 
dans la connaissance :  

 
« Je prends pour postulat que la conscience a une place légitime dans nos 
actes mentaux, place aussi réelle que l’action de la mémoire, du 
raisonnement, de l’imagination, ou bien que le sens du beau : que de même 
qu’il y a des objets qui, présentés à l’esprit, lui font éprouver chagrin, 
regret, joie ou désir, ainsi il est des choses qui excitent en nous 
approbation ou blâme, et qu’en conséquence nous appelons bonnes ou 
mauvaises ; des choses qui lorsque nous en avons une expérience 
personnelle, éveillent en nous ce sens spécifique du plaisir ou de la douleur 
qu’on appelle bonne ou mauvaise conscience. Ceci étant admis, j’essaierai 
de montrer que c’est dans ce sentiment spécial, consécutif à 
l’accomplissement de ce que nous appelons bien ou mal, que se trouvent 
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les matériaux de l’appréhension réelle d’un Dieu Maître et Juge 
souverain. »2  

 
Dans un siècle rationaliste, Newman, sans s’inspirer directement de 

Pascal, relativise clairement le rôle de la raison. Il ne nie pas l’importance du 
« raisonnement » dans l’assentiment mais ce rôle n’est ni primordial ni 
architectonique, comme chez les scolastiques. Il doit se conjuguer à celui de 
la mémoire, de l’imagination, du sens esthétique, et surtout de la conscience, 
dont il traite sans lui donner spécifiquement un fondement dans l’Epître aux 
Romains. Selon lui, la conscience transcende les cultures et les religions ; elle 
est un donné premier dont l’ignorance conduit à la négation du sens de 
l’homme dans son approche du réel, le mystère compris. C’est dire que « la 
vraie conscience chrétienne » n’est pas, selon Newman, un article du Credo. 
Elle n’est pas « chrétienne » en ce sens-là. S’il est permis d’utiliser une 
expression heideggérienne, elle appartient au Dasein. Mais il est vrai que 
l’Eglise se doit de la défendre, et ici on est très loin de Heidegger. Le pape 
de Rome se voit même dévolu, chez Newman, un rôle unique au service de 
la conscience dans l’humanité. Je cite un passage célèbre de son œuvre :  

 
« La conscience n’est pas un égoïsme calculé, ni un désir d’être cohérent 
avec soi-même ; mais elle est la messagère de Celui qui, dans le monde de 
la nature comme dans celui de la grâce, nous parle à travers le voile. La 
conscience est le Vicaire originel du Christ. Elle est le prophète qui nous 
révèle la vérité, le roi qui nous impose ses ordres, le prêtre qui nous 
anathématise et nous bénit ; et même si le sacerdoce éternel de l’Église 
venait à disparaître, en elle le principe sacerdotal survivrait et se 
poursuivrait…La défense de la loi morale et de la conscience est la raison 
d’être du pape. Sa mission répond aux plaintes de ceux qui souffrent de 
l’insuffisance de la lumière naturelle. Et l’insuffisance de cette lumière 
naturelle est la justification de sa mission. Le sens du bien et du mal est si 
subtil, si capricieux, si facilement détourné, obscurci, perverti, il est si 
délicat à manier, si marqué par l’éducation, par l’orgueil ou par la passion, 
il est si partial et d’un équilibre si peu assuré que, dans la lutte pour 
l’existence au milieu des travaux et des conquêtes de l’esprit humain, il 
devient le plus ardu et le plus obscur des guides. Voilà pourquoi, dans 
l’intention de Dieu, l’Église, la papauté, la hiérarchie répondent à un 
besoin profond…Si, après un dîner, j’étais obligé de porter un toast 
religieux – ce qui évidemment ne se fait pas – je boirais à la santé du pape, 
croyez-le bien, mais à la conscience d’abord, et ensuite au pape. »3 

 
De par sa formation dans la common tradition anglaise d’une part, et 

chez les Pères de l’Eglise d’autre part, Newman ne s’est jamais senti à l’aise 
avec la métaphysique, dont l’enseignement, dans les universités catholiques 
de son temps, était déplorable. Il a peut-être précédé l’élan de la 
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phénoménologie, mais ne s’inscrit évidemment pas dans ce courant. Il ne 
lira pas Brentano, dont va s’inspirer Husserl. Mais une fois reconnue 
l’originalité de son œuvre au sujet de la conscience, il n’est pas interdit de 
retrouver la nécessité d’une métaphysique, nourrie de  tous ces auteurs et 
libre par rapport à eux. A mon avis, il s’agit moins d’un « retour » ou d’une 
« défense de valeurs traditionnelles » que d’un effort pour dialoguer avec les 
postulats actuels en s’adressant à la conscience de ceux qui les promeuvent 
et à leur aspiration cachée de la vérité. 

 
3) Etant donné le sujet de notre interview, j’aimerais que l’on fasse référence 
à la dimension philosophique de la spiritualité chrétienne. En étudiant 
l’évolution de la pensée chrétienne en Occident, on peut facilement remarquer 
une vocation philosophique originale par l’attention accordée à la présence de 
la raison dans l’horizon de la croyance. Croyez-vous qu’à l’heure actuelle 
l’Eglise ait besoin d’approfondir un peu plus sa vocation philosophique dans 
sa dimension historique, et d’avoir un dialogue plus consistant avec la 
philosophie pour mieux s’intégrer dans la société ? 

 
Je n’ai pu éviter de faire allusion à la question philosophique dans 

mes brèves réponses précédentes. Je suis en effet convaincu de sa nécessité 
de par la nature même du christianisme et parce que, si la philosophie était 
délaissée, c’est tout l’édifice chrétien en Occident qui s’effondrerait. Les 
grandes interventions du pape Benoît XVI devant le monde de la culture, en 
France, en Allemagne ou en Grande Bretagne, l’ont démontré brillamment. 
Le risque est de s’y référer pour mémoire, sans poursuivre le débat qu’il a, 
chaque fois, proposé. En contrepoint de ce que j’écrivais plus haut à propos 
de Newman – dont Ratzinger a salué le rôle dans la façon de penser 
historiquement la théologie – il a, lui, dans l’ensemble de son œuvre, insisté sur 
la médiation rationnelle comme caractéristique du christianisme. 

Personnellement, je ne trouve pas heureux de parler d’une 
« dimension philosophique de la spiritualité chrétienne ». Selon l’adage 
ancien, les orandi lex credendi, la spiritualité est l’expression de la foi. 

Autrement dit, on croit comme on prie. La spiritualité est le 
développement de la foi dans la prière de l’Eglise et dans l’âme chrétienne. 
Mais, à l’instar de la philosophie elle-même, comprise comme pensée dans 
le rayonnement du christianisme, elle émane du dogme. Ce dernier mot fait 
peur aujourd’hui, parce que les medias confondent dogme et dogmatisme, 
comme ils confondent, par ignorance, morale et moralisme. Il faut 
s’émanciper de ce prêt à penser et retrouver la rigueur des concepts, sous 
peine de ne pouvoir progresser dans la réflexion.  

Le dogme, dans les premiers temps du christianisme, singulièrement 
au cours des grands conciles christologiques des IVème - VIIème siècles, est né 
du rapport qui s’y est établi entre la révélation hébraïque et la langue de la 
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philosophie grecque, ce qui s’était en quelque sorte déjà esquissé à travers la 
traduction des textes massorétiques dans la langue de la Septante. Comme le 
Concile Vatican II a encouragé à le faire, le ressourcement catholique des 
études bibliques, ainsi que l’importance du dialogue noué depuis lors avec le 
judaïsme, font ressortir la racine juive du dogme et de la prière liturgique 
dans le christianisme. Un renouveau authentique de la philosophie devra 
s’en inspirer.  

Prenons comme unique exemple le dogme de la création, totalement 
inconnu dans la pensée asiatique. Je suis convaincu que c’est par là que doit 
commencer la recherche interdisciplinaire entre exégètes, philosophes, 
théologiens et scientifiques si l’on veut reprendre à nouveaux frais le terrain 
laissé aux nihilistes en Occident.  

Si l’homme et la femme se redécouvrent créés « à l’image de Dieu », 
selon la révélation de la Genèse, le monde de la gratuité s’ouvre à nouveau 
aux artistes, aux penseurs, aux chercheurs ou aux enfants. François d’Assise, 
qui ne s’est pas voulu savant, continue paradoxalement de parler dans le 
langage des diverses cultures, celles d’Asie et de l’islam comprises. Il a osé 
s’adresser, dans son « Cantique des Créatures », à  « notre sœur la Mort 
corporelle », sans ôter nulle splendeur à « notre Mère la terre ». Tous le 
comprennent, peu l’imitent : c’est que  « l’amour n’est pas aimé ». Or, selon 
le titre d’un petit livre de Hans Urs von Balthasar, « seul l’amour est digne 
de foi ». Et l’amour donne à penser.  

Dans cette quête sur l’homme et d’un éclairement nouveau de la 
personne en relation, les chercheurs modernes ne devront pas s’arrêter à 
l’anthropologie. C’est seulement lorsque l’homme se sait dépassé par une 
transcendance qui le hausse au-dessus de lui-même de toutes parts, à la 
manière d’un marcheur en montagne,  qu’il commence à se comprendre 
comme être au monde et être pour Dieu. A la suite d’une Edith Stein, qui se 
risqua à une synthèse entre thomisme et phénoménologie, il s’agit de tenter 
de s’élever jusqu’au sens de l’être et de l’absolu surgi de l’amour indicible de 
Dieu, afin de saisir l’intelligibilité du réel, comme on déchiffre « les sons 
perdus d’une symphonie lointaine apportés par le vent ». 4 
 

4) Être chrétien pourrait signifier la joie du « royaume de l’enfance ». D’autre 
part peut- être n’a-t-on pas le droit d’attribuer une signification à ce que, de nos 
jours, on appelle « le pragmatisme ». En tout cas, par tout ce que la société a 
expérimenté, l’ancienne moralité élémentaire s’est vu reléguer au profit de 
tendances hétérogènes et ironiques. Voilà un nouveau type de comportement 
moral qui ne peut pas être facilement défini. Mais je voudrais vous poser la 
question suivante : vivre en tant que chrétien et propager les valeurs chrétiennes 
signifierait-t-il le courage de faire face à la tentation de « vivre dangereusement », 
caractéristique, selon moi, de la nouvelle société ?  
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Replaçons l’expression « vivre dangereusement » dans son contexte 
nietzschéen : « Le secret pour moissonner l’existence la plus féconde et la 
plus grande jouissance de la vie, c’est de vivre dangereusement ! Construisez 
vos villes près du Vésuve ! Envoyez vos vaisseaux dans les mers 
inexplorées ! Vivez en guerre avec vos semblables et avec vous-mêmes ! 
Soyez brigands et conquérants, tant que vous ne pouvez pas être 
dominateurs et possesseurs, vous qui cherchez la connaissance ! Bientôt le 
temps passera où vous vous satisferez de vivre cachés dans les forêts 
comme des cerfs effarouchés ! Enfin la connaissance finira par étendre la 
main vers ce qui lui appartient de droit : – elle voudra dominer et posséder, 
et vous le voudrez avec elle ! » (Le Gai savoir, §283). 

L’influence de Nietzche est-elle aujourd’hui si puissante ? Il m’est 
difficile d’en juger. Ce penseur a combattu ce qu’il croyait être la morale 
évangélique. Zarathoustra n’est pas Jésus. Et il est honnête de reconnaître 
qu’une interprétation erronée de l’Evangile a pu prêter à un moralisme 
étriqué, voire janséniste, qui a fait beaucoup de mal. Mais vouloir le 
remplacer par la violence verbale, le mépris des faibles, l’oubli d’une culture 
qui a produit des chefs-d’œuvre de beauté, conduit à des impasses pires 
encore.  

Qu’est-ce que « l’ancienne moralité élémentaire », sinon l’amour du 
prochain ? Qui dira que cet amour-là se serait absenté de nos sociétés 
technicisées et toujours plus performantes dans le domaine de la santé ? Ce 
serait injuste. Les « dominateurs et possesseurs » invoqués par Nietzche 
sont plutôt à chercher dans les affaires et la politique, et c’est un grand 
malheur.  

Le « pragmatisme », attribué depuis des lustres au caractère 
britannique, à moins d’être érigé en théorie d’une suffisance du bien-être 
matériel, n’est pas responsable des pires maux dont nous souffrons. Comme 
je l’ai dit plus haut, il faut se garder de le confondre avec « l’américanisme » 
qui a envahi la planète, lesté de bons sentiments.  

S’il y a une façon juste d’interpréter l’appel nietzschéen à « vivre 
dangereusement », c’est d’oser l’aventure de la solidarité avec tous les laissés 
pour compte du « système » régnant. Il ne s’agit pas de « l’appel du héros », 
finalement narcissique, mais d’un engagement généreux et raisonné, 
associatif, politique – au sens noble rendu à ce terme – afin de réduire les 
inégalités nationales ou internationales, selon des compétences dûment 
éprouvées, sans faire peser je ne sais quelle morgue sur « les autres », 
considérés comme des « assistés » !  

Le champ interculturel est vaste. Il faut encourager les jeunes 
générations à s’y impliquer, à apprendre les langues et à sortir de leur 
environnement familier pour se prêter à cette aventure plusieurs années de 
leur existence, voire durant une vie entière.  
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Kierkegaard, comparant l’humour et l’ironie, disait que l’humour est 
chrétien et l’ironie athée. L’humour laisse affleurer la légèreté de l’être, y 
compris dans ma propre personne, tandis que l’ironie, poussée jusqu’à la 
dérision, tue. Vivre « à la manière des petits enfants », comme Jésus y invite 
ceux qui désirent « entrer dans le Royaume des cieux », ce sera donc, demain 
comme hier, se faire petit pour servir son prochain sans se faire remarquer, 
et cultiver la joie d’être créés pour aimer et être aimé. 

 
5) Un autre sujet très intéressant pour notre discussion serait la manière dont l’Eglise et 
les chrétiens devraient comprendre les trous de l’histoire, les blessures du passé. On parle 
d’une histoire et surtout d’une histoire récente qui n’a pas été trop décente (on ne peut pas 
oublier l’Holocauste et les Goulags communistes) et qui a détruit tant de consciences. 
Malheureusement, ces réalités ne sont pas bien connues aujourd’hui, et c’est sans doute 
pourquoi la nouvelle « conscience », tant individuelle que collective, tend à diluer les 
engagements moraux. L’Eglise et les théologiens ne devraient-ils pas lutter et travailler 
d’avantage sur la connaissance de l’histoire récente, afin que les individus puissent 
comprendre l’importance de la lutte contre le mal et contre l’ignorance morale ? 
 

Je suis parfaitement d’accord. Les chrétiens ne sont pas les seuls à 
avoir analysé les totalitarismes (pensons, entre autres, à Hannah Arendt). 
Mais, comme l’avaient reconnu les auteurs des deux tomes du « Livre noir 
du communisme », les papes successifs depuis Pie XI – l’Histoire rendra 
justice à Pie XII – les ont dénoncés de toute leur autorité. Quant à la Shoah,  
nous nous trouvons moins ici devant une question de théologiens que face 
au sérieux de l’analyse historique, comme celle qui fut à l’origine, de la 
« Déclaration des Evêques de France » à Drancy le 30 septembre 1997.  

Le « Catéchisme de l’Eglise catholique », rédigé après Vatican II, dit 
l’essentiel de ce qui reste à faire dans l’enseignement de cette histoire et ses 
conséquences doctrinales, ainsi que l’avait dit ce jour-là aux évêques Henri 
Hajdenberg, président du Conseil Représentatif des Institutions Juives de 
France.5 

Pourtant, comme votre question le sous-entend, il est incontestable 
que l’histoire est inséparable de la théologie, et que celle-ci, à son tour, doit 
influer sur la formation de la conscience, tant individuelle que collective, et 
donc sur la pratique morale. Je crois qu’aujourd’hui, du moins en France, la 
formation historique des lycéens a fait des progrès considérables ces 
dernières années, bien davantage d’ailleurs au sujet de la Shoah que du 
communisme. Les adolescents rencontrent des témoins juifs qui ont 
survécu à ce « trou » de l’histoire, ils sont conduits à, Auschwitz et autres 
lieux rendus déserts par la folie nazie et la complicité ou l’aveuglément des 
gouvernements « alliés » et l’antisémitisme à l’est de l’Europe.  

Mais il y a encore un immense travail de vérité à faire, aussi bien 
dans la société civile que dans les Eglises. D’une part, la critique du 
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communisme n’a pas encore acquis le sérieux et l’objectivité que celle qui 
s’est appliquée au nazisme. On en devine les raisons : bien des épigones du 
« marxisme » sont encore en place dans les arcanes du pouvoir, en Europe, 
en Asie, en Afrique…Les anciens tenants de ces régimes, ou leurs soutiens, 
imprégnés du matérialisme « scientifique » des années noires, sont 
aujourd’hui les plus grands profiteurs du « capitalisme » qu’ils prétendaient 
combattre. Même en France par exemple, beaucoup n’ont pas fait 
repentance ni exercé l’esprit critique qu’ils prétendaient exiger de leurs 
adversaires.  

C’est donc en effet aux Eglises de mettre en œuvre, inlassablement, 
un travail rigoureux d’analyse historique, sans épargner leurs représentants 
silencieux à l’heure où il eût fallu parler. Elles ont encore davantage à 
promouvoir une éducation des consciences et de la conscience, comme les 
textes cités plus haut de Newman lui en montrent prophétiquement la voie. 
Ce combat restera d’autant plus difficile, sinon parfois périlleux, qu’au 
niveau des Etats et des medias soi-disant bien-pensants, on refuse 
systématiquement de voir le rapport qui existe, de fait, entre la morale 
collective et la morale personnelle. 

 
Notes 

 
1 Exhortation apostolique Evangelii Gaudium, 53. [24 novembre 2013]  
2 Newman, John H. 2010. Grammaire de l’assentiment, traduit de l’anglais, 167-168.  Paris : Ad 
Solem.  
3 Newman, John H. 1971. Lettre au duc de Norfolk , traduit de l’anglais pas B.-D. Dupuy, 239-
253. Paris : Desclée de Brouwer.  
4 Stein, Edith. 1972. L’être infini et l’Etre éternel, essai d’une atteinte du sens de l’être, 119, 
Paris-Louvain : Nauwelaerts. 
5 Voir tous les documents cités et analysés par Dujardin, Jean. 2004. L’Eglise catholique et le 
peuple juif. Un autre regard. Paris : Calmann-Lévy. 
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Florin CRÎȘMĂREANU
 

Une philosophie cistercienne est-elle 

possible ? 

(Christian Trottmann, Bernard de Clairvaux et la philosophie des Cisterciens du 
XIIe siècle, Turnhout, Brepols (coll. Nutrix), 2020, 698 p.) 

 
Keywords: Bernard of Clairvaux, Cistercians, tradition, theology, philosophy.  

 

Les prestigieuses éditions Brepols ont publié récemment l’ouvrage 
de Christian Trottmann intitulé Bernard de Clairvaux et la philosophie des 
Cisterciens du XIIe siècle, publication d’une brillante thèse de doctorat en 
théologie, soutenue à l’Université de Strasbourg, en 2017. L’auteur de cet 
impressionnant ouvrage (698 pages !) est connu du public roumain grâce à 
la traduction de son étude « Questions de Métaphysique au Moyen Age et à 
la Renaissance » / « Probleme de metafizică în Evul Mediu şi Renaştere » 
(dans Bogdan Tătaru-Cazaban [coord.], Pluralitatea metafizicii medievale. Istorie 
şi structuri, Iaşi, Polirom, 2005, 325-346), ainsi que par les deux préfaces qu’il 
a écrit pour les volumes Fredegisus, Despre substanţa nimicului şi a întunericului 
(édition bilingue, préface par Christian Trottmann, traduction du latin, 
avant-propos, tableau chronologique, notes, commentaires et bibliographie 
par Florin Crîşmăreanu, Bucureşti, Univers Enciclopedic Gold, 2015) et 
Bernard de Clairvaux, Despre considerare (édition bilingue, traduction par 

Florina Ion, introduction par Christian Trottmann, Iași, Polirom, collection 
« Biblioteca Medievală », 2018). 

L’ouvrage dont nous allons traiter ci-dessous, Bernard de Clairvaux et 
la philosophie des Cisterciens du XIIe siècle, est structuré en deux grandes parties, 
divisées à leur tour en chapitres et sous-chapitres. La première partie est 
consacrée exclusivement à la philosophie de Saint Bernard, tandis que la 
seconde s’occupe de la philosophie des cisterciens au XIIe siècle. Ce 
paradigme inclut divers auteurs classifiés par Christian Trottmann comme 
appartenant à différentes catégories : des auteurs proches à Bernard, tels : 
Aelred de Rievaux (1110-1167), Guerric de Igny (env. 1077/79-1157), 
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Geoffroy d’Auxerre (env. 1115/20-1194). Parmi les philosophes les plus 
importants du XIIe siècle on compte, sans doute, Isaac de l’Étoile (env. 
1100-1169). Avec lui, dans un second chapitre, sont également comptés au 
rang des philosophes Garnier de Rochefort († après 1225) et Hélinand de 
Froidmont (env. 1160-1229/1237). Dans un chapitre à part (le VIIe) sont 
analysés les « satellites » de « l’école cistercienne » (É. Gilson), comme, par 
exemple, Guillaume de Saint-Thierry (1085-1148), Alain de Lille (env. 1120-
1202) et Joachim de Flore (1135-1202). Après la conclusion, le massif 
ouvrage finit par une consistante bibliographie à jour et une utile suivie 
d’indices, bibliques et de noms propres.  

L’auteur désire clarifier d’emblée l’association entre la philosophie et 
les cisterciens, fameux pour avoir vécu isolés, surtout à la campagne, ayant 
comme occupation principale l’agriculture et non la philosophie (p. 17, 229, 
230). Bref, dans la vision de certains exégètes, « les maîtres du XIIe siècle 
sont intellectuellement et institutionnellement des théologiens, non des 
philosophes : l’historien de la philosophie ne peut les voir de face » (Chenu 
1957, 139). Il y a eu aussi des réactions de l’autre côté aussi, de la part des 
philosophes, qui manifestaient une attitude anti-monastique évidente (par 
exemple, Guillaume de Conches, Philosophia mundi I), envers laquelle c’est 
surtout Guillaume de Saint-Thierry qui réagit, promptement, dans son 
Epistula de erroribus Guillelmi de Conchis.  

A l’époque, le bien plus fameux Pierre Abélard (1079-1142) aura lui 
aussi une certaine réaction anti-monastique. Outre cette attitude, la partie 
adverse, celle des anti-dialecticiens, lui reprochait beaucoup d’autres choses. 
Les efforts concertés de Guillaume de Saint-Thierry et de Bernard de 
Clairvaux allaient critiquer sévèrement l’une des affirmations d’Abélard, qui 
entendait la croyance comme « une opinion sur les choses invisibles, 
imperceptibles aux sens du corps » (Abaelard, Theologia Scholarium, I, 2 : « Est 
quippe fides existimatio rerum non apparentium, hoc est sensibus corporeis 
non subiacentium »). Par exemple, l’abbé de Saint-Thierry, suivant en cela 
Augustin (De Trinitate, XIII, 3), donne à Abélard la réponse suivante : « la foi 
ne consiste pas à conjecturer ou à opiner dans son cœur, où elle se trouve et 
d’où elle provient, mais à proclamer une connaissance certain par sa 
conscience » (Guillaume de Saint-Thierry, Disputatio adversus Petrum 
Abelardum I : « Fides enim, ait, non conjectando vel opinando habetur in 
corde in quo est, ab eo cujus est, sed certa scientia acclamante conscientia »).  

A son tour, Saint Bernard attribue à Abélard la paternité d’une 
définition de la croyance conçue seulement comme une « impression », une 
« opinion ». Il est évident que Bernard s’y inspire directement des écrits de 
Guillaume de Saint-Thierry, plus précisément du premier chapitre de la 
Disputatio adversus Petrum Abelardum, parce que, entre autres, il fait référence 
aux mêmes textes bibliques et patristiques (II Tim. I, 12 ; Augustin, De 



Critical reviews 
reviews 

Hermeneia - Nr. 28/2022 
 

121 

 

Trinitate, XIII). Bernard écrit au pape Innocent II, sous la forme d’une lettre 
(190), un véritable traité contre les erreurs majeures d’Abélard, traité qui 
commence par : « on a en France ou nouveau théologien (novus theologus), 
ancien maître, qui depuis son jeune âge s’est amusé avec l’art de la 
dialectique et qui maintenant délire au sujet des Saintes Écritures ». De plus, 
au IVe chapitre, il affirme : « en tête même de sa Théologie ou, plutôt, de sa 
Stultilogie (Stultilogie sue), il (Abélard) définit la croyance comme étant une 
opinion […] la croyance n’est pas une opinion, mais une certitude ». Plus 
encore, Bernard disait à propos d’Abélard qu’il a introduit dans ses livres 
« de profanes nouveautés de mots et d’idées » (Bernard de Clairvaux, Lettre 
192). Grand nombre de chercheurs embrassent un préjugé construit 
notamment dans la postérité de l’étude d’É. Gilson, La théologie mystique de 
saint Bernard (1934), conformément auquel on ne saurait pas prendre pour 
des philosophes des auteurs mystiques tels Bernard et d’autres cisterciens. Il 
faut d’abord clarifier ce que la philosophie représentait pour ces auteurs du 
XIIe siècle.  

« Bernard et les cisterciens représentent avant tout une philosophie 
tournée d’abord vers l’éthique » (p. 24), en héritiers d’une tradition 
philosophique qui n’était pas aristotélicienne, comme dans le cas de la 
scolastique classique, mais socratique, affirme Christian Trottmann (p. 25 et 
passim). L’auteur du livre que nous analysons ici se situe dans le sillage des 
recherches effectuées par Pierre Courcelle et, notamment, par Theo 
Kobusch, qui a montré que Bernard de Clairvaux appartient à une tradition 
qui réunit des sources néo-platoniciennes et stoïciennes, qui concevaient la 
philosophie comme « une manière de vivre ». Bien sûr, les études réalisées 
spécialement par Pierre Hadot (dont beaucoup sont traduites en roumain) 
confirment elles aussi une telle hypothèse.  

La liste des penseurs qui entendent la philosophie de manière 
tripartite est ouverte par Origène, surtout dans son Commentaire sur le 
Cantique des Cantiques : « Solomon ergo tres istas, quas supra diximus 
generales esse disciplinas, id est moralem, naturalem, inspectativam, 
distinguere ab invicem ac secernere volens tribus eas libellis edidit suo 
quoque ordine singulis consequenter aptatis. Primo ergo in Proverbiis 
moralem docuit locum […]. Secundum vero, qui naturalis appellatur, 
comprehendit in Ecclesiaste […]. Inspectivum quoque locum in hoc libello 
tradidit, […] id est in Cantico Canticorum » (Origène 1991, 128-132). La 
tradition est continuée, parmi d’autres, par Évagre le Pontique, dans ses 
Scholies aux Proverbes, par Olympiodore d’Alexandrie, avec son Commentaire 
sur l’Ecclésiaste et par Grégoire de Nysse, dans les Homélies au Cantique des 
Cantiques et Homélies sur l’Ecclésiaste. Sans aucun doute, cette tripartition est 
d’origine stoïcienne. « Lorsqu’ils divisent la philosophie en logique, physique 
et éthique, les stoïciens reprennent, probablement, une classification 
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antérieure, mais en lui conférant un sens tout nouveau » (Hadot 1979, 208). 
Les chrétiens allaient modifier cette tripartition. Par exemple, pour Clément 
d’Alexandrie, « Dieu qui est sans commencement est le parfait 
commencement de l’univers et le créateur du commencement ; en tant qu’il 
est l’être, il est l’origine de la partie éthique et en tant qu’il est intelligence, 
celle de la partie logique et critique ; d’où aussi le Verbe est le seul maître, 
issu d’un Père très haut et saint, le pédagogue de l’homme » (Stromate IV, 25, 
162, 5). C’est toujours Origène qui applique cette tripartition à l’ascension 
spirituelle que l’homme choisit de suivre. « Pour lui, les trois livres de 
Salomon correspondent aux trois parties de la philosophie : Les Proverbes 
garantissent la purification éthique, l’Ecclésiaste, qui commence par Vanitas 
Vanitatum, nous révèle la vanité du monde physique, tandis que le Cantique 
des cantiques nous introduit à l’époptique » (Hadot 1979, 219). A cette 
époque-là, l’époptique n’était qu’un autre nom de la théologie. 

Plus loin, à l’Occident, Grégoire le Grand allait assumer cette 
tripartition en l’appliquant lui aussi aux étapes de la vie spirituelle. On a 
réalisé ainsi le transfert vers le monde latin, et les œuvres de Grégoire, on ne 
le sait que trop bien, y ont exercé une forte influence, y compris sur Bernard 
de Clairvaux et les cisterciens du XIIe siècle en général (Dahan 1985, 135-
162). 

Christian Trottmann met en relief avec beaucoup d’érudition le fait 
que cette tripartition est originelle, puisqu’elle n’interfère ni avec la 
distinction de souche aristotélicienne, entre la philosophie spéculative et la 
philosophie pratique, ni avec les divisions de la philosophie spéculative 
(mathématiques, physique et théologie), connues des latins grâce aux 
traductions de Boèce. De même, elle ne correspond parfaitement ni à la 
division d’origine stoïcienne entre logique, éthique et physique, transmise 
dans le monde latin par l’intermédiaire des œuvres d’Augustin et d’Isidore 
de Séville. Alors, c’est sur les écrits d’Origène que se fonde cette philosophie 
adoptée par Bernard et par certains moines cisterciens. En tout cas, « 
l’empreinte origénienne est omniprésente dans cette philosophie 
cistercienne » (p. 305). 

Chez Bernard de Clairvaux (De consideratione), cette philosophie 
monastique transmise par la tradition origénienne va porter le nom de 
considération, qui n’est rien d’autre que l’attention/ l’attitude (προσοχή) 
philosophique du sujet porté sur lui-même (Kobusch 1999, 57-68). Ce 
concept d’origine stoïcienne illustrait un état d’attention exercée sur 
l’intériorité, un intérêt accru pour l’existence propre. Cette perspective, 
articulée au paradigme augustinien : « Deus interior intimo meo » 
(Confessiones III, 6, 11), va déterminer un examen de sa propre conscience. 

La première partie du livre de Christian Trottmann a comme point 
de départ le De consideratione, l’œuvre la plus philosophique de Bernard de 
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Clairvaux. Quand bien même, « sa philosophie est-elle d’abord éthique, 
conçue comme une introspection réflexive du sujet, s’inscrivant dans la 
longue tradition monastique transformant la προσοχή héritée du 
néoplatonisme et des Pères grecs en custodia, attention à soi et garde du 
cœur. C’est ainsi que les trois dimensions de la considération, dispensative, 
estimative et spéculative viennent assumer les trois grandes parties de la 
philosophie pensées comme autant de modes de vie, morale, naturelle et 
contemplative et rapportées chacune à un des trois livres attribues à 
Salomon dans la longue tradition des commentaires du Cantique, depuis 
Origène » (pp. 214-215).  

Certainement, les auteurs cisterciens du XIIe siècle, extrêmement 
différents dans bon nombre d’aspects essentiels, sont unis par le 
« socratisme chrétien ». Lorsqu’ils se réfèrent aux auteurs du XIIe siècle, 
certains exégètes ont préféré de parler de « théologie monastique » (Dom 
Jean Leclercq), et d’autres même de « philosophie monastique ». Pour 
l’homme contemporain l’expression « philosophie monastique » pourrait 
apparaître comme un peu bizarre. Mais pour un penseur du XIIe siècle 
occidental elle est parfaitement lui justifiée, parce que le terme 
« philosophie » est le plus souvent utilisé avec son sens rencontré dans 
l’Antiquité et dans la littérature patristique, à savoir celui de « manière de 
vivre ». Guillaume de Saint-Thierry même parle des « philosophes de ce 
monde » (De contemplando Deo § 18), qu’il n’assimile pas à la catégorie à 
laquelle il appartient, celle des moines. Un moine érudit de cette époque-là 
se serait intitulé lui-même plutôt « philosophe » que « théologien » ; le 
dernier terme, qui venait de pénétrer dans la littérature latine, avait à 
l’époque une connotation négative (comme nous l’avons vu ci-dessus). En 
définitive, la philosophie véritable est ultérieure à Jésus Christ. Seul Jésus 
Christ a pu transformer l’eau simple en le vin le plus précieux (Jean 2, 1-11), 
la philosophie de ce monde en la véritable philosophie.  
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 

„Le dualisme cartésien”. Réception et postérité 

d’une question insoluble 

(Delphine Antoine-Mahut. L’autorité d’un canon philosophique. Le cas Descartes, Paris, J. 
Vrin, 2021, 356 p.) 
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Ce livre écrit par Delphine Antoine-Mahut se propose de répondre à 
une question ambitieuse que les manuels et les histoires de la philosophie ne 
se posent même pas, à savoir comment penser philosophiquement la canonisation ? 
(p.8). La figure canonique de tout philosophe n’est pas une donnée qui 
s’impose de soi, mais bien le fruit d’un processus à la fois historique et 
herméneutique, qui conjugue hagiographie et iconisation (p.9), décrivant un 
paysage où les réceptions (obligatoirement au pluriel !) de l’œuvre d’un auteur 
s’affrontent dans une pluralités concurrentielle (p.9). 

Dans le sillage méthodologique ouvert par un livre publié en 2014 et 
qui s’intéressait à la réception multiforme de Malebranche (Les Malebranchismes 
des Lumières. Études sur les réceptions contrastées de la philosophie de Malebranche, fin 
XVIIe et XVIIIe siècle, Paris, Honoré Champion, 2014), Delphine Antoine-
Mahut s’intéresse à la figure de Descartes, plus précisément aux étapes de sa 
canonisation philosophique.  

Car il s’agit bien d’un processus historique et d’un résultat officiel (« une figure 
philosophiquement canonique, consacrée par les institutions et enseignée 
dans le programmes », p.8), qui se déplace des textes aux intentions de l’auteur 
en question, procède par sélections, reformulations et hiérarchisations (p.9), s’enrichit 
d’une série d’étiquettes (p.10), attache au nom de l’auteur plusieurs « -ismes » (p.10) et 
entre-mêle les intentions de l’auteur avec celle de son interprète (p.11). Bref, 
le canon philosophique n’est pas philosophiquement pur (p.12), mais traversé par des 
valeurs et des affects (p.12), forgé dans le creuset de la correspondances, des écrits 
polémiques et des préfaces ajoutées après-coup (p.16).  
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 S’il fallait trouver un lieu privilégié qui fournirait les bases du processus 
de canonisation philosophique, il faudrait s’arrêter à la controverse avec Regius, 
considère l’auteure (p.16). Liés par les mêmes intérêts lors de la querelle 
d’Utrecht, Descartes et Regius viennent à se séparer lorsque le dernier décida 
de porter la critique des formes substantielles sur les idées innées et sur Dieu.  

C’est donc Descartes lui-même qui commença son autoportrait 
philosophique, par souci de rupture de son (jusque-là) disciple. Delphine 
Antoine-Mahut choisit une matrice interprétative qui fait état de la controverse 
originaire entre Descartes et Regius, en tant que représentants de deux 
positions radicalement opposés (comme deux passions primitives), à savoir le 
“rationalisme” et “l’empirisme” (p.19). L’hypothèse de qui sous-tend l’analyse 
des réceptions de Descartes par les successeurs est que « dans leur variations 
indéfinies, ces réceptions peuvent toutes être dérivées de cette sélection » 
(p.19).  

Il s’agit donc d’un parcours historique qui va de Claude Clerselier 
jusqu'à Charles Renouvier, dont chaque réception est décrite par un verbe 
(stratégie herméneutique qui s’apparente à celle de Ferdinand Alquié décrivant, 
dans les années ’70, à l’aidé des adjectifs, les différents étapes du cartésianisme 
chez Malebranche) : 

- Claude Clerselier : dissocie les passions primitives au profit d’une seule 
et d’un Descartes-dualiste ; 

 - Louis de La Forge (1632-1666) combine les deux passions afin d’offrir 
l’image d’un Descartes-unitariste ; 

 - Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715) incorpore les arguments empiristes 
afin de rendre compatible le cartésianisme avec l’augustinisme ; 

 - Destutt de Tracy (1754-1836) restitue à la métaphysique cartésienne sa 
dimension empiriste ; 

 - Victor Cousin (1792-1854) ombrage (en tant qu’éditeur de l’œuvre de 
Descartes et responsable de l’éducation nationale) les textes cartésiens et 
reprend la position jadis tenue par Clerselier ; 

 - Charles Renouvier (1815-1903) intègre (ou du moins essaie de le faire) 
les deux aspects de l’œuvre cartésienne, à savoir le rationalisme et l’empirisme. 

Nous sommes donc en présence d’un travail remarquable qui essaie de 
cartographier ces six cartésianismes (qui, tous, concourent à la fabrique du 
« canon cartésien », puisqu’il s’originent dans le débat et la controverse 
Descartes-Regius et, partant, dans la relation métaphysique et physiologique 
entre l’âme et le corps).  

Sur le plan structurel, ces six cartésianismes seront analysés dans deux  
parties relativement égales (Deuxième partie. La canonisation : Clerselier, la Forge, 
Malebranche ; Troisième partie. Retentissement du canon : Destutt de Tracy, Cousin, 
Renouvier), qui suivent une première partie, consacrée à la « Fabrique du canon : 
Descartes versus Regius ». 
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La première partie est éclairante sur trois points.  
 - Tout d’abord, parce l’auteure est très attentives aux prémisses de la 

démarcation intra-cartésienne (entre Descartes et Regius, sur les questions qui 
relèvent des enjeux théologiques, à savoir l’âme et Dieu). Pour Descartes, la 
prise de distance par rapport à Regius est « un travail d’affirmation de soi » 
(p.39). C’est en reniant Regius (qui commence par être très cartésien et qui 
finit par se ranger du côté des calomniateurs) que Descartes affirme sa 
singularité. Désavouer le disciple, c’est reconnaître qu’on a été mal compris et 
que la première réception a échoué. Dès lors, il faut répliquer (pp.55-82) 
entrer en « résistance ouverte » (comme on lit dans la Lettre à Dinet). Cette 
étape est marquée par des « démarcations successives » (p.46) grâce aux 
lettres à Elisabeth et à Hogelande, à l’accusation de plagiat brandie contre 
Regius et surtout grâce à la « théorisation du caractère inorganique de la 
volonté, clairement absente chez Regius » (p.52). Delphine Antoine-Mahut 
souligne que dans cette étape tardive Descartes insiste sur « la fondation 
métaphysique de cette belle pièce de psychologie » (p.52), à savoir la 
contraction musculaire. 

- Ensuite, parce que la deuxième phase du rapport entre Descartes et 
Regius est décrite comme « l’incubation du canon » (il s’agit des Notae in 
Programma quoddam). C’est ici exactement que Descartes revendique le titre de  
« premier à avoir considéré la pensée en tant qu’attribut principal de la 
substance incorporelle et l’étendue en tant qu’attribut principal de la 
substance corporelle » (p.59, qui cite le deuxième article). Cette phase du 
canon montre un Descartes qui « caricature » Regius (p.60) et qui veut fermer 
la porte à la possibilité que l’esprit soit vu comme un mode du corps (une 
position que l’ancien disciple ne soutenait « certes pas exactement en ces 
termes, mais sur le fond » (p.61, qui cite les Notae). On voit donc un 
Descartes tout à fait conscient des conséquences que la position d’un Regius 
sectaire pourrait générer et c’est la raison pour laquelle il mobilise contre ce 
dernier la notion d’ « athée temporaire ». Delphine Antoine-Mahut attire 
l’attention sur « l’amère leçon de la calomnie » des Notae, qui montre que le 
cartésianisme s’est vu dès le début priver de son « potentiel rationnaliste » par 
Regius, qui, reléguant la connaissance de l’âme à la révélation, la réduit à une 
connaissance phénoménale et ôte tout la nature exceptionnelle de son objet 
(p.65). Les pages 71-73 présentent donc un Descartes très conscient du fait 
que la réception et la transformation de sa doctrine par Regius « vide la 
distinction substantielle de son contenu rationnel » (p.71) et introduit, pour la 
première fois, la possibilité théorique de voir l’esprit comme étant 
entièrement passif. C’est donc une « radicalisation empiriste » (p.73) qui 
emporte Regius, qui applique à l’âme humaine « les mêmes critères 
épistémologiques que ceux qui spécifient précisément la philosophie nouvelle 
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contre la multiplication des entités scolastiques » (p.75) et lui confère, 
derechef, un caractère organique, grâce à la notion de disposition. Du coup, la 
notion de Dieu aura le même sort, reléguée au statut de notion issue de 
l’observation ou de l’enseignement des choses. Les pages 79-82 (qui closent la 
première partie du livre) décrivent donc la position de Regius comme un 
miroir philosophique renversé par rapport à Descartes : dépendance de l’âme 
envers le tempérament et le cerveau, l’origine affective de la volonté et le 
caractère acquis de toutes les idées de l’âme (p.81). 
 Dans la deuxième partie du livre, Delphine Antoine-Mahut se penche 
sur le processus proprement dit de canonisation, c’est-à-dire sur 
l’officialisation philosophique de l’image de Descartes par Clerselier (auquel est 
consacré le chapitre V) et son cercle intime, dont l’entreprise éditoriale (la 
publication des Lettres) a un but bien précis : « Pour la postérité, l’identité de 
Descartes devra désormais être associée à une philosophie de la distinction 
substantielle fondée dans l’activité divine » (p.106). Mais il y va aussi d’un 
autre enjeu du premier volume des Lettres : exclure Regius du camp des 
cartésiens fidèles. Pour ce qui est du deuxième volume des Lettres, Delphine 
Antoine-Mahut considère que celui-ci remplit une fonction métaphysique 
bien précise, à savoir « marteler la capacité de l’esprit humain à accéder à la 
connaissance ontologique de la distinction substantielle » (p.121) et, par la 
suite, inscrire dans le canon cartésien « deux principes métaphysiques 
inamovibles : le cogito et Dieu » (p.121). C’est avec le troisième volume et plus 
précisément avec le lettre qui clôt le volume (adressée par Clerselier à Louis 
de la Forge, le 4 décembre 1660) que s’ouvre l’interprétation occasionaliste de 
cette force qu’a l’âme de créer du mouvement dans le corps, une expérience 
que Descartes lui-même jugeait « certissima et evidentissima » (dans la Lettre à 
Arnauld du 29 juillet 1648). On comprend donc que l’occasionalisme est né 
d’un « problème interne du cartésianisme » (que Descartes a formulé lui-
même dans la Lettre à Elisabeth du 21 mai 1643) à savoir la nécessité de 
maintenir ensemble la capacité de l’âme humaine à créer du mouvement dans 
le corps auquel elle est jointe et le principe métaphysique de l’immutabilité 
divine (p.134). Si Descartes lui-même n’a pas tranché entres ces deux vérités, 
c’est Clerselier qui s’est cru obligé de faire le choix, dans la lettre à La Forge 
du 4 décembre 1660, en reprenant (sans le dire explicitement) une distinction 
mobilisée auparavant par Regius (livre V, chapitre X de la Philosophia naturalis), 
entre « créer » et « déterminer » le mouvement musculaire et en déplaçant la 
question, de la physique à la métaphysique (p.138). Le rôle de Clerselier dans 
le processus de canonisation, selon l’auteure, ne devrait pas être sous-évalué, 
puisqu’il réussit à dissocier Descartes de Regius « par l’ingestion et digestion 
de cet argument de la distinction entre créer et déterminer », ce qui 
s’apparente à « une forme d’ assimilation, puis d’un dépassement » (p.139). A 
la fin de cette période du canon, on a donc affaire à un « complexe entrelacs » 
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(p.139) de trois cartésianismes qui délimiteront le champs des réceptions 
ultérieures de Descartes : celui dogmatique officiel, de Clerselier ; celui 
empirique officieux, de Regius ; et, bien sûr, celui de Descartes lui-même, 
tenant ensemble ce que les deux autres considèrent comme contradictoire ou 
inaccessible, à savoir la distinction substantielle, la toute-puissance divine et 
l’expérience de la volonté de l’âme sur le corps. 
 Dans le chapitre VI, l’auteure analyse la contribution de Louis de La 
Forge au canon cartésien et la définit par le verbe « combiner ». Pour ce post-
cartésien, l’enjeu est double : d’une part, en tant que médecin, « défendre 
Descartes dans un contexte d’avancées expérimentales sans 
précédent » (p.145) ; d’autre part, maintenir et prolonger le primat 
ontologique et épistémique de l’âme sur le corps. C’est dans le cadre de ce 
double enjeu que La Forge se propose de « suppléer ce que Descartes aurait 
pu faire », comme on lit dans le Traité de l’esprit de l’homme, de ses facultés et de ses 
fonctions ; sa démarche herméneutique consiste à faire de la force que a l’âme 
sur le corps « le critère identitaire principal du cartésianisme » (p.147). La 
Forge fera ainsi un « détour par Henri More », selon Delphine Antoine-Mahut 
(pp.147-162) et ses résultats philosophiques s’apparenteront à une 
combinatoire (« …la démarche de Regius est ainsi combinée par La Forge 
avec les projets communs à More et à Clerselier » p.166), dont le but est de 
« réhabiliter le potentiel empiriste de la psychologie cartésienne » (p.174) et de 
recentrer l’attention sur l’expérience intérieure de cette force de l’âme. Ceci 
faisant, La Forge emploie une distinction qui semble annoncer Malebranche, 
à savoir entre la « la cause prochaine et principale » de la connaissance et « la 
cause éloignée et accidentelle » de celle-ci (p.180), sans pour autant mobiliser 
un lexique occasionaliste en tant que tel (p.182). En insistant sur le primat de 
la volonté sur l’entendement qui, de ce point de vue, devient passif (p.185), La 
Forge donne l’occasion à Malebranche de critiquer ce cartésianisme 
volontariste aux allures d’orgueil et de vanité (voir le Xe Eclarcissement). 
 Malebranche (analysé dans le VIIe chapitre du livre) ne fera donc, selon 
l’auteure, que « reprendre le travail de Clerselier, avec les armes de Regius, 
pour les retourner contre un certain La Forge et déchoir l’âme de Descartes 
de sa superbe » (p.188). De notre point de vue, la lecture que fait Delphine 
Antoine-Mahut à l’œuvre malebranchiste est originale, et relève d’un 
rapprochement entre l’oratorien et Regius (surtout au sujet de la critique des 
formes substantielles et de la connaissances des corps par révélation) qui n’a 
pas été (suffisamment) étudié jusque-là. Ce qui unit les deux philosophes, 
c’est une idée commune, à savoir « la critique radicale des prétentions du 
cogito » (p.190).  

S’il y avait à choisir un verbe pour décrire les travail de Malebranche, 
celui-ci serait « incorporer ». Pour l’oratorien, la déchéance du cogito et de la 
volonté cartésienne se fait à l’aide du levier qu’est la « puissance » des corps. 



Critical reviews 
reviews 

Hermeneia - Nr. 28/2022 
  

129 

 

Ainsi naît un « cartésianisme empiriste, dont la fortune est massive, dans 
l’héritage des Lumières et la psychologie du XIXe siècle » (p.195). On 
comprend, grâce aux analyses de l’auteure, que le déplacement de l’innéisme 
cartésien en Dieu (la vision en Dieu) n’aurait pas été possible sans l’extension 
de la psychologie mécaniste (p.194) et sans la concentration sur le critère 
de l’expérience (p.196). La déconstruction de la dimension rationnelle de 
l’expérience « certissime et evidentissima » dont parlait Descartes dans la lettre 
à Arnauld du 29 juillet 1648 se fait au nom de l’expérience quotidienne que 
fait l’homme déchu. Pour Malebranche, cette thèse théologique (la misère ou la 
déchéance de l’homme) et aussi une prise de position philosophique sur la 
situation de l’expérience humaine réelle (voir le IXe Eclarcissement). On 
comprendra donc mieux, à la lumière des précisions faites aux pages 197-208, 
que Malebranche a été « celui qui inscrit une psychologie expérimentale au 
cœur du canon cartésien » (p.196) – loin d’être le prototype du philosophe 
méditatif ! - et que sa critique à l’adresse de la psychologie rationnelle 
cartésienne (dont les représentants étaient Arnauld, Régis et Desgabets) s’est 
faite grâce à une batterie d’arguments qui invalident la possibilité de l’homme 
déchu d’avoir une idée claire et distincte de son âme. 

Le lecteur du livre appréciera la présentation non-conventionnelle mais 
non moins intéressante de Malebranche, qui est décrit comme un critique de 
la psychologie rationnelle cartésienne au nom du critère expérimental (on se 
rappelle toujours le Xe Eclarcissement où Malebranche demande ni plus ni 
moins où est-ce que les homme ont vu le décret créateur des vérités éternelles 
dont parlait Descartes ?) qui lui donne droit à demander la preuve des 
préjugés cartésiens (p.198). Si les cartésiens « rationalistes » accusent 
Malebranche de ne pas s’élever au degré d’abstraction qui lui permettrait de 
connaître son âme, celui-ci réplique en mettant en avant l’impossibilité 
d’ignorer la misère actuelle de l’homme, qui brouille irrémédiablement la 
connaissance de l’âme, comme l’on observe chez tous les hommes (p.204). 
Mais l’oratorien reprend surtout une ligne d’argumentation utilisée par Regius, 
qui insistait sur l’ organicité de toutes nos pensées en cette vie (p.204) et la 
mobilise pour dénoncer la capacité de l’ego à causer sens pensées. Sur ce point, 
on ne peut pas contredire l’auteure, mais on peut se demander si elle ne va 
pas trop loin dans son interprétation lorsqu’elle présente la célèbre thèse 
malebranchiste de l’obscurité de l’âme comme étant issue uniquement de 
l’opposition malebranchiste à la dimension rationaliste de la psychologie 
cartésienne. Certes, l’obscurité de l’âme est une thèse qui sert bien à la critique 
adressée par l’oratorien au cogito cartésien et aux prétention de celui-ci d’avoir 
des idées innées, mais peut-on ignorer le fondement théologique de cette thèse ? 
Peut-on la tenir pour une thèse qui possède uniquement un but polémique et 
qui fonctionne uniquement dans la controverse concernant l’immatérialité de 
l’âme et son emprise sur le corps ? L’occasionalisme de Malebranche est 
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beaucoup plus théologique que l’auteure le laisse entendre et la critique des idées 
innées, tout en mobilisant la thèse de l’obscurité de l’âme à elle-même (fût-ce 
en dans le sillage de Regius), est effectuée surtout par recours théologique à la 
Raison universelle (voir les Œuvres complètes, XVII-1, p.393 : « L’homme n’est 
que ténèbres par lui-même. Ce n’est point l’homme qui produit en lui les 
idées par lesquelles il aperçoit toutes choses ; car il n’est pas à lui-même sa 

lumière[ ….] C’est le grand Maître qui instruit tous ceux qui viennent en ce 
monde : c’est en lui et par lui et dans lui que nous voyons tout ce que nous 
voyons, et que nous pouvons voir tout ce que nous sommes capables de voir 
: parce que Dieu renfermant les idées ou les ressemblances de tous les êtres, 
et étant en lui comme nous sommes, in ipso enim vivimus, movemur, et sumus, 
nous y voyons, où nous pouvons y voir successivement tous les êtres »). 
 Ce qui est plus problématique pour Malebranche, c’est l’effort  
d’articuler l’évidence métaphysico-théologique de la cause réelle (Dieu qui 
remue le bras) avec l’expérience quotidienne (nous remuons notre bras quand 
nous le voulons). Dans les pages 231-239, Delphine Antoine-Mahut présente 
les trois manières principales grâce auxquelles l’oratorien s’efforce de 
répondre à ce dilemme : la dénonciation d’un illusoire et dangereux sentiment 
de familiarité avec Dieu qui déterminerait les hommes à croire qu’ils sont la 
cause réelle du mouvement dans leur corps ; la critique du sentiment 
d’efficience en lui-même, qui confond la conscience de la volonté à remuer son 
bras et la conscience de l’effort à le remuer ; enfin, la reprise du thème 
théologique d’impuissance. C’est en mobilisant ces trois types d’arguments 
que Malebranche essaie de « faire coïncider l’expérience de Dieu et notre 
individualité finie » (p.234).  

Toutefois, malgré la clarté de l’analyse, on appréciera un peu moins le 
titre d’ « empirisme intégral » (p.234) accolé au nom de Malebranche. C’est en 
forçant un peu (trop) les traits et en exagérant le rôle systémique de l’expérience 
chez Malebranche qu’on peut lui assigner cette étiquette, d’empiriste, comme si 
la dimensions métaphysico-théologique devrait être évacuée du système 
occasionalisme. Certes, Condillac aura de bonnes raison d’assumer certaines 
positions empiristes de Malebranche (pp.236-237), mais ne mettons pas la 
charrue (philosophique) devant les bœufs. L’oratorien a mêlé, peut-être, une 
psychologie métaphysique et une psychologie expérimentale, selon le mot de 
Paul Janet, cité à la page 238, mais cela ne le rend pas pour autant un 
empiriste, encore moins un quasi-Regius, comme il transparaît du chapitre qui 
lui est consacré dans ce livre. La piste de la parenté réelle d’arguments entre 
Regius et Malebranche mérite bien d’être approfondie, mais avec une certaine 
prudence méthodologiquement salutaire.  

La troisième et dernière partie du livre est consacrée à 
l’institutionnalisation de l’image de Descartes dans le paysage intellectuel 
français après 1800 et dans l’enseignement officiel de la philosophie.  
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Delphine Antoine-Mahut s’intéresse ici au travaux de Destutt de Tracy (et 

à son bref mais non moins décisif article intitulé « Sur les Lettres de 
Descartes »), de Victor Cousin (celui qui consacre le canon cartésien 
métaphysique et dualiste dans l’enseignement philosophique français) et de 
Charles Renouvier (qui s’affirme progressivement comme un adversaire de 
Cousin, p.333 sq. et un repreneur des arguments de Regius, pp.326). On 
laissera au lecteur le plaisir de découvrir les étapes institutionnelles du 
« retentissement du canon » et le parcours de l’image de Descartes dans les 
institutions, concours et éditions françaises du XIXe siècle. 

En fin de compte, on comprend que le canon cartésien ne pose pas 
uniquement le problème de la réception des textes du philosophe, mais nous 
invite aussi à réfléchir au sens de l’histoire (des histoires) de la philosophie 
(p.347). Faire l’histoire de la philosophie ne veut pas dire s’arrêter 
uniquement au philosophes dont on sait qu’ils sont « incontournables », mais 
aussi et surtout « expliquer des histoires possibles » (p.348), rendre justice aux 
textes ou aux auteurs qui sont passés, à tort ou à raison, à la « lessiveuse 
mémorielle » (p.348) et, pourquoi pas, « identifier des histoires impossibles » 
(349), à savoir des « cartésianismes » si éloignés de celui canonique, qu’ils sont 
presqu’impossible à tenir pour conformes aux intentions et aux textes de 
Descartes. Mais cela n’empêche pas ces cartésianismes d’exister et de générer 
des effets qui se propagent encore jusqu’à nous. 
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The latest book written by James Tartaglia and Tracey Llanera in 
2020, A Defence of Nihilism, advances a radical project that aims  to 
rehabilitate one of the most criticized phenomena of the Western culture. 
The authors argue that the idea of nihilism has been utilized disapprovingly 
by various thinkers and religious leaders who claim that it is an increasing 
cultural danger to truth, meaning, and morals. On the other hand, a 
fundamental claim of an atheist worldview is that people have the possibility 
of making their own life choices without having to ground the moral 
normativity in the belief in deities or the precepts of any religious texts. In 
this manner, the subject of nihilism brings forth what appears to be an 
irresolvable conflict between two opposite ontologies. As a first step to 
bridge the gap, the authors assume that a revised comprehension of nihilism 
could assist in eradicating miscomprehension among religious believers. 
Secondly, by clarifying how some sections of society perceive nihilism the 
authors advance arguments in favor of nihilism, thus  bringing the 
discussion into a wider context. 

One thought-provoking aspect of the book is its attempts to defend 
a position that seems almost unanimously opposed, both by philosophers 
and theologians. By defending the practice of nihilism, the authors attempt 
to create an argument for those believers, who oppose the idea of nihilism. 
The book written by James Tartaglia and Tracey Llanera can be understood 
as a counterpart to theological scholarship concerning proof supporting the 
gospel. They follow a similar methodology and apply it to nihilism instead. 
Thus, the book acts as a good mediator, serving as a defence of the 
unpopular nihilism. For instance, in the introductory part, A Much Ado 
About Nothing, the author admits the presence of beliefs concerning the 
entity identified as the “creator”, which has for a long time been the focus 
of humans, as: “The final goal, which makes our strivings and sufferings 
either worthwhile or wasted, maybe a preordained destiny, or it may be a 
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target we could hit or miss” (1). An essential aspect is the debate regarding 
humanity’s goals, which the authors of the book link to the usefulness of 
certain aspects of the nihilistic schools of thought even for cult leaders and 
opposers of Nihilism alike. A Defence of Nihilism also requires the reader to 
exercise his or her objectivity and proposes in this sense an imagination 
exercise as “We are just people going in and out of rooms, sending 
electronic messages, falling in love, eating apples, signing nuclear non- 
proliferation treaties, and so on” (1). This reminds one of the vast 
simultaneities of humanity and of the insignificance of the majority of our 
actions in the grand scheme of things, particularly at a cosmic level. As such 
there would be no reason not to give nihilism a chance, particularly as it can 
be suggested that there is no purpose in human life, not even happiness. 

Another appealing aspect of the book written by James Tartaglia 
and Tracey Llanera is its brief history of the concept, starting from its very 
foundations, which lie as far back as the 4th Century AD. Augustine for 
instance held that the "continual activity of God was needed to prevent 
reality from collapsing into nothingness" (p. 13). Therefore, the authors 
attempt to show the necessity for the belief in a supernatural being as 
humans feel the profound need of some power to believe in as a means to 
deter reality from becoming nothingness. Another moment of great 
advancement was the French Revolution when people started relying on 
scientific facts rather than on beliefs and values. In this sense, thinkers such 
as Voltaire and Rousseau advanced the importance of the scientific 
argument for the purpose of answering important questions revolving 
around human life. Moreover, these thinkers encouraged life in harmony 
with the benevolent natural order rather than wait for God's paradise (p. 
14). Greek thinkers Epicurus and Lucretius make a similar case as they 
argue that “there's no point wasting your time worshipping gods, since they 
don't bother themselves with us insignificant humans” (p. 14). This brief 
historical outlook of nihilistic conceptions throughout the ages  raises a 
series of questions. For instance, why have peoples accepted Christianity, 
Islam, and other religions and neglected or refuted nihilism? What is the 
origin of the destructive belief, which has flourished ever since the 
Enlightenment, that scientific proof is to give more meaning to life? Such 
questions are naturally answered by the authors. Nihilism can be seen as an 
opposition attempt to immoral behavior made by the elites. Therefore, the 
practice and belief were depicted as evil (p. 24) by the past elites, who were 
immoral, and feared the spread of the concept. 

One of the book's best aspects is that the authors attempt to clarify 
the widely believed inconsistencies concerning nihilism. This technique acts 
as a counterargument to the popular claims. For example, the first argument 
against nihilism usually evolves around its denial of the existence or the 
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presence of a supernatural being in human life. Consequently, there is no 
pre-given cosmic meaning that puts the human existence in order and orients it 
to a definite purpose. But this does not necessarily devalue life in itself. The 
nihilist outlook of life that sees nothing meaningful should not be confused 
with the pessimist perspective that life is horrible (p. 27). A good and happy 
life is possible and preferable within a nihilistic world view because it this 
way the human being is freed from the traditional bounds. Therefore, when 
the optimistic nihilist views the world as void of meaning, this becomes a 
great opportunity to choose a proper one for oneself. Optimistic nihilism 
can thus be an exceedingly a powering belief, and in acknowledging it, an 
individual achieves the strength to amend their experience from negative to 
positive. 

Lastly, the book succeeds in bringing a complicated philosophical 
topic to an expression accessible to a wider public without compromising 
the academic rigor. As such, it is also well grounded in the history of the 
topic with its rich reference list. All in all, the authors have effectively made 
use of these limited pages to fulfill their intentions of giving a fresh look on 
nihilism. 
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