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Introduction

Anthony Malagon

In a brief conversation with a literature student I met at a coffee shop, I
described my area of research as existentialism, to which the response was:
“Oh! I love existentialism. It’s interesting how Kierkegaard was the only
existentialist who was religious!” This was not the first time I had encoun-
tered such a statement, but given the fact that my graduate studies focused
upon those we might call the religious existentialists,1 it is always quite
shocking to hear the complete and common lack of awareness of the long list
of religious existentialists. It might even be said that the majority of those
whom we would properly call existentialist were in fact religious individuals
of some form or other.2 Such an encounter is just one of the many reminders
of the grave misunderstandings still pervading the movement and philosophy
of existentialism, both within and outside academia. This anthology aims to
be corrective to some of the most prevalent confusions about existentialism,
such as the problem of definition, and the details of its history, thus helping
to properly situate those we are calling the religious existentialists.

It has been said: “A collection of philosophical readings is justified if it
responds to a need.”3 In light of the above anecdote, I can think of no more
urgent a need than to begin correcting the recurrent misconceptions about the
history and nature of existentialism. It has been over seventy years since the
prime of existentialism, and there is still a great deal of un-clarity about the
meaning of the term itself, let alone about the movement as a whole; there is
even little agreement as to whom we should include or exclude in our list of
existentialists. Given this long history of controversy—in large part due to
the difficulty of defining the term itself—it seems quite appropriate and
important to revisit this history and correct the errors that have seeped into
our understanding of such a significant and influential philosophical move-
ment. The fact that we are no longer at the beginnings of the movement
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might allow us a clearer perspective as to what occurred in the heyday of
existentialism and improve our understanding of this difficult subject within
our current historical-philosophical context.

The first question to address before beginning to tackle the problem of
definition is the one hinted at above, in our initial story—why is existential-
ism so commonly associated with atheism? Or, put differently, why are the
religious existentialists so little known as compared to the atheist existential-
ists? The simple and popular answer—which anyone familiar with existen-
tialism might guess—is that Sartre, an atheist, became one of the most fa-
mous proponents of existentialism, and as a result, essentially defined the
philosophical movement in the popular mind, and this, internationally. The
movement, then, often came to be identified, or confused with, Sartrean
existentialism, as if he were its founder—especially to those outside of
academia.

To complicate matters further it is well known that Sartre fully embraced
the title of existentialist—unlike many others of the time—and even at-
tempted to define the term himself. He was the only existentialist, in fact,
who ventured to express a strict definition of existentialism, contributing to
the view that he was the spokesperson for all existentialists—clearly perpetu-
ating the inappropriate impression in the minds of many that he was a kind of
founder of the movement—though years later he recanted stating that exis-
tentialism could not be defined.4 As a result of his fame via his novels and
creative writing the movement became almost completely identified with
atheism and nihilism; and this, in part, with the help of his close compatriots
in the atheist existentialist camp, Simone de Beauvoir, and Albert Camus.
Consequently, many anthologies and books began to leave out, or fail to
mention, important religious existentialists, and even began to identify exis-
tentialism with Sartreanism, atheism, or both. Even recent scholarship is
tainted with such an erroneous slant. Consider, for example, this recent an-
thology’s definition of existentialism: “By existentialism we mean a doctrine
which makes human life possible and, in addition, declares that every truth
and every action implies a human setting and a human subjectivity. . . .
Existentialism is the philosophy that considers the human as the starting
point, an empty one, without any definite essence—a starting point that
needs to be built up through our free and authentic choices.”5

The shocking element of this statement is that it makes no distinction
between this essentially Sartrean definition of existentialism and the way any
other religious existentialists might have defined it. This basically expels all
religious existentialists from the movement of existentialism. The quote
clearly echoes Sartre’s claim that “existence precedes essence,” his statement
that “subjectivity must be the starting point” is clearly paraphrased, as well as
his notion that man must create himself as being born into the world with no
essence. The most important problem with this categorical statement about



Introduction 3

existentialism is that most existentialists did not in fact hold this view at all.
Virtually every religious existentialist, including Heidegger—though usually
not thought to be religious (thought agnostic by many, ambiguous by others,
and secretly religious by some), rejected this notion that man has no es-
sence—though they agreed that man is bound to make choices in his or her
life, and thus, that we must “create” our lives (or choose our lives), in a
certain sense, but certainly not in a Sartrean sense.

Aside from the otherwise excellent contribution of this anthology to
scholarship on the possibility of ethics within an atheistic existentialism, the
book leaves the distinction between existentialism in general and an atheistic
existentialism vague; resulting, once again, in an arbitrary exclusion of the
religious existentialists, thus painting an incomplete picture of existentialism
as a whole. It is indeed quite strange how the above anthology includes
Kierkegaard out of the religious existentialists as the only one who has some-
thing interesting to say about ethics, while leaving out thinkers such as Mar-
tin Buber, Gabriel Marcel, or Emmanuel Levinas, to name a few. It is, per-
haps, because the editor intended to focus upon the existentialists who “want
to avoid transcendence and escape a-moralism,”6 i.e., on the ones who want
“to establish the proposition, ‘everything is allowed is false,’ without re-
course to the transcendent.”7 Such a focus would be a fine academic endeav-
or, but the editor simply uses the categorical statement “the existentialists,”
or “they,” in her discussion, leaving the reader with the impression that this is
the program of all existentialists, including the religious existentialists, and
this was clearly not the case. If the intent was to exclude the religious exis-
tentialists because of the desire to focus on the existentialists who attempt to
struggle with ethics without recourse to the transcendent, then such a goal
should have been stated explicitly, but this was not done, to the detriment,
unfortunately, of the religious existentialists.

The perpetuation of this misconception is quite common and began long
ago. For the purposes of this introduction, I will generally trace it back to—
though not meaning to place all the blame on this text alone—the still popu-
lar book Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre by Walter Kaufman. In
this work, Kaufmann intentionally leaves out many of the religious existen-
tialists from his “story” of existentialism for several, not so convincing,
reasons. First, Kaufmann decides to exclude the religious existentialists from
his anthology—with the exception of Kierkegaard—on the paradoxical basis
that religion is inherently existential, and second, that they have not made
significant contributions to philosophy or literature.

This exclusion on the part of Kaufmann has been observed and refuted by
Maurice Friedman so eloquently that it is worth quoting him at length:
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In the introductory essay to his anthology . . . Kaufmann explains his omission
of the religious existentialists, such as Berdyaev, Buber, Bultmann, Tillich,
and Marcel, first, on the all-too-true ground that “religion has always been
existentialist” (which would seem to us more a reason for including them than
for excluding them), second on the palpably false ground that “not one of the
later religious existentialist has so far left a mark, like Kierkegaard, on litera-
ture or on philosophy,” and third on the rather whimsical note that an antholo-
gy “is not a collection of flowers or a meadow on which we pick a blossom
here and there” but “an attempt to tell a story and follow a path.” “The relig-
ious existentialists have not played an important part in our story,” he adds—
for the reason, we might note, that he has arbitrarily shaped his story to ex-
clude all of them but Kierkegaard. The fact is that there is no one story to tell,
and any attempt to reduce existentialism to a single story is an unwarranted
oversimplification of a tremendously complex group of interrelated
phenomena.8

Thus, Kaufman’s exclusion of the religious existentialists is especially sus-
pect on the grounds that inasmuch as his first disqualifying statement that
“religion has always been existentialist” seems rather a powerful reason for
including them rather than excluding them, since it appears something almost
akin to not allowing a group of feminist women into a discussion of the
movement because they are too feminist by nature! The rest of the quote is
self-explanatory and shows clearly how Kaufman’s depiction of the existen-
tial movement is one that is consciously biased in favor of the atheistic
existentialists, and therefore excludes the religious existentialists, portraying
them as an unimportant or minor aspect of the movement, although any
serious student of the times should notice otherwise.

Anyone who briefly studies the history of existentialism—including the
influences of Sartre himself—will quickly discover that such a picture of
existentialism is gravely inaccurate. It could justifiably be said that to contin-
ue to perpetuate, or allow, such an obviously false depiction of the movement
and its defining qualities would be shameful. For, contrary to Kaufman, it is
actually the religious existentialists that form the bulk of the movement and
not the other way around. As Friedman, who has written one of the best, most
encompassing, and well-written anthologies on existentialism to date, has put
it, “there is an ever-growing testimony here and abroad to the significance of
such thinkers as Buber, Nicholas Berdyaev, Gabriel Marcel, Franz Rosenz-
weig, Paul Tillich, Jacques Maritain, and Ferdinand Ebner.”9 He adds: “To-
day no mature anthology of existentialism can omit the religious existential-
ists. Not only is Kierkegaard himself a basically religious existentialist, but,
for all the fame of Sartre and Heidegger, it is the religious existentialists who
make up the large majority of those who are properly considered existential-
ists.”10 These sentiments of Friedman so long ago still ring true today.
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It could almost be said that there has not been any mature anthologies
since the early days of existentialism—with the exception of a few recent
works, which may indicate a shift in the right direction. Despite this passion-
ate and accurate statement written over sixty years ago, it is quite surprising
that many anthologies on existentialism continue to exclude many of the
religious existentialists without proper explanation. Aside from Maurice
Friedman, and perhaps William Barrett, the literature tends to be quite imbal-
anced. It is obvious that a corrective to such a prejudice and misconception
about existentialism should be forthcoming. This continual misrepresentation
of the movement should unquestionably be rectified for the sake of academic
honesty and proper philosophical history.

This collection, then, specifically seeks to help remedy this long history
of marginalizing the religious existentialists and the tendency of identifying
the origin of—and definition of—existentialism with Sartreanism and athe-
ism, without, of course denying his importance to the movement. It is for this
reason that the following chapters center around some of the most important
religious existentialists—though the list is not exhaustive—and some of their
the essential contributions.

Nevertheless, before highlighting both the contribution of the religious
existentialists as a whole and illustrating their specific contributions—show-
ing their continued relevance—it will be appropriate to attempt a more accu-
rate depiction of existentialism—even if a precise definition is never reached.
Only then shall we be able to truly appreciate the significance of these
thinkers within existentialism as well as justifying the list of existentialists
that we shall cover in this text. As such, the rest of this introduction will
revisit the problem of defining existentialism and briefly explore its history,
then move to a consideration of the contribution and relevance of the relig-
ious existentialists as whole, followed by a summary of the individual essays
included in this collection, along with a discussion of the connection of each
essay to the project as whole.

THE PROBLEM OF DEFINITION

The difficulty of defining twentieth-century existentialism goes back to its
origins. From its early stages there was some confusion as to who began to
use the term first. Some attributed it to Jaspers, others to Marcel, and still
others traced its use back to Kierkegaard, and so on. While it can generally
be said that Kierkegaard began to use the term, it is typically agreed that its
conscious use to signal a philosophical approach only became popular with
later thinkers such as Jaspers, Marcel, Heiddeger, Maritain, etc. Early on
there were problems and debates over whom to include in the list of existen-
tial thinkers. Many of whom we now categorize as existentialist, as we know,
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repudiated the term, often vehemently. Marcel seems to have embraced the
term at one point—just as Sartre did—calling himself a Christian existential-
ist, only to reject the term as distorting the nature of his philosophy.11 It was
clear, as time went on, that his motivation for rejecting the term was to
dissociate himself from the philosophy of Sartre, whom he staunchly criti-
cized throughout his philosophical career.12

Many others whom we now consider existentialist also rejected the term
for similar reasons, though we now group them together. This was done of
course with some justification; but it must be borne in mind that existential-
ism as a form of doing philosophy, pattern of thought, way of thinking, or
attitude, can be seen as arising in different parts of the world, and not as a
linear movement plainly deriving from one thinker, or root, so to speak. As
such, it has to a certain degree escaped a clear definition and often been
articulated as a mood or attitude that does not amount to any kind of unified
philosophical doctrine or approach. It has been said, “Existentialism is not a
philosophy but a mood embracing a number of disparate philosophies; the
differences among them are more basic than the temper which unites
them.”13 In another instance we have the statement: “Existentialist philoso-
phy is the explicit conceptual manifestation of an existential attitude—a spirit
of ‘the present age.’ . . . It is an attitude that recognizes the unresolvable
confusion of the human world.”14 Both of these indicate that existentialism
cannot be defined because it is more of a mood, or attitude, than a strict
philosophy.

Yet, the admission to the impossibility of a strict definition of existential-
ism should not discourage us from attempting a kind of descriptive consen-
sus as to the general nature of existential thought, or its tendencies. We might
suggest two general orientations that have been ascribed to the movement of
twentieth-century existentialism: The centrality of subjective experience in
the concrete human subject versus an objective or scientific approach, and, as
a consequence, the dissociation with Cartesian philosophy. Consider, for
instance, how Friedman attempts to “define” existentialism in an encounter
with a student: “‘So could you give me a brief definition of existentialism?’
‘Would it not be better,’ I replied, ‘if I told you something directly about
Buber instead of offering you a general category from which you deduce
something about him?’ After a pause I added, ‘And I have given you a
definition of existentialism in what I just said.’ Insofar as one can define
existentialism, it is a movement from the abstract and general to the particu-
lar and the concrete.”15

Thus, according to Friedman, existentialism might be defined as a return
to the concrete experience of the human subject versus an abstract approach
borne out of a strictly rational stance toward reality. It is a turn from the
abstract to the concrete, from “the general to the particular”:
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Existentialism is . . . a reaction against the static, the abstract, the purely
rational, the merely irrational, in favor of the dynamic and the concrete, per-
sonal involvement and “engagement,” action, choice, and commitment, the
distinction between “authentic” and “inauthentic” existence, and the actual
situation of the existential subject as the starting point of (all) thought.16

[Emphasis mine]

For Friedman, the emphasis in existentialism is clearly on the subject and on
the meticulous exploration of his or her experience in the world: “One part of
this foundation is phenomenology. . . . A second part of this foundation is the
emphasis upon the subject.”17 This however, constitutes a profound reversal
of Cartesian philosophy: “Practically every existentialist philosopher has
undertaken a fundamental critique of Descartes’ cogito.”18 He adds that,
“The revolt of all modern existentialists against the Cartesian cogito must be
seen as an emphasis upon the existential subject in all his wholeness and
concreteness—the willing, feeling, thinking person who decides and acts and
does so from the limited perspective of his particular life-situation rather than
from some universal vantage point provided by reason or history.”19 If this is
the case, that most other existentialists critique Descartes and define their
philosophy in light of such a critique, it appears quite reasonable to suggest
that if we are to define existentialism at all, it should be based precisely upon
such a rejection of Descartes. Under this perspective, one of the essential
elements of what we should characterize as modern existentialism would be
precisely this rejection.

Now it is profoundly ironic that although, as Friedman points out, “Practi-
cally every existentialist philosopher has undertaken a fundamental critique
of Descartes’ cogito,”20 those who have been credited for defining and popu-
larizing the movement did not wholly reject the Cartesian model. The dis-
turbing truth that one discovers upon reading Sartre is that, much like Hus-
serl, his phenomenological descriptions of the subject never completely over-
come the structures of the Cartesian ego. Although both Sartre and Husserl
see the subject as intrinsically relational, that is to say, as externalized in a
world and deriving its interiority from its thrownness in a world, the Sartrian
and Husserlian subjects retain the Cartesian stance of mastery upon reality.
In Husserl, consciousness ultimately has the last word as to the constitution
of the world around it—although it does allow itself to be informed by its
surroundings. As for Sartre, consciousness still retains the sovereignty of a
free will unblemished by a given context or horizon. Both the Sartrian and
the Husserlian subjects remain transcendental, that is, the sole condition of
the possibility of knowledge in the case of Husserl, and of action in the case
of Sartre. But as such, one hesitates to call this description of the subject
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existential, inasmuch as it does not manifest the characteristics of “throw-
ness” or “being in situation” that characterizes mainstream existentialist phi-
losophies such as those of Heidegger and Marcel.

This is also why, incidentally, both Sartre and Husserl remain trapped in
the subject-object dichotomy that will become the focal point of criticism on
the part of the rest of the movement. Both of them struggle with this dichoto-
my to be sure but they never completely overcome it. This becomes particu-
larly evident in their treatment of the other. In his Cartesian Meditations, we
see Husserl struggle with his phenomenological descriptions of the other as
ultimately constituted by a transcendental consciousness, knowing full well
that the human other is not and cannot possibly be reduced to an act of
constitution. In his famous description of the “regard,” Sartre also fumbles in
his phenomenological descriptions of the other, which ultimately never truly
explode the temptation of objectification to which this encounter is often
reduced.

Thus Sartre never overcomes the remnant of Cartesianism passed down
via Husserl. The transcendental ego that remains central for the larger part of
Husserl’s career and phenomenological stance is a residue of the Cartesian
model and view of the subject. Hence, Husserl himself remains Cartesian in
some of his presuppositions or treatment of the subject, and Sartre never
rejects this, but embraces it. Indirectly then, through Husserl, (though it
might be the case that the late Husserl becomes more existential in his view
of the subject), Sartre embraces a Cartesian view and treatment of the sub-
ject, and thus does not remain or (ever become) truly existential, specifically
because his view of the subject remains Cartesian as opposed to closely tied
to the concrete living individual that remains the central focal point and
mode of philosophizing of people like Kierkegaard, Unamuno, Marcel, and
even Levinas. This implicit Cartesian view of the subject in Sartre also
results in his technique sometimes not seeming purely phenomenological but
retaining the taste of a rationalist of sorts. Indeed, he gives the impression of
a rationalist at times in his arguments, approach and presuppositions.

We are thus left in the ironic position of implying that the many existen-
tialists excluded by Kaufmann because of their religious inclination are in
fact more authentically existential than Sartre—and perhaps Camus and
Beauvoir. It appears that the religious existentialists should not only be
viewed as part of the canon, but as a fundamental part—if not the most
essential part—of modern existentialism. It can reasonably be argued that
their contribution is a more authentic aspect of what might be called the spirit
of twentieth-century existentialism than that of Sartre. Under a certain under-
standing of existentialism, such as the one proposed here, Sartre and other
atheistic existentialists fall short of the existential spirit by remaining
Cartesian.



Introduction 9

The religious existentialists should thus be viewed as an essential part of
“the story” of existentialism at the very least, and whose contributions help to
clarify the nature of this diverse movement itself. Contrary to Kaufman, the
fact that religiousness can be thought of as existential by nature should be
treated as more of a reason to include those thinkers whom we would term
“religious”—though many would dislike the term, as mentioned above—
since by their very essence, so to speak, they could provide clarity as to the
authentic embodiment of an existential thinker. Further, they could also pro-
vide us with some of the unique insights that we would have otherwise
missed if we only considered the “atheistic” existentialists. A fuller picture of
the movement of existentialism would not only add richness and accuracy to
what historically occurred, but it would enrich our philosophical resources
and philosophical reflections moving forward.

CONTRIBUTION OF THE RELIGIOUS EXISTENTIALISTS

This introduction endeavors to achieve two goals: first, to justify and explain
the subtitle of this text i.e., The Redemption of Feeling; second, to argue for
the collective contribution of religious existentialism and why we are jus-
tified in seeing them as essential to the movement of modern existentialism.

It can hardly be denied that since the beginning of Western thought,
reason has been given a divine status, if not quite literally, de facto. Through-
out philosophical history we see the glorification of reason over and above
the passions—or, what I am choosing to categorize as “feelings.” Aristotle
famously defined man as a rational animal, and throughout history many
have followed him and claimed that reason is what separates men from
animals. Even Shakespeare calls reason “god-like,” and Goethe the “glimmer
of divine light,” while philosophers proceeded to cast doubt on the passions
as inferior to reason; untrustworthy, blind, and as temptations that can lead us
astray. The passions have always had a subordinate role within philosophy;
being viewed with suspicion, disdain, and sometimes fear. It is not surpris-
ing; therefore, that they have traditionally not been the center of philosophi-
cal attention, but this all has changed with the advent of existentialism.

It could be argued that, in large part, the religious existentialists are re-
sponsible for this fundamental shift in philosophy from the purely rational
and abstract to a focus on the subject, or what is often called the concrete
individual, and philosophizing from the center of said subject. It is undeni-
able then that Kierkegaard is a principal figure in catalyzing such a turn
given that his central focus throughout his philosophical career was upon
“that single individual.”21 The individual, thus, became a central category for
much philosophy after him; and many of those whom we would label relig-
ious thinkers began to follow suit in this new form of philosophizing from
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the place of the living subject, and of his or her experience in the world. This
move can be distinctly perceived in many religiously oriented thinkers after
Kierkegaard—and yet preceding Sartre—such as Rosenzweig, Jaspers, Ber-
dyaev, Ebner, Buber, Unamuno, and so on. It appears that this fundamental
turn began occurring decisively and most predominantly within the philoso-
phies of the religious existentialists; though this is not to suggest that it was
exclusive to them, since existentialism had many sources of influences, as
already noted.

Yet, if this is the case—and it is unlikely that any contemporary and
honest scholar on existentialism would deny this—it appears that the long list
of religious existentialists before Sartre are more significantly the ones that
helped shape the character of existentialism during the twentieth-century. If
this move from the abstract toward the concrete—which by now can hardly
be denied as one of the fundamental aspects that can be ascribed to existen-
tialism—is most profoundly exemplified by the religious existentialist in
their sharp focus on the concrete individual and his or her world, then we
should all continue to echo Barrett’s plea many years ago that “Jean Paul
Sartre is not existentialism.” Though, again, this is not to take credit from
Sartre’s importance in the popularizing of the movement; but it simply
should not be at the expense of making opaque this rich and varied philo-
sophical phenomenon. Aside from this sorely needed corrective, however, is
there something that the religious existentialists contribute to our philosophi-
cal enterprise from which Sartre, Camus, Heidegger and all the rest have
benefited? If the shift mentioned above toward concrete existence of the
individual is ascribed to them—at least in large part—then anything that
religious existentialists have derived from this shift could be considered their
contribution.

Although it is tempting to derive a completely unified and specific contri-
bution from all existentialists, it is not my intention to argue for such a claim.
My view is that their contributions are quite varied. Yet, as a consequence of
what has been said so far, there is a general result that could reasonably be
maintained. It has been argued that the one essential feature of existentialism
is a move from the abstract to the concrete. It has also been maintained that
the particular form of twentieth-century existentialism often entails, whether
directly or indirectly, a rejection of Descartes. If these two defining qualities
of existentialism are accepted as embodied in the religious existentialists’
move toward the existing concrete individual, or subject, then this turn could
be characterized as one that redeems, or reinstates, the value of personal
experience within the bounds of our philosophical enterprise. They might be
credited, then, for being the main contributors for introducing the existential
individual with all her concrete complexities into philosophy—though of
course, not exclusively22—which includes all the commonly known existen-
tial categories and themes such as anxiety, despair, dread, faith, hope, etc.
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This move toward the concrete individual within the religious existential
movement leads to a re-valuation of the subjective experiences of the indi-
vidual within philosophy, which provides for the foundation of all the other
existential themes and approaches that existentialists are known for. Note
that these themes include despair, love, hope, anxiety, fear, jealousy, guilt,
and all of the messy experiences within our subjective lives that philosophy
often calls the passions. This reinstatement of the subjective life of the pas-
sions in the individual within our philosophical approach, which includes all
of the complexities of our moods, passions, and experiences in the world, is
what I am choosing to call the redemption of feeling. It is this redemption of
feeling—or subjective experience—as of philosophical importance that I am
taking to be in large part the contribution of most religious existentialists, in
one form or other. In other words, it is the increased suspicion of old ap-
proaches to philosophy largely because of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche (and
others), as well as the horrors of the war that philosophy failed to address
(prevent or explain), that philosophers were forced to rethink their usual or
traditional approaches. That is, tradition usually exhibited a dependency
upon abstract thought, which forced philosophy to reinvent itself because of
the historical context of the times; otherwise their way of philosophizing
could be seen as not addressing the “real” problems of the world and the
individual. It has been said that this is why existentialism arises from differ-
ent parts of the world or many different sources; what cannot be denied is
that many of the people we would call religious existentialist were the great
majority of the pioneers of this monumental change in the philosophical
thinking of the times. After all, can we really imagine Sartre without a
Heidegger, and Heidegger without a Kierkegaard? Existentialism without
Rosenzweig, Buber, Jaspers, and Marcel? Not only would it appear lacking
in important ways, but it is unlikely that it would have developed or taken
root in the way that it did without them. They, and their contributions, are
indispensable to the movement.

In conclusion, it has been argued that most existentialists could be seen as
embodying a certain kind of reversal, or rejection of, Descartes. This is what
ultimately results in the existentialist interest in subjective experience as our
primary access to truth or reality. This refocusing and re-valuing of subjec-
tive experience—this redemption of feeling—helps us to more clearly dis-
cern which thinkers truly belong to this historic movement. With this new
orientation we are then able to include some philosophers which normally do
not make the anthologies of existentialism but which properly belong to it.
This re-thinking of existentialism thus allows us to broaden our list of think-
ers within the movement without allowing the term to lose all meaning, as
well as to perceive the possible contribution to the entire movement without
which the movement would lack its luster.
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CONTRIBUTORS AND SUMMARY OF CHAPTERS

The chapters in this collection hope to show the continued relevance, as well
as how each of these thinkers contributes, in their unique way, to the “re-
demption of feeling,” or to our general subjective experience in the world. As
has been argued, it is likely that it is to the religious existentialists that we
owe the renewed interest in current times to subjective experiences such as
the emotions, the passions, and so forth. Indeed, if it is accepted that such a
redemption of feeling has decisively occurred within philosophy, it is largely
thanks to the religious existentialists of the last century.

The reader should be aware, moreover, that this anthology will regroup
philosophers who are not usually considered part of the mainstream of exis-
tentialism, but who, by virtue of the broad strokes by which we have defined
the movement, show family traits, so to speak, which justifies our regroup-
ing. All of the philosophers contained in this work, thus, contain anti-Carte-
sian tendencies and show an explicit intention to return to concrete experi-
ence versus an intellectual or rational approach to truth. Likewise, all of the
philosophers assembled in this anthology show a focus on concrete human
experience, and more specifically on affective or sensible human experi-
ences, i.e., on feeling. All of them, interestingly, show a kindrid positive
interest in affective experience, each showing in his or her own way the
relevance of the affective in developing of a coherent phenomenology of
human existence.

The first two thinkers featured in our volume—perhaps best characterized
as early pre-cursers to twentieth-century existentialism as many other could
be, such as Augustine and Pascal—are medieval thinkers who might be
understood as a brand of existentialism as described above in their interest in
developing a notion of an affective, non-rational approach, to God and to
human destiny. Both are Italian and both are philosophizing in approximately
the same time period, that is the thirteenth-century. The first of these is
Aquinas (1225–1274) and is featured in Stephen Chanderbhan’s chapter
“‘The One Who Does Not Taste Does Not Know’: Thomas Aquinas on
When Affect Constitutes Knowledge of God.” In this chapter, Stephen Chan-
derbhan shows how although knowledge of God has traditionally been
understood as a prerogative of the intellect, there exists evidence in Aquinas’
philosophy that allows for the possibility of an affective knowledge of God,
that one is called to not only know God intellectually, but to “taste” and to
“see” that God is good. The second chapter, on Dante (1265–1321), “Intel-
lectual Ascent and Experience in Dante’s Divine Comedy” by Antonio Dona-
to shows the limitations of the intellectual approach as recognized at the end
of the classical age by philosophers pointing out that reason alone cannot be
what determines our goals; our spiritual yearnings being regarded as the
fundamental guide of our existence. Donato argues that in the Divine Come-
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dy, Dante identifies a third alternative to the two paths here described—an
alternative that aims to find a balance between the intellectual and spiritual
tendencies of our nature.

The next chapter focuses on one of the luminaries in existentialist thought
and one who might well arguably be called the father of existentialism,
Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855). “More Than a Feeling:
Kierkegaard’s Redemption of Love” by Michael Strawser also shows how
there exists a redemption of feeling inasmuch as the subjective experience of
feeling and emotion is seen to be at the heart of reflections on Christianity.
Thus, in his essay, Strawser argues that although Kierkegaard explains that
“the issue”—“the total thought”—of his entire authorship is centered on the
task of becoming a Christian, the central issue of Kierkegaard’s authorship
can and should be understood more broadly as the task of becoming a lover,
and that Kierkegaard’s writings are most fruitfully understood as providing
readers with a first phenomenology of love.

The next section of our anthology features a number of lesser-known
thinkers from different parts of the world, a striking example as to how
existentialism came to sprout in different parts of the world under the Nietzs-
chean and Kierkegaardian impulses. The first chapter, “James and Nishida: A
Phenomenology of Mystical Consciousness” by J. Jeremy Wisnewski fea-
tures the philosophy of William James (1842–1910), an American thinker
better known for his involvement in American pragmatism which, incidental-
ly, exhibits a number of common elements with the brand of existentialism
we have been describing—an anti-Cartesian thrust and a preoccupation with
concrete experience. In this chapter he is compared with Japanese thinker
Nishida (1870–1945) in an attempt to criticize Western philosophy’s attempt
to show that the language of reason (logos) is adequate to reality—that it can
accomplish what experience alone cannot. Over and against this strictly ra-
tional approach to reality, Wisnewski’s essay defends the relevance of
Samādhi (or meditation) to philosophical questions and utilizes thinkers
where appropriate—William James and Nishida Kitaro—in order to show
that the above mode of experience cannot simply be ignored by those inter-
ested in the core questions of metaphysics. Nicolas Berdyaev (1874–1948) is
another lesser-known Russian existentialist who also shows an interest in
transcending a mere rationalist approach to reality. In her chapter, “Nikolai
Berdyaev: Toward a New Humanism, Based on a New Concept of Being
Human,” Emiliya Ivanova explores Berdyaev’s response to the twentieth-
century’s crisis of values and its general distrust of the dominant position of
reason. Ivanova shows that according to Berdyaev, this crisis is not only an
economic and social crisis, nor only a crisis of rationalist values and beliefs,
but a global spiritual crisis, which needs a new humanism capable of restor-
ing the disfigured image of the human being and of rendering back to it its
true dignity, lost in the course of modern times. This chapter is followed by
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one on Max Scheler (1874–1928), another lesser known German existential-
ist. “Max Scheler’s Concept of Shame as a Preconceptual Revelation of the
Ontological Status of the Human Person,” by Marc Barnes shows how Max
Scheler restores the feeling of shame from its current position in popular and
evolutionary psychology as an experience of the self that is unattractive,
undesirable and worthless. Instead, Barnes argues that Scheler describes
shame as a protective feeling that rises into activity upon perceived threats to
the ontological unity of the person as a “bridge” between the spiritual and
material.

Next, we have two chapters on the thinking of Unamuno (1864–1936), a
Spanish existentialist who also explored the centrality of feeling, in this case,
negative feeling, in human experience. “The Necessity of Feeling in Unamu-
no and Kant: For the Tragic as for the Beautiful and Sublime,” by José Luis
Fernández explores how although Miguel de Unamuno’s theory of tragic
sentiment is rightly attributed with being influenced by the gestational
thought of Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche, there exists a peculiar
kinship between Unamuno and Immanuel Kant. Fernández’s aim is to con-
tribute some commentary on Unamuno’s philosophy of tragic feeling and
Kant’s theories of beauty and the sublime in the Critique of Judgment. “The
Redemption of Negative Feeling: Miguel de Unamuno,” by Mariana Ales-
sandri constitutes a critique of the last two decades in the field of positive
psychology’s almost exclusive promotion of positive emotions in light of
Unamuno’s philosophy of negative feelings. Alessandri goes on to show how
Unamuno ties negative emotions to God as the beating heart of the universe,
and to Don Quixote, who, contrary to popular thought, was no optimist. As
such, this essay is a presentation, celebration, and philosophical defense of
Unamuno’s religious pessimism.

The following chapters revolve around two of the most important Jewish
existentialist thinkers of the twentieth-century, Martin Buber (1878–1965)
and Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995). Although not typically grouped under
the rubric of existentialism, these two thinkers exhibit the same anti-Carte-
sian tendencies, the same desire to return to concrete or affective experience
versus an abstract/rational approach to reality, and a similar redemption of
feeling. In Levinas, this redemption is explicitly described in his ethics of the
face where sensibility plays a central role. In Buber, in his passage from the
rational and technical I-it relationship to the concrete, embodied experience
of the other in the I-thou relationship. Thus, “‘Not a ‘Feeling’ But a Per-
ceived Mystery’: Martin Buber and the Redemption of Feeling in I-Thou
Relationships,” by Eugene V. Torisky Jr. is an exploration of how Martin
Buber’s philosophy of dialogue provokes questions concerning the interplay
of reason and emotion in I-Thou relations. According to Torisky, such quer-
ies are difficult to answer in part because Buber avoids the terminology of
both rationality and feelings when discussing the realm of the inter-human,
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focusing instead on an existential commitment to openness, mutuality or
reciprocity, and meeting or confrontation. The difficulty will then lie in ex-
tracting a theory of affect from Buber’s often difficult and challenging lan-
guage. Emmanuel Levinas’ redemption of feeling is featured in two chapters.
The first, “The Bared Self: Levinas and the Hassidic Tradition,” by Catherine
Chalier shows how Levinas’ conception of the vulnerable and exposed self—
ever sensitive and permeable to the suffering of others—mirrors the mystical
self described by the Hassidic mystics as a self open or in a state of ecstasy
onto the experience of the divine. As such, Chalier gives a renewed under-
standing of the philosophy of Levinas as having mystical undertones thereby
overturning the common conception of Levinas as critic of the mystical
experience. The second chapter, “Beyond Reason: Emmanuel Levinas on
Sensation, Feeling, and Morality,” by Randolph Wheeler argues that one of
the fundamental aspects of Emmanuel Levinas’ doctrine of alterity is the
philosophical rehabilitation of sensation, a realm dismissed as unintelligible
on its own in most, if not all, rationalist accounts. Wheeler shows that Levi-
nas uncovers the immediate intelligibility of sensation that allows us to make
sense of our encounters with others and to become receptive to their needs.
There is thus an ethical sense of sensibility or feeling in Levinas, which
profoundly differs from previous moral theories typically distrustful of
emotions.

The two chapters that follow, though not part of the conference from
which these papers were derived, are fairly recent contributions that were
included given the importance of these existentialist thinkers to the early part
of the movement—Franz Rosenzweig (1886–1929) and Karl Jaspers
(1883–1969).23 In “Does Faith Trouble Philosophy? On Franz Rosenzweig’s
Method and System,” Hermon H. J. Heering demonstrates without equivoca-
tion how Rosenzweig is a quintessential Jewish existentialist, going as far as
calling him “the first existentialist of our age.” The chapter illustrates the
essential elements of his philosophy showing his anti-hegelianism, his move
toward the concrete that brings him to call himself an “absolute empiricist,”
and as offering “a philosophy of experience.” We are shown how Rosenz-
weig’s philosophy grapples with faith and reason and the role of experience
in reconciling the two. We see how reason is depicted not as autonomous and
absolute, but as dependent upon a revelation beyond itself found within the
experience of man, wherein we find the role of faith within philosophy.
Rosenzweig appears to offer a kind of rational faith, or at least a reconcilia-
tion of faith and reason. He does not object to the importance of reason, he
simply denies its sovereignty over all access to truth or reality—arguing
ultimately for reason’s need of faith. The chapter ends with critical analysis
of Rosenzweig personalistic views and its consequences. In a similar vein,
Anton Hügli’s chapter “The Relevance of Karl Jaspers’ Philosophy of Relig-
ion Today,” explores how Jaspers’ notion of philosophical faith can be of use
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to contermporary society. The chapter argues that in a post-secular world
where religion is left out of our public sphere, religions lack the proper
articulation of their specific character in the public sphere, hence creating a
void of genuine understanding amongst traditions and a lack of the proper
expression and honoring of that which is most valuable to believers. Hugli
argues that Jaspers’ philosophy offers a unique and genuine answer to some
of these pitfalls in our post-modern world. He highlights how the notion of
transcendence is vindicated by Jaspers and shown to be more than a subjec-
tive fantasy while simultaneously placing limits on our ability to fully grasp
it via his notion of the cipher. As a final solution to our post-secular dilem-
mas, the notion of the cipher allows for a validation of each individual’s
access to and experience of transcendence without falling into the hubris of
thinking itself the totality and absolute authority. We are thus left with the
middle ground of a rational faith (or theology) which does not seek to
monopolize our relations with and conceptions of transcendence, and
grounded enough in our experience as to provide a foundation for the guiding
of our life and our ethical encounters.

The next set of chapters feature Christian existentialists, Gabriel Marcel
(1889–1973) and Pieper (1904–1997). “The Unifying Force of Emotion:
Human Nature, Community, and the World,” by Nikolaj Zunic shows that
although modernity is characterized by radical dualisms—the soul pitted
against the body, individual autonomy in opposition to culture and society,
and the subject alienated from the world—Gabriel Marcel’s philosophy cele-
brates emotion as having a unifying effect on human existence with hope
undergirding the integrity of human nature, love serving as the basis of
community, and joy as the supreme expression of worldly existence. “Philos-
ophy, Prophecy, and Existential Hope: Marcel in the Broken World of the
Twentfirst-Century” by Jill Hernandez argues that, according to Marcel, all
philosophy is essentially a personal response to a call. But given that philoso-
phy of religion draws both skeptical and devout thinkers alike, the question
must be posed as to whether Marcel could have meant that philosophy could
provide a univocal prophetic voice to the world. This essay answers in the
affirmative. Philosophy relies upon a subjective framework of experiences
that prescriptively engages with the world through hope but the way philoso-
phers succeed in projecting hope to the world is to facilitate an intersubjec-
tive ‘communion’ with others—especially during times in which secular val-
ues of life, dignity, and health are in crisis globally. The prophetic voice of
philosophy, then, resides in its ability to ultimately transmute suffering
through existential hope. Finally, “Love, Leisure and Festivity: Josef Pieper
on the Passions of Love and the Contemplation of God,” by Margaret I.
Hughes suggests that Pieper’s emphasis on leisure and festivity is a recasting
of Thomas Aquinas’ account of the passions of love, such that he adds to
Aquinas’ technical, objective account of the passions of love a description of
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subjective experience. The first passion of love is a suitability or inclination
toward the beloved object. It is this suitability for love that Pieper describes
in his writings on leisure. The final stage of love is delight in the beloved
object. When Pieper writes about festivity, he is describing the experience of
delight. In doing so, he begins, as do the existentialists, at subjective experi-
ence, but, unlike many of the existentialists, concludes that this experience
points to contemplation of God as the meaning and summit of human life.

Our anthology closes with the contribution of a woman who also might be
arguably classified in the existentialist movement, Luce Irigaray (1930–).
“Feeling Distant, Feeling Divine: The Transformative Import of Difference
in Nietzsche and Irigaray,” by James Abordo Ong analyses how Nietzsche
and Irigaray demonstrate a distinctive other-regarding feeling in their respec-
tive writings—in particular, Nietzsche’s pathos of distance and Irigaray’s
wisdom of love. Ong shows that these feelings constitute a distinct way of
inhabiting encounters with difference, one that engenders a process of deep
transformation in those who are receptive precisely to what is unknowable or
mysterious in the other. Ong thereby shows how Nietzsche and Irigaray
enrich the religious existentialist tradition and its creative rethinking of the
possibilities of human feeling.

Interestingly, it is clear from the above outline, that the attempt by our
anthology to broaden the canon of existentialist philosophy to include the
religious existentialists has done far more than that. What we can witness is
first the welcoming of hereto isolated and unclassifiable thinkers such as
Emmanuel Levinas, Martin Buber, Irigaray, etc. into a philosophical home,
as it were. These also belong to the existentialist movement inasmuch as they
have contributed to its impulse, though not explicitly, or knowingly so. What
we also may notice in the above outline is a broadening of the existentialist
canon to a broader, more international audience of thinkers which includes
American, Japanese, and Russian thinkers beyond the typical Danish,
French, German connection, thereby showing existentialism to be a much
broader and universal endeavor than it might have previously seemed to be.
Finally, our anthology broadens the canon to include women who, not unlike
Simone de Beauvoir, have developed a uniquely feminine approach to the
existentialist endeavor. And although the group of thinkers here presented is
by no means exhaustive, it is hoped that in including these existentialists
further interest will arise not only in their philosophies but in the research of
other lesser known existentialists.24

This gathering of thinkers reframes existentialism beautifully as more
than a mere isolated moment in history, but rather, as a powerful movement
giving coherence and a renewed impulse and relevance to a continental phi-
losophy often regarded as incoherent and fragmented. More than this, it
reframes continental philosophy of religion and places it in the context of
existential philosophy, thereby giving it a unifying stroke, bringing together
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previously isolated and disparate thinkers in a common endeavor and contri-
bution. Religious thinkers like Buber, Marcel, and Levinas, up until now
marginalized and declassified—and this because of their religious over-
tones—now can be heard together in this anthology in a way that gives them
renewed coherence and power. These hereto isolated and marginalized think-
ers can now be seen as belonging to a larger family of thought, that of an
existentialism more broadly construed but likely more authentic than what
has been hitherto presented.

NOTES

1. It is important to note that many, if not most, whom we here call “religious” existential-
ist would resist the term—just as most existentialists resisted the term existentialist—and it
should thus be understood in a qualified sense. By “religious” we do not mean a return to
obscurantist and ecclesiastical notions of orthodox religion. We mean religious in the more
generic and etymological sense of the Latin religio (to bond), which comes from the verb
religare (to bind). As such, what characterizes the religious existentialists in contrast, perhaps,
to a Sartean existentialism, is that they understand their subjectivity as profoundly relational, as
always and already preceded by another. Whereas the Sartean version of existentialism sees
itself as its own origin—in a way not unlike Descartes—the religious existentialists see their
selfhood as profoundly connected to another, be it Being, the human face, or God. They are not
their own ground, or origin, but rather find themselves preceded by, awakened, or inspired by
another. Hence, the profound role of feeling (or subjective experience) in the work of the
religious existentialists, as that which constitutes the very moment of that awareness of a
fundamental connectivity or relation to another. From another perspective, the reader should
bear in mind that the reason for its use is that of providing a corrective for the lack of attention
historically given to the group of thinkers we are placing under this rubric, with the full
awareness that there is an obvious and unfortunate ambiguity with using the term to group
some of these thinkers. It is hoped, nevertheless, that the benefits outweigh the negatives, such
as bringing greater awareness to their works, allowing for a better understanding of their
philosophies and of their value for philosophy as whole.

2. This is pointed out and argued by Maurice Friedman, as we shall see below. It should
also be noticed, however, that some of those included under the banner of religious existential-
ism would not strictly consider themselves religious (for reasons alluded to above), but again,
our use of the term here is broadened to include those whose philosophy often explores relig-
ious themes, or shows deep religious sympathies, as opposed to being tied to or identifying with
a specific religion. We sould be aware that while some existentialist in our list considered
themselves religious and belonged to a particular instantiation of religion, others do not, or
have a more ambiguous stance. An example of one whose religious status is ambivalent would
be Karl Jaspers who in the end might transcend the category of merely being religious (in any
usual sense of the word) but who spends a good deal of time exploring questions related to
religiosity; it is for this kind of interest, inquiry, and sympathies, that we categorize him, and
others, as such.

3. Latin American Philosophy for the 21st Century: The Human Condition, Values, and the
Search for Identity, eds. Jorge J. E. Gracia and Elizabeth Millan-Zaibert (Amherst, NY: Prome-
theus Books, 2004), 9.

4. “And Sartre, rejecting an invitation to define existentialism, says, ‘It is in the nature of
an intellectual quest to be undefined. To name it and define it is to wrap it up and tie the knot.
What is left? A finished, already outdated mode of culture, something like a brand of soap, in
other words, an idea.’” See Walter Kaufmann, “In Search for a Method” in Existentialism from
Dostoevsky to Sartre (New York: New American Library, 1975), xviii.
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5. Christine Daigle (ed.), Existentialist Thinkers and Ethics (Montreal: McGill-Queens
University Press, 2006), 10.

6. Ibid.
7. Ibid.
8. Ibid., 11.
9. Maurice Friedman, The Worlds of Existentialism: A Critical Reader (Amherst, NY:

Humanity Books, 1998), 12.
10. Ibid.
11. He was of course unhappy with the title of Christian Existentialist on both counts: in its

narrowing of his philosophy as a type of Christian apologetic—which he clearly did not
intend—and in the title as possibly entangling him with philosophy of Sartre—which he also
was adamant about avoiding. We might speculate that he might be more comfortable with
being called “religious” given that it is less narrow than the term Christian, but would likely
object that it also has its ambiguities since he did not intend to speak only to individuals who
are religious.

12. Heidegger is known to have done the same thing quite directly for a similar reason.
13. Friedman, The Worlds of Existentialism, 3–4.
14. Kaufmann, Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre, 9.
15. Friedman, The Worlds of Existentialism, p. 4.
16. Ibid., 3–4.
17. Ibid., 8–9.
18. Ibid., 9.
19. Ibid., 9.
20. Ibid., 9.
21. A term he used to describe his “ideal” reader, and later he used to describe himself. This

expression makes its appearance in many of his texts, such as Purity of Heart, Works of Love,
Concluding Unscientific Postscript, to name a few. The notion of the individual played such a
significant role in his philosophy that he asked his tombstone to have this written upon it, “That
single Individual.”

22. Nietzsche’s influence in the movement of existentialism should also not be ignored or
forgotten. The dual pillars of twentieth-century existentialism are of course both Kierkegaard
and Nietzsche, which provide the impetus for many future existentialists. Though, again, they
should not be thought of as the sole source, contributors, or founders, but an essential part of
the worldwide growth of the movement.

23. It is unfortunate that another early important figure of the movement had to be left out.
We had hoped that someone would present a paper on Ferdinand Ebner in the conference, but
this did not occur. And when it was decided soon before publishing to add some chapters that
were not part of the conference, it was difficult to find a recent writing on Ebner that also fit
with the conference theme. We thus ran out of time and also space, and had to move forward
without him, regrettably. Ebner is important in that he is likely the first Catholic dialogical
existential thinker who influenced many others, including Buber. It is is said that Buber read
Ebner before writing his “I and Thou.” He publishes his work at the same time as Rosenzweig,
(1919).

24. Perhaps a resurgence and proper scholarship in existentialism could occur with this
recasting of the existential net that will revive some of the lesser known thinkers of the
movement and even stimulate research on Latin American existentialism, or Black or Africana
existentialism, which is clearly lacking in the literature. One indication of this possible resur-
gence of existential scholarship is the work of Lewis Gordon, who has written a recent antholo-
gy in black existentialism: Lewis R. Gordon, Existence in Black: An Anthology of Black
Existential Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1997).
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Chapter One

“One Who Does Not Taste
Does Not Know”

Thomas Aquinas on When Affect
Constitutes Knowledge of God

Stephen Chanderbhan

Commenting on the line, “Taste and see the goodness of the Lord,” in Psalm
34, Thomas Aquinas writes, “[W]hen the Psalmist says taste and see, . . . he
urges an experience . . . he exhorts others . . . to experience friendship with
God” further, he writes, “taste senses the inside [of something that is near to
us]. Now God is not far from us nor outside us, but rather He is in us. . .
. Thus the experience of divine goodness is called tasting . . . [and] in the
spiritual world, . . . one who does not taste does not know.”1

It may seem surprising to see Thomas Aquinas, of all thinkers, comment-
ing affirmatively about such a familiar, sensory way of experiencing—in-
deed, of coming to know—God. After all, Aquinas is much better known for
his intellectually rigorous explanations of matters divine. For example, while
his five ways of proving the existence of God start with what we see in the
world, such as motion and causation, each goes beyond these sensible things
to prove that God exists. For another example, when explaining the doctrine
of transubstantiation in the Sacrament of the Eucharist, he claims that under-
standing that Christ is really present under the appearance of bread and wine
needs faith to supplement “where the feeble senses fail.”2

This commentary is not anomalous, however. What Aquinas says there
actually follows directly from the description in his Summa theologiae of the
“friendship” a person may have with God. This friendship occurs when one
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comes to possess the theological virtues—most specifically, charity (or love).
As such, by considering some of the effects of that friendship Aquinas de-
scribes, we can get a better sense of what this taste might be about.

After considering these sources, it becomes clearer that mere intellectual
exercise and thought are far from sufficient to arrive at the kind of knowl-
edge of God that Aquinas thinks is possible—certainly in the next life, but
even in this life. In fact, in the appropriate circumstances, it appears that
affective experiences, or something like them, are more direct manifestations
of God within a person instead of the products of intellectual exercise. I
claim that these affective experiences—these “tastes”—are manifestations of
knowledge of God as such, rather than just knowledge of facts about God.
Granted, Aquinas does not at all downplay the necessity of having valid and
sound argumentation about matters divine. Also, affective experiences are
not given this primacy in all circumstances. Nevertheless, because certain
affective experiences in the right contexts do give more insight than the
human intellect operating as well as it can on its own, we can say that feeling
has a greater significance for Aquinas than it may first appear.

In this chapter, I describe what it means to experience friendship with
God on Aquinas’ terms, which involves a discussion of the virtue of charity
and certain of its effects, and how this is a context for a deeper knowledge of
God—namely, knowledge of God as such. I then summarize certain of the
effects of charity that Aquinas describes to show what this knowledge may
look like on his terms. Finally, I highlight where Aquinas’ descriptions indi-
cate that affective experiences can be the paradigmatic manifestations of this
knowledge.

WHY THE VIRTUE OF CHARITY ENTAILS
FRIENDSHIP WITH GOD

As noted above, in his commentary on the line “Taste and see the goodness
of the Lord,” in Psalm 34, Aquinas writes that the psalmist is exhorting us to
experience “friendship with God.” And, again, when explaining why he calls
the experience of God a “taste,” he writes, “God is not far from us nor
outside us, but rather He is in us.” Aquinas’ description of the theological
virtue of charity entails just this: friendship with God such that God is said to
dwell within one.

Charity (caritas) is regarded by Aquinas as one of three theological vir-
tues, along with faith and hope.3 Drawing on his Aristotelian intellectual
heritage, Aquinas regards all virtues as “habits” that are “perfections of a
power.”4 That is, virtues are relatively enduring dispositions that are neces-
sary for causal powers to achieve the ends of their definitive functions in an
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excellent manner. Further, since achieving “happiness” (eudaimonia, for
Aristotle) is defined, in part, by performing one’s functions excellently, vir-
tues are necessary for this happiness.

Aquinas’ ultimate idea of happiness, however, is not exactly identical to
Aristotle’s, though his explanation of it expands on an Aristotelian theme.
Beyond a sort of “natural” happiness, which consists in humans performing
human functions as well as humans can perform them (i.e., eudaimonia),
Aquinas thinks there is a supernatural happiness—namely, union with God,
who is pure and perfect goodness itself.5 This supernatural happiness con-
sists in performing human functions as well as God can enhance them to
perform for truly Godly ends. So, just as natural virtues (e.g., fortitude,
temperance, and justice) are necessary for Aristotelian eudaimonia, Aquinas
claims the theological virtues are necessary for supernatural happiness—i.e.,
union with God.6 This union ultimately occurs in heaven, but also can be had
and experienced in some way on earth. He calls what can be had on earth a
“certain participation” of union that falls short of “perfect and true happi-
ness,” or beatitude in the next life.7

Hence, we can characterize the theological virtues, including charity, as
relatively enduring dispositions that perfect human causal powers in ways
necessary for humans to achieve union with God, including the kind of union
possible in this life. Aquinas claims that charity in particular causes perfec-
tions in a human’s will, as opposed to a human’s intellect as such. These
perfections entail that, by definition, one also thereby possesses a disposition
of having true love of friendship of God and acting out of this love.

The will is defined as the intellectual appetite: the power in a human that
inclines or desires based on the apprehensions of the intellect. 8 Because the
term “love” generally denotes an initial desire for some good(s) appre-
hended, the will’s initial functions are a kind of love. More specifically, some
functions assigned to the human will are the following: inclining one toward
things that are judged to be good by the intellect, and inclining one toward a
proper ultimate aim, or end, of activity, as well as appropriate means of
achieving that aim.9 As noted above, Aquinas thinks that God is, by defini-
tion, goodness itself in every respect. He also thinks that union with God is
the highest goodness to which a human can attain, even as it requires Divine
help. Hence, a human’s will is ultimately perfected when it is disposed to
love the truest and surest good—that is, God—and act accordingly, all for the
sake of the end of union with God.

What is more, since God is seen as perfect goodness in every respect, it
follows that God’s will would be greater and more perfect than any human
will, in so many words. It would be the greatest perfection, then, that the
human will would wish for what God Himself wills. Among the things God
Himself wills, according to Aquinas, is goodness to and for all creatures,
including that all should achieve union with him.10 So, the perfected human
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will desires to be united to God not for its own sake but for the sake of
achieving God’s own will. That is, the perfected human will desires God’s
good for God’s own sake.

These together are one part of what the love of friendship entails, accord-
ing to Aquinas—willing good to come to a friend for their own sake, not
one’s own.11 This criterion, which finds its origins in Aristotle, has some
intuitive plausibility. For example, you are likely a better friend as such when
you wish for them to get a promotion at work for the true good that it would
do them, not because of any benefit that may foreseeably accrue to you per
se. Should you wish them to get a job for your own benefit alone, you would
rightly be accused of using that friend and not respecting their goodness as
such. So, given Aquinas’ scale of value with God at the top, perfections of
the will must bring about at least this much of what the love of friendship
entails—and this friendship would be with God.

Further, by understanding the perfection of the will as a kind of love,
certain effects of love will follow with respect to one’s relationship with God.
One effect that Aquinas describes is called mutual indwelling. This effect
expresses how much a lover and beloved tend to reside in each other’s mind
and will. One way that the lover is in the beloved, Aquinas says, is “insofar
as [the lover] reckons what affects his friend as affecting himself;” whereas
the beloved is in the lover insofar as the lover “wills and acts for his friend’s
sake as for his own sake, looking on his friend as identified with himself.”12

Where friendship is true, again, this is mutual; so each friend takes on the
role of lover and beloved. All told, the lover and beloved appear to share a
mind and will in a way here, since the one can identify with the other
interiorly. There is some sort of interior communication from one to the other
of the things that affect each other, as well as a communication of how the
two are, in a way, alike.

Aquinas writes that God Himself communicates “His happiness” to a
person with charity.13 Recalling that God’s happiness—ultimate and super-
natural happiness, that is—consists in union with God, it follows that this
communication of “happiness” from God follows directly from the very
presence of God Himself, united to the person with charity and, in a way,
dwelling within them.14 That is, the kind of union and mutual indwelling said
to follow from love suffices for the kind of communication of goodness
Aquinas claims that God gives via the virtue of charity.

A second part of Aquinas’ Aristotelian account of friendship is that
friends communicate goodness to each other—be that in the form of well-
wishing or even presence—and receive that communication from each other
in some sufficiently deep and honest way. Again, intuitive proof of this
perhaps lies in those friendships that are simply lost over time as the lines of
communication either go silent or become superficial. In the case of God,
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since the beloved’s (i.e., God’s) true good is communicated to the lover (i.e.,
the person with charity) via the mutual indwelling described above, this
second part of what love of friendship entails is met.

To understand what Aquinas means by an “experience” of friendship with
God, we can consider the parallel case of experiencing friendship with other
humans. All else equal, people can remain friends even if they are not con-
stantly in each other’s physical presence or in the forefront of their con-
sciousness. Typically, in such cases, when friends do meet after some time
apart, it is not as if they must start to establish a friendship again. The
friendship remains, even if not actively acted upon or manifested at every
moment. In that sense, the friendship is a kind of disposition that is occasion-
ally actively realized. Particular moments when and where that disposition is
actively realized may be considered experiences of one’s friendship.

For Aquinas, charity is itself a kind of disposition—again, a virtue.15

Also, he remarks that the kind of friendship with God charity gives is not
only what one will experience in heaven, but also what one can experience in
some imperfect way while on earth. One difference between what is to be
experienced in heaven and what can be experienced on earth is that the
heavenly experience is eternal, whereas our earthly experience cannot help
but be temporal. Experiences of God’s friendship, then, are best character-
ized as moments in a human’s temporally bound existence when the disposi-
tion of charity is activated and God’s presence and communication are made
consciously available to them.

Since charity is regarded as a virtue and since the perfection toward
which this virtue disposes one is supernatural (namely, union with God), it
follows that charity ends up consisting in a disposition of love of friendship
for God. This love of friendship sets up a context for a certain kind of
knowledge that may allow us to see where feeling matters at the highest
reaches of our understanding of God.

ON CHARITY AND KNOWLEDGE OF PERSONS

Charity and the other theological virtues cause one to be a friend of God. God
is thereby said to dwell within one as when a friend dwells within another
friend—in one’s mind, will, and desires. To say, then, that God is a true
friend implies that one is able to know God as a friend. It is here, I claim, that
we begin to see an opening for a greater role for states unlike mere intellectu-
al thought when it comes to knowledge of God.

A small example involving a person may help. Suppose I have a friend
named Kevin. Suppose that someone comes up to me and asks how Kevin
would react to having his political beliefs challenged. There are a couple
ways I could arrive at an answer to that person. One way would be to go over
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a sort of encyclopedic list of Kevin’s personal, political, and psychological
attributes and, from them, derive a sort of conclusion. That is, I might reason
my way to a conclusion, treating Kevin like a test subject of some sort of
experiment that I observe at some distance. I might say something like this:
“Well, since Kevin is a staunch Libertarian and generally short tempered
about what he staunchly believes, and given the political climate of political
debate in this country at present, I predict that Kevin would become quite
angry were you to challenge his beliefs.” Another way, though, would in-
volve me taking on Kevin’s mind as my own, as it were, drawing on memo-
ries of past experiences and interactions with him to which I was present.
Having taken on his mind, I would enact (or re-enact) the proposed scenario
within myself, sense the reaction within myself, and report on it. In this case,
I might reply as follows: “I know Kevin. I know how Kevin gets. If you
challenge him, I predict that he will become quite angry.” I have come to the
same conclusion, but not in the same way. One drew a conclusion from
principles; the other drew a conclusion from a kind of enacted scenario.

There is a difference between having memorized every fact about a
friend, as if one has read an exhaustive encyclopedia entry on them, and
having really gotten to know them via experiences to which one was present.
The former consists in knowledge of propositions about that friend; the
objects of knowledge are the propositions. The latter consists in knowledge
of the person as such; the object of knowledge is the person as such. It has
been termed in some circles knowledge of persons.16 This kind of direct
knowledge can go on to serve as justification for propositions one knows.

So long as a person as such does not simply reduce to a sum of proposi-
tions, nor can be captured without loss by such a sum, knowledge of a person
is going to be different in some ways from mere knowledge of facts about
that person. Further, if knowledge of facts about a person is somehow deriva-
tive from, or less fundamental than, knowledge of persons and if typical
intellectual exercise and thought consists in working only with propositions
and logical conclusions from them, it follows that knowledge of persons
would go beyond typical intellectual exercise and thought. There is room,
then, for something unlike mere intellectual exercise and thought here that
will be a manifestation of knowledge; there is room, perhaps, for something
like feeling.

Just as one might say there is a difference between merely knowing about
a friend and knowing that friend as such in an intimate and inner way, one
can say there is a difference between merely knowing about God and know-
ing God Himself as a friend. And here again, perhaps, there is room for
something like feeling. This is not immediately clear, though. For one, God
is no “ordinary” friend according to Aquinas. Further, we have not yet come



“One Who Does Not Taste Does Not Know” 27

upon affirmative evidence that feeling states are part of what Aquinas re-
gards as part of knowledge of God. A closer look at the effects of charity will
help clarify matters here.

EFFECTS OF THE FRIENDSHIP OF CHARITY:
UNION AND INDWELLING

As noted above, union with God and God’s dwelling within one are effects of
the love of friendship for God that charity causes. Understanding what Aqui-
nas says about these gives some shape to the specific kinds of “tastes” of God
may come to the person with charity. We can also get a clearer picture of the
specific content of the tastes of God and communications from God by
studying more of the specific effects he describes of the friendship with God
that charity and the other theological virtues bring.

The union involved in the love of friendship causes several effects for a
lover in relation to the beloved (and vice versa), according to Aquinas. First,
the beloved is said to be present in a certain way to the lover. Second, the
lover and the beloved share certain desires insofar as the lover sees the
beloved as another self. As Aquinas writes, “this union [of affections] must
be considered in relation to the preceding apprehension . . . when a man loves
another with the love of friendship, he wills good to him, just as he wills
good to himself: wherefore he apprehends him as his other self, in so far, to
wit, as he wills good to him as to himself.”17 This second effect implies that
the kind of presence the beloved has to the lover must be of a certain kind
and sufficiently deep to justify the claim that the beloved is another self.

Part of the way Aquinas describes mutual indwelling, in addition to what
was mentioned above, elucidates the kind of presence at issue here. He writes
that the beloved is in the lover “inasmuch as the beloved abides in the
apprehension of the lover,” and the lover is in the beloved “inasmuch as the
lover . . . strives to gain an intimate knowledge of everything pertaining to
the beloved, so as to penetrate into his very soul.”18 Further, he writes, “in so
far as he reckons what affects his friend as affecting himself, the lover seems
to be in the beloved, as though he were become one with him.”19 Again,
insofar as the love of friendship here is mutual, each person has the role of
beloved and lover. This implies that each friend is present to the other in such
a way that one may openly and honestly penetrate into the mind, will, and
desires of the other so deeply that what is found in the other is even mani-
fested within oneself as if the two had become one.

As such, to see the beloved as another self, as Aquinas describes union,
cannot ultimately consist in the lover being able to identify the beloved as
another one of one’s own kind from a distance—a distance that may better
suit dispassionate intellectual analysis. Rather, a presence that allows for a
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certain sharing of minds (and, consequently, wills) is requisite. The kind of
presence at issue for Aquinas must allow a lover to perceive that the beloved
is another self from inside, as it were, by perceiving the mind and will of the
beloved within oneself as if it were being reenacted there. Indeed, in that way
the friend, or the beloved, truly dwells within one. The kind of closeness at
issue here appears to be just that of knowledge of persons referenced above.

This kind of sharing is possible with God on Aquinas’ terms in part
because he claims God does have an intellect and a will, at least in some
manner of speaking. Insofar as the intellect is where the truth of facts and
things is realized and God Himself is Truth (as well as the way and the life),
it is appropriate to speak of God having an intellect.20 Further, there is a will
in God; an appetite of some sort is always paired with any power of appre-
hension, and the intellect is a power of apprehension.21 Further, at least in
some manner of speaking, God has knowledge of the kinds of things of
which we can and do have knowledge—including individual particular mat-
ters, propositions, and claims that guide action.22 In accordance with this
knowledge, God exercises His will.23 All told, then, there is something to
share from God to a person; and there is a basis according to which God
Himself can be seen as another self, even if God is ultimately far greater than
any person.24

It is worth noting that the differences between God’s knowledge and will
and those of any human do not appear to destroy the possibility of there
being sharing from God to a person. For Aquinas, a human’s intellectual
knowledge and, subsequently, will are limited by things such as time, materi-
ality, and experience. Such limitations do not exist for God. As such, God’s
knowledge and will are perfect in ways that humans cannot reach for them-
selves. For example, Aquinas notes, “Whatever is divided and multiplied in
creatures exists in God simply and unitedly. . . . God knows all these by one
simple act of knowledge.”25 Humans, on the other hand, would require cer-
tain discrete steps of thought before arriving at any knowledge of the same
conclusion via their intellects. That said, this limitation of how humans come
to have knowledge does not entail that there is not content in God’s mind and
will that is shareable.

Further, recall that humans are being perfected by God Himself in the
theological virtues. The happiness toward which one is disposed by the theo-
logical virtues is a supernatural happiness. Aquinas also accepts the doctrine
according to which God’s grace is necessary to reach salvation—i.e., super-
natural happiness consisting in union with God. Thus, to receive that which
human faculties alone and even at their best are not suited to reach, God
Himself supplies the perfections. Human faculties are being made suitable to
receiving things beyond their ordinary station. So certain of the ordinary
limitations of human intellect and will are being transcended in the first
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place; it may follow, then, that God’s knowledge and will as such can be
shared—and perhaps shared in a way quite similar to how God Himself
possesses them.

The upshot here is this: for Aquinas, the friendship with God brought by
charity appears to imply such a closeness with God so that one is to be able to
see within God’s mind and will at certain moments as if it were one’s own.
What may appear to us to be movements of thought or feeling from within
ourselves may be movements of the Divine being mirrored in us in supernat-
urally perfected faculties. Direct insights that follow upon the closeness im-
plied with charity, then, are part of what we may “taste” of God when we
“experience friendship” with God.

EFFECTS OF THE FRIENDSHIP OF CHARITY:
GIFTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

In addition to the direct effects of union, Aquinas claims that one with charity
also comes to possess the Gifts of the Holy Spirit, the list of which is taken
from Scripture.26 These have a specific purpose, according to Aquinas: “the
more exalted the mover, the more perfect must be the disposition whereby
the [thing moved] is made proportionate to its mover. . . . These perfections
are called Gifts . . . because by them man is disposed to become amenable to
the Divine inspiration [and so be moved by God].”27 The Gifts of the Holy
Spirit, then, are subsidiary habits, each related to a particular virtue, that
perfect functions within a person’s intellect, will, and passions that specifi-
cally concern receiving, comprehending, and acting upon communications
from God. This is described most fully in terms of coming to have connatu-
rality with God—that is, a shared, or second, nature. Thomas Ryan captures
this helpfully:

Because God is the object, . . . there is a shift to a higher level of . . . activity of
the intellect, will, and the virtues so that . . . their mode of operation exceeds
their natural boundaries, the limits of [human] reason. The graced person is
enabled to operate in a suprarational mode, governed by divine instinct rather
than by the calculative mode of reason. The person is moved to . . . [a] level of
connaturality beyond that of the virtues. . . . It is described as an instinct, a
“taste” for the things of God that draws one to perceive, choose, and respond
in a manner that is “second nature,” namely, as if it is natural and normal for us
to know, feel, love, and act as God does.28
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Studying what Aquinas says about the Gifts that concerning knowledge (i.e.,
the operation of the intellect) should help us see what he thinks the contents
of these communications from God can be. The four of the seven Gifts that
are perfections of our intellect and its functions are understanding, knowl-
edge, wisdom, and counsel.

The Gifts of understanding and knowledge are said to relate to the virtue
of faith. On account of faith, certain truths about God, which are revealed in
and derived from Scripture, are knowable.29 Since faith itself is a perfection
of the human intellect, the Gifts of understanding and knowledge are perfec-
tions of specific subsidiary functions within the intellect. Aquinas explains
this as follows:

Two things are requisite in order that the human intellect may perfectly assent
to the truth of the faith: one of these is that he should have a sound grasp of the
things that are proposed to be believed, and this pertains to the Gift of under-
standing [. . .] while the other is that he should have a sure and right judgment
on them, so as to discern what is to be believed, from what is not to be
believed, and for this the Gift of knowledge is required.30

Put briefly, the Gift of understanding allows humans to perceive the essence
of God more clearly, especially with respect to the kinds of things that can
only be touched by faith in our human state.31 For Aquinas, the essence of
something is grasped in terms of its definition; for example, the essence of
“human” is captured by the definition “rational animal.” Because of how
God Himself is said to transcend all categories of being, His essence cannot
be grasped by the unaided human mind, in principle. Further, certain myster-
ies such as that of the Trinity escape perfect comprehension given the con-
cepts built up from our understanding of the natural world—again, in princi-
ple. The supernatural Gift of understanding pierces the veil, as it were, to
grant one a glimpse into these kinds of things that are occluded from the
human intellect. The Gift of knowledge perfects one’s ability to have a sure
determination of what is true and part of that grasp of divine things and what
is not. One thereby has a clear perception of what is true and what is false
about God in such things.

The Gift of wisdom is said to relate to the virtue of charity, since it is said
to follow most directly from what charity grants to one—namely, a friend’s
insight into the mind and will of God. The Gift granted by this insight is
profound, according to Aquinas: “He who knows the cause that is simply the
highest, which is God, is said to be wise simply, because he is able to judge
and set in order all things according to Divine rules.”32 Wisdom gives one
insight into the mind and will of God insofar as that is manifested in all
things other than God Himself—that is, particular contingent things and
events involving such things. After all, again, such things are still held in the
mind and will of God.33 Later, he reiterates that Gift has import for practical
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reasoning, since the intellect imbued with the Gift of wisdom “contemplates
Divine things in themselves, and . . . consults them, in so far as it judges of
human acts by Divine things, and directs human acts according to Divine
rules.”34 What one is disposed to perceive via this Gift, then, are insights
about what ought to be done and what ought not to be done, as God Himself
would see and judge things. One sees the world with God’s eyes, as it were.

The Gift of counsel is said to relate to the virtue of prudence, on account
of which humans are able to do research well on any matters concerning
action. Accordingly, Aquinas describes the effect of this Gift as follows:
“through the Gift of counsel, . . . man is directed as though counseled by
God, just as, in human affairs, those who are unable to take counsel for
themselves, seek counsel from those who are wiser.”35 This definitively indi-
cates that, according to Aquinas, divine insights and judgments on action are
among what is communicated from the mind and will of God.

In all, the direct insights we have into the mind and will of God offered
via charity consist in both a deeper understanding and sense of God Himself
(cf., the Gifts of understanding and knowledge) and an insight to God’s
knowledge of, and judgments about, particular, contingent circumstances and
cases in the concrete world, especially as they relate to action for that person
to undertake (cf., the Gifts of wisdom and counsel).

These direct insights may be likened to knowledge of God Himself as a
friend, as opposed to mere knowledge about God. Through the Gifts of
understanding and knowledge, a human is better able to grasp who God is as
such in a way that the human intellect cannot. Given that God is said to know
himself perfectly, what one perceives through such Gifts is, in fact, how God
Himself sees and knows Himself as such.36 Through the Gifts of wisdom and
counsel, one comes to see and judge the world the way God does, which goes
beyond the way that any human can see and judge it with their intellect alone.
This knowledge of God that comes via mutual indwelling of friendship is
more like a sharing of God’s mind as it is in itself than a sharing of content as
a human alone, via the typical work of the intellect, can arrive at it. The
ordinary processes and manifestations of intellectual thought have been sur-
passed; as such, there is room for other kinds of manifestations—room, per-
haps, for feeling.

WHAT IS THIS “TASTE” LIKE?

Asking whether or not affective phenomena (i.e., feelings) are part of this
knowledge beyond the ordinary work of the intellect for Aquinas is asking
what he would say such experiences might be like, specifically. The problem
is that it is relatively difficult to find the answers to phenomenological ques-
tions in Aquinas’ work. His philosophical method lends him to describe
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matters in terms of metaphysics, which tends not to bear directly on ques-
tions of how things are experienced—at least, not in so many words. A
couple passages on how he describes the metaphysical underpinning of these
things give us some clues about what the “taste” of God may be like, howev-
er. This gives a more definitive case for the conclusion that feeling states in
particular are among the paradigmatic deliverances of God and God’s shared
mind and will within one with charity.

In one passage, Aquinas describes the movement of the Holy Spirit rele-
vant to the Gifts. As noted above, the Gifts of the Holy Spirit are perfections
that render one ready to be moved by God in matters important to reaching
one’s ultimate supernatural goal. Aquinas claims that one is moved by a sort
of “Divine instinct,” which manifests itself by “inner promptings.”37 Accord-
ing to Servais Pinckaers, the Latin word Aquinas uses here, instinctus, is
typically used to denote an immediate sort of experience that even non-
human animals can and do have. Pinckaers writes, “More than 50 instances
[of the word instinctus in Aquinas’ works] entail man in his moral life, the
motion of the will in the discernment of good and evil, and the relationship
with law. . . . There are more than 50 that imply animal instinct.”38 This
implies that the experience of an instinctus is almost passional—immediate
and not like a process of deliberate thought of itself.

Second, as noted above, there are vast differences between God and any
human in terms of how their minds and wills work; most notably, while
human intellect works by reasoning in a stepwise manner from principles to a
conclusion, God’s knowledge is said to be complete all at once and does not
need to proceed in a stepwise manner.39 Aquinas seems to address how this
kind of intellect is shared in his treatment of the Gift of knowledge. He
writes, “God’s knowledge is not discursive, or argumentative, but absolute
and simple, to which that knowledge is likened which is a Gift of the Holy
Ghost, since it is a participated likeness thereof.”40 That is, it appears that the
deliverances of God’s own mind and will when shared with the mind of a
person will be manifested in a person in a way as similar as possible to how it
exists in God.

Affective experiences, or feelings, can be among the kinds of human
experiences that fit this bill.41 Such experiences can be characterized in gen-
eral as emotions, as they are affective experiences with an intentional object.
These may encapsulate and represent certain judgments or perceptions com-
pletely within themselves and with the kind of immediacy that can spur
action. While it need not be true that all deliverances of the Gifts are emo-
tions, I take it that it is true for some of them: specifically, deliverances from
understanding and knowledge, which give one insight into God as He is in
Himself, or deliverances from wisdom and counsel, which give one insight
into the judgments of God on particular states of affairs as they bear on
action.
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First, consider the deliverances of understanding and knowledge. Aquinas
believes that it can be proven that God is pure goodness itself, as noted
above. To perceive that goodness and to be united to it must result both in the
fulfillment and enjoyment of one’s desires, given Aquinas’ view of human
nature. The fulfillment and enjoyment of ordinary, earthly desires is typically
associated with the passion of delight (or pleasure), which is almost certainly
to be regarded as an emotion as described.42 It is a felt manifestation of the
perceived goodness of something that one comes to possess in a way, though
it is an intellectual judgment about its actual goodness. That is, it is an
awareness of the thing’s perceived goodness itself. For example, whatever
pleasure one receives from, say, eating a delicious dessert or seeing someone
beautiful is itself a felt manifestation of the perceived goodness of that thing,
relative to the desires of one’s sensory appetites.

In the case of the fulfillment and enjoyment of the desire for God via
union with Him, Aquinas describes a parallel phenomenon as one of the
Fruits of the Holy Spirit—spiritual joy. The Fruits of the Holy Spirit are acts
that specifically follow upon the possession of the Gifts. Aquinas describes
spiritual joy in terms of a direct perception that follows upon the goodness of
God Himself, who is goodness itself; it is the first of the two ways mentioned
here: “There can be spiritual joy about God in two ways. First, when we
rejoice in the Divine good considered in itself; secondly, when we rejoice in
the Divine good [because it is] participated by us. The former joy . . .
proceeds from charity chiefly.”43 In sum, what we come to know through this
perception is the goodness of God Himself, as opposed to the knowledge of
the fact that God is good (and goodness itself). Spiritual joy that is felt is the
vehicle of this specific knowledge of the depth and breadth of this goodness.
In this way, the quotation of the Jesuit priest, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, is
substantiated: “Joy is the infallible sign of the presence of God.”

Second, consider the deliverances of wisdom and counsel whereby we
gain insight about what ought to be done and what ought not to be done in
certain situations. These may be likened to deliverances of conscience. Sup-
pose, say, you are considering stealing a car or lashing out in anger against a
co-worker. Then, suppose you feel a sharp pang of unease at your proposed
action, or a felt aversion to your plan. There are many possible explanations
for this felt experience, in general. One such explanation is that your con-
science is crying out against your proposed action. There is a visceral reac-
tion against this proposed action that manifests itself as a sort of strong
affect, something that cannot help but come before your attention. It encapsu-
lates the evil of the proposed course of action, so as to imply the judgment,
“This action ought not be done.” Conscience can work in a positive manner
too, of course. In such a case, any corresponding affect could be seen as a
manifestation of a judgment of conscience approving the course of action
proposed, encapsulating a judgment such as “This action ought to be done.”
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In a similar way, God’s judgments about particular actions could be mani-
fested as emotions for the person who is graced with the virtue of charity. A
pang of pain or aversion to a possible course of action could be an indication
that this action would not be willed by God, given how God views the world
and what will be needed for that person to maintain union with God. Aquinas
thinks that, in God, we may find five different “expressions of will,” or ways
in which God’s will manifests itself toward particular things; one such ex-
pression is “prohibition,” which is said to regard the “evil of sin” insofar as it
is “out of harmony with the divine will.”44 Aquinas also mentions “persua-
sion” as an expression of God’s will; he writes, “[God] declares his will by
means of another . . . by persuasion, which is a part of [the Gift of] coun-
sel.”45 Such could be associated with positive affects that help to nudge one
toward a particular action.

In both these cases, affective phenomena (namely, emotions) appear to be
paradigmatic manifestations of the presence and knowledge that God shares
with the person with charity. Spiritual joy is the paradigmatic manifestation
of the true goodness of God as such. Encouragements or aversions with
respect to certain courses of action are promptings of the Divine, felt within,
speaking for or against courses of action, much like the voice of our con-
science. In such cases, these emotions are the ways that this knowledge of
God Himself as such is shared from the mind of God itself to the mind of a
human prepared by charity. These emotions constitute the “taste” on account
of which one can claim to know God.

CONCLUSION

There is a legend that surrounds why Thomas Aquinas stopped working on
his Summa theologiae. It is said that, late in 1273, he was praying before a
Crucifix when he had a vision. Christ was looking down from the Cross upon
him and all the philosophical and theological work he had written devoted to
the rational exposition of God, the world, and the Christian faith. It is said
that, in this vision, Christ said to him, “You have written well of me, Thom-
as. What reward will you have?” Aquinas answered, “None other than You,
Lord.” (“Non nisi Te, Domine.”) After this vision, he simply stopped work on
the Summa theologiae before it was done. When one of his scribes, Brother
Reginald, asked him why he had stopped, Aquinas told him of the vision,
saying, “All that I have written seems to me like so much straw compared to
what I have seen and what has been revealed to me.”

Without trying to read too much into this legend, and not relying on its
veracity, something about it still speaks favorably to the thesis of this chap-
ter. Aquinas’ works are meticulously argued and rationally tight—and, ulti-
mately, regarded as straw. Why? One explanation is that, according to those
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very works, the knowledge captured within them could not, for all their
rational weight, capture by themselves the knowledge of that toward which
they pointed—God Himself. Indeed, through them, Aquinas could claim to
know that God existed and that many other things about God were true (in an
analogical sense, of course). But all this work could not amount, of them-
selves, to a taste of God Himself. And, though one could know about God
without such a taste, one could not know God Himself without such a taste.

So when Aquinas writes, “the one who does not taste does not know,” I
claim he is speaking of knowledge of God Himself as a friend, or “another
self,” as opposed to knowledge of just facts about God. I claim it is no
accident that Aquinas describes this prerequisite of knowledge of God Him-
self as a “taste,” given exactly what he thinks friendship with God entails.
This love of friendship entails union and mutual indwelling, so that God is
present as such to the person graced with charity. This presence entails that
God’s mind and will are shared as such to the person, whose faculties are
also perfected by God Himself beyond their natural capacities to take on
supernatural kinds of deliverances—as much as possible in this life and
certainly in the next. This sharing of God’s perfectly simple and unified mind
and will is manifested in a human’s mind by things like spiritual joy and
other “inner promptings” that are actually “Divine instincts”—indeed, emo-
tions, or feelings, which are among the best encapsulations of that simple and
unified Divine mind for those things.

Where thought even at its finest turns into mere straw, feeling is far from
banished by supernatural virtue. In fact, feeling returns to a place of great
prominence. For being a paradigmatic kind of manifestation of some knowl-
edge of God Himself, feeling is “redeemed” for Thomas Aquinas.46
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Chapter Two

Intellectual Ascent and Experience in
Dante’s Divine Comedy

Antonio Donato

It is a common topos in philosophical and literary texts to juxtapose two
basic ways of exploring the meaning of human life. One may be labelled the
“intellectual approach” and has its origin in “Socratic intellectualism.” On
this view, the attainment of a fulfilling life depends entirely on our ability to
discover, through reason, what makes life worth living. The process of ra-
tional investigation is supposed to take us out of a state of ignorance and
identify the fundamental values that should direct our existence. The limita-
tions of the intellectual approach had, however, already been recognized at
the end of the classical age by philosophers who pointed out that reason
alone cannot be what determines our goals; our spiritual yearnings were
regarded to be the fundamental guide of our existence. In late Antiquity and
in the Middle Ages love for God was regarded as the basic drive of our life;
this love, when embraced, was considered to direct our lives toward its
natural goal, i.e., to become one with God. On this view, the intellect was
seen as a secondary factor the role of which is not to determine the purpose
of our lives but only to help us articulate the spiritual yearnings that charac-
terise our souls.

In the Divine Comedy Dante identifies a third alternative to the two paths
here described—an alternative that aims to find a balance between the intel-
lectual and spiritual tendencies of our nature. However, this different path,
Dante implies, can be recognized only when we realize what the fundamental
challenge of human life is. The initial two cantos of the Divine Comedy are
devoted to the exploration of such a challenge.
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I

In the middle of the journey of our life, I came to myself in a dark wood, for
the straight way was lost. Ah, how hard a thing it is to tell what that wood was,
so savage and harsh and strong that the thought of it renews my fear! [. . .] But
when I had reached the foot of a hill [. . .] I looked on high and saw its
shoulders clothed already with the rays of the planet that leads us straight on
every path.1

In these famous initial lines of the Divine Comedy we encounter Dante-the-
pilgrim who is lost in a strange territory that he does not recognize. 2 The way
Dante describes the situation bears remarkable resemblances to Plato’s fa-
mous allegory of the cave in book seven of the Republic.3 The wood in
which Dante-the-pilgrim finds himself seems reminiscent of the dark cave in
which the characters of Plato’s allegory are imprisoned. On this reading,
Dante’s wood may be understood as the material world considered by Plato
as the place of ignorance and imperfection. The terminology used by Dante
appears to confirm this impression. The Italian term for “wood” (selva) used
in canto one translates the Latin term silva which, in turn, translates the
Greek hyle; hyle refers to the matter out of which, according to the Platonists,
the Demiurge fashions the material world. The state in which Dante-the-
pilgrim finds himself also bears some similarity with that of the prisoner in
Plato’s cave. In line 11 we are told that Dante-the-pilgrim does not know
how he got into the wood since he was “full of sleep.”4 Since Heraclitus,
sleep has been a metaphor for the condition of lack of intellectual insight.
This seems to be the case also in the allegory of the cave in which the
prisoner is similar to a person who is sleeping since he does not have access
to real objects but only to their shadows. The sun that Dante-the-pilgrim sees
gleaming over a hill in lines 13–18 resembles the sun shining through the
entrance of the cave in Plato’s story and may be taken to represent the realm
of truth. Finally, Dante-the-pilgrim’s attempt to climb the hill lit by the sun
(lines 19–31) recalls the ascent of the prisoner out Plato’s cave. In both cases
the ascent can be taken to stand for an intellectual process that promises to
lead to us the truth. In this respect, it is telling that in line 25 Dante-the-
pilgrim describes his attempted ascent as a “flight of the mind.”5 The Italian
word Dante employs for the mind is animo—a word that has a decidedly
philosophical undertone. In medieval texts anima is the word typically used
to depict the soul in a theological context; animo refers to the center of our
intellectual abilities.6 It is likely that Dante derives the idea of the flight of
the animo from a passage by St. Ambrose which translates a section of the
Enneads where Plotinus describes the intellectual ascent of the mind from
the material world to the world of ideas.7
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The journey of Dante-the-pilgrim, however, ends in an unexpected way.
Instead of reaching the top of the hill and entering the realm of light, as in the
Platonic allegory, he finds himself unable to complete his ascent. His failure
appears to suggest that the Platonic ascent done through philosophical pur-
suits is not going to be what will save Dante-the-pilgrim. Yet, his failure
indicates not only the limitations of the flight of the mind; it also shows that
the condition of Dante-the-pilgrim (i.e., the meaning of the wood, his state of
lethargy, etc.) is, in spite of what we have learned so far, not so similar to the
one of the prisoner in Plato’s allegory after all. The examination, in the next
section, of what prevents the ascent of Dante-the-pilgrim will shed some
light onto the nature of his condition.

II

The intellectual ascent of Dante-the-pilgrim is, first, hindered and, finally,
stopped by three obstacles. We encounter the first one in line 28 where
Dante-the-pilgrim tells us that he needs to stop for a while since his body is
too tired to proceed any further.8 In other words, his mind is ready for the
ascent, but the body is not.9 The symbolic meaning of this problem seems
easy to ascertain. It appears that Dante-the-pilgrim has committed a mistake
that, as had been shown by Augustine, is common to many Platonists. That
is, the failure to appreciate the magnitude of the challenge of the body. 10

Dante seems to suggest that what makes any ascent of the mind problematic
is that to know what we should do is not sufficient since we need to contend
with the challenge of acting upon what we know. This idea is further refined
a few lines later (29–30) when we are told that Dante-the-pilgrim’s ascent is
slowed down by one of his feet that he is unable to move properly and has to
drag.11 Freccero has formulated one of the most convincing explanations of
these famously difficult lines.12 He argues that Dante is here referring to a
medieval metaphor that is the result of a transformation of a biological view
that can be traced back to Aristotle. According to this metaphor, the feet can
be taken to refer to the two basic parts of the soul. The right foot represents
reason; the left the will. In the case of Dante-the-pilgrim, the foot he drags is
the left one which indicates that the difficulty he faces is the so-called prob-
lem of the weakness of the will.

The two factors that hinder the ascent of Dante-the-pilgrim seem to cap-
ture the fundamental objection to the intellectual approach proposed by Soc-
rates and furthered by the Platonists. The first and most influential philosoph-
ical objection to this view came from Aristotle in book seven of the Nicoma-
chean Ethics.13 He argued that the fundamental problem with the Socratic-
Platonic position is that it is unable to account for the many cases in which an
individual knows that a course of action is not good for him, yet he cannot
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prevent himself from taking it anyway. To put it differently, Aristotle
showed that a purely intellectual understanding of what is good is not suffi-
cient to motivate a person to act accordingly since there is a further factor to
consider: the will. The problem with the will is that it can be strong and able
to follow through the indications of the intellect or weak and, thus, subject to
the influence of a variety of factors (e.g., desires, passions, emotions, etc.)
other than reason. Although Dante was certainly influenced by Aristotle, his
reference to the problem of the will in canto one of Inferno has another
source, a theological one. That is, the view, mentioned by Saint Paul in
Romans 7:18–19 and refined by Augustine, according to which the will of
human beings is significantly weakened by the original sin.14 In the case of
Aristotle, the strength of the will depends, to a large extent, on the way we
train it: the more we engage in acts in accordance with our good judgment,
the stronger our will becomes. Saint Paul and Augustine do not object that
the will can be trained, yet they think that because of the original sin we face
a more serious challenge than the one describe by Aristotle. The original sin
has corrupted our nature and, thus, makes any attempt to train our will
particularly difficult.15

The final obstacle Dante-the-pilgrim encounters definitively stops his as-
cent, and also seems to reveal the theological nature of the difficulty he faces
more explicitly. In lines 31–60 he encounters three beasts that prevent him
from climbing any further: a leopard, a lion, and a she-wolf. Although schol-
ars disagree as to the exact meaning of these three beasts, they seem to
concur that they indicate the inclination toward sin that characterizes human
beings. On this reading, the ascent of the mind is made impossible by the
nature of the human body made weak by the original sin.

The three obstacles Dante-the-pilgrim encounters in his ascent reveal not
only the impossibility to reach salvation only through the intellect, but also
cast a new light on his initial condition. The indication that Dante-the-pil-
grim’s body makes his ascent impossible seems to suggest that that wood in
which he finds himself is not the Platonic material world, but, rather, the
condition of sin in which all human beings are. By the same token, the
sleepiness which he feels is not really a state of ignorance; rather, it appears
to be a state of moral torpor that is due to his weak will. Dante-the-pilgrim
has perfect knowledge of what and where salvation is since he can see the
sun clearly, yet his will prevents him from acting upon his knowledge. On
this analysis, it appears that Dante-the-pilgrim needs an alternative way out
of the wood. The recognition of the limitations of the intellect and of his
condition of sinner seems to suggest that he has to follow the path traced
before him by thinkers such as Augustine.16 Dante-the-pilgrim has to rely on
faith, abandon the intellectual suggestions of the Platonists, and follow a
humble path that will take him to face sin in hell and the need for true
contrition in purgatory.17 Along this new path, intellectual pursuits have a
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secondary, though still important, role since what can truly save Dante-the-
pilgrim is his love and faith in God. This view seems to be confirmed toward
the end of canto one (line 91) in which Dante-the-pilgrim is intimated by his
guide Virgil, who he has just met, that in order to get out of the wood he has
to “follow another path.”18 Thus, instead of proceeding up the hill Dante-the-
pilgrim has just failed to climb, Virgil guides him down into hell.

Canto one seems to end with the powerful idea that the way out for
Dante-the-pilgrim, and generally for human beings who like him are lost in a
state of sin, is not the way up depicted by Platonists but the way down
through the sorrows of hell and the repentance of purgatory—a way that is
paved by our love for and faith in God. Yet, this account is only partly
persuasive for a variety of reasons. From a purely historical perspective, it
runs the risk of reducing Dante to an Augustinian. To be sure, Augustine and
the Confessions loom large over Dante’s Divine Comedy, yet they are not his
only source. From a more theoretical perspective, we may wonder whether
Dante contents himself with the juxtaposition of will and intellect. Finally,
the reading here considered presents two serious exegetical problems. The
first is that it leaves no room for the role of the alter-ego of Dante-the-
pilgrim: Aeneas. The Trojan is the classical hero who visited the underworld
more thoroughly than any other hero and his example is constantly reminded
to Dante-the-pilgrim by the figure of Virgil. The second exegetical difficulty
in the interpretation of Dante-the-pilgrim as a new Augustine is that it is at
odds with the pivotal point of canto two. In lines 43–48 of canto two we are
told that Dante-the-pilgrim feels suddenly unfit to take such an extraordinary
journey into the underworld.19 Although his hesitation may be seen as yet
another instance of his weak will, Virgil’s diagnosis points to something very
different. He says that what stops Dante-the-pilgrim is his “unwillingness to
do something great.” This excess of modesty, which Dante following Aristo-
tle described in the Convivio as a moral failure, suggests that the fundamental
challenge faced by Dante-the-pilgrim is neither to overcome ignorance in a
Platonic fashion nor to recognize the weakness of his will as Augustine
teaches.20 Rather, he needs to confront something very different: the chal-
lenge of recognizing his capacity to make his own, unique contribution to the
world. In the next section, we shall learn how the description of the condition
of Dante-the-pilgrim has to be refined once more in order to gain a better
insight into the real nature of the challenge he faces in the initial lines of
canto one.
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III

In the previous pages we have examined two ways in which to make sense of
the condition of Dante-the-pilgrim at the beginning of the poem, yet both
ways have been found wanting. It is, thus, necessary, to go back to the very
first line of the poem and considered it from a different perspective. We are
told that Dante-the-pilgrim is at a very specific moment in his life, i.e., in the
“middle” (mezzo). Later in the poem, we come to know that Dante-the-
pilgrim is thirty-five years old at the moment of his journey which, according
to the commonly held belief in the Middle-Ages, was the mid-point of life. In
the Convivio Dante points out that the mid-point of life is a crucial moment
of transition—we could say a moment of crisis.21 Curiously, scholars have
not explored how this remark in the Convivio can offer crucial insight into
the first line of canto one, yet it is paramount to understand what it is implied
by the fact that Dante-the-pilgrim makes his journey at thirty-five, neither
earlier nor later. This detail is not important in the Platonic or Augustinian
readings we have examine before. In Plato’s cave the prisoners could be
freed some point, they could be young or old; in the case of Augustine the
path toward God may stretch over several years as it was in his case. On
these readings, the first line of the Divine Comedy “in the middle of the
journey of our life” is taken to mean in the “midst” of life, “at some point”
during our existence; the Convivio suggests, however, that “middle” is to be
taken to have a precise chronological meaning.

The Convivio offers a lengthy explanation as to why thirty-five is such a
crucial year in our lives. Dante tells us that human life can be divided into
four ages (adolescence, maturity, old age, and senility). Maturity begins at
twenty-five and ends at forty-five. This age is described as the age of “per-
fection.” What Dante means is that this is the period in our life in which we
are supposed to completely express ourselves, to fully bring to the fore our
identity. During adolescence, we progressively grow into who we are; in old
age and senility, we decline. Maturity is the period in which we are expected
to contribute to the world whilst in the other ages we are either dependent on
(adolescence and senility) or quite removed from (old age) others. The chal-
lenge we face at thirty-five is that of fully moving out of the period of
dependency that characterises adolescence, and embrace our own individual-
ity. In adolescence, we were expected to simply follow and accept what we
were told—one of the main virtues of adolescence, Dante claims, is obedi-
ence. By contrast, in the age of maturity, we should neither simply follow
blindly what society dictates nor revolt; we are required to go past what we
have been taught and integrate our way of being within society. This trans-
formation is a crucial, necessary development to move to the next stage: old
age. During this third age, the virtues that we are supposed to master are,
among others, wisdom and justice. They are not intended to be simply the
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enforcement of conventional values and laws, but the ability to make person-
al assessments of what is right and wrong in the light of one’s own views
developed through life experiences.

In Convivio, Dante examines to some length the fundamental qualities of
the age of maturity and illustrates all of them with deeds of Aeneas. 22 In
other words, Dante indicates that Aeneas is the very example of the mature
man who masters all the virtues proper to that age. The depiction of the
Aeneas as the ideal “mature man” is very relevant for the sake of our analysis
since, as we noted before, Aeneas is one of the constant points of reference
for Dante-the-pilgrim during the poem. In the Inferno, Aeneas is a role model
for Dante-the-pilgrim; he embodies a very different type of hero from Ulys-
ses who in canto 26 is depicted as the ultimate example of a Platonic flight of
the mind that ended in tragedy. Ulysses is portrayed as a man driven by an
unquenchable desire for knowledge that leads him to overlook danger and,
worse, deceive his companions in order to follow him. In the scheme of the
Convivio, Ulysses is a sort of rebel, a man who in unable to integrate his way
being within society. According to the account we find in canto 26, Ulysses
is unable to fulfil his roles as father, husband, and son; he abandons all his
social and civic duties in order to follow his calling.23 By contrast, Aeneas is
a hero with a refined social and civic sense. He becomes the founder of a new
civilization (i.e., Rome), yet he does it by basing it on his traditional Trojan
values. To put it differently, he combines old and new values.

The fundamental qualities of maturity, which Aeneas embodies, are,
interestingly, the exact opposite of the vices that shape the moral topography
of Dante’s hell. More specifically, one of the virtues the mature man is
supposed to have is the ability to restrain his passions. Aeneas, Dante tells us,
was able to overcome his passion for Dido in order to fulfil his destiny. What
is crucial about Dante’s remark is that he departs from the standard explana-
tion of what motivated Aeneas to leave Dido, i.e., obedience to the gods.
Rather, in Dante’s account Aeneas leaves since he is capable of recognizing
what his purpose in life is and embraces it. Dante’s original explanation of
what truly motivates Aeneas is crucial for his depiction of the mature man. If
Aeneas were simply following a divine order, he would only be an obedient
adolescent; what makes him a virtuous mature man is his ability to realize
that he has to control his passions in order to make his own contribution to
his society by founding Rome. The positive example of Aeneas has a perfect
counterpart in canto five of the Inferno in the figures of Dido and Francesca.
Their sin (i.e., incontinence) was brought about by the inability to control
their desires.

The second quality of the mature man is, possibly, even more relevant for
our analysis. Dante argues that the mature man must possess the courage to
face the most terrible ordeals. The example of such courage is, very aptly,
Aeneas’ journey to the underworld which he undertook in order to find the



Antonio Donato46

real goal of his life. In Aquinas’ ethics, endorsed to some extent by Dante,
courage represents the positive side of the irascible appetite: it is the drive to
pursue one’s goal and overcome the greatest challenges. The other side of
this appetite is violence which Dante depicts in the seventh circle of hell as
misdirected irascible appetite. The remaining two virtues of the mature man
are courtesy and loyalty which both involve proper judgment. Courtesy is
illustrated with Aeneas’ burial of his friend Misenus. Dante’s notion of cour-
tesy is quite complex since it includes and transcends the one celebrated in
the Arthurian romances.24 Yet, the example of Misenus suggests that courte-
sy is here understood as the ability to act according to the established social
order. The last virtue of maturity mentioned by Dante in the Convivio is
loyalty and is illustrated with Aeneas’ decision to award the victors in the
funeral games celebrated in honour of his father. It is noteworthy that Dante
mentions this example as an instance not of obedience to some long-standing
social customs, but, rather, of the ability to put such customs into practice in
the proper way. Loyalty is described as the capacity to apply the general
values of a society to a specific situation. In other words, loyalty is under-
stood as a particular case of what we may call “good judgment.” This view
should hardly be surprising in the light of our analysis of the mature man
offered thus far. In this stage of life, we are, in fact, required, not to obey or
mechanically follow rules, but to develop our own personal insight into
them. Interestingly, the last group of sinners Dante mentions in the Inferno
(i.e., traitors) are those who lack proper judgment.

The examination of the qualities characteristic of the mature man has
helped us to identify the nature of the challenge Dante-the-pilgrim faces
when he finds himself lost in the wood. We should now turn to the poem
itself to see how this challenge is described in canto one.

IV

The analysis carried out in the previous pages has taught us that Dante-the-
pilgrim confronts, at the beginning of the poem, the challenge peculiar to
every human being who reaches the mid-point of life. That is, the need to
learn how to integrate his own individuality within the existing society. In
this respect, in the initial lines of the poem we find two remarks that deserve
special attention. One is the claim in line 2 where Dante-the-pilgrim says: “I
came to myself in a dark wood.” What is noteworthy is that he does not say
“I found myself (trovai)” in the wood, but “I came to myself (ritrovai).” The
reflective prefix ri in ri-trovai highlights that this is an inner experience
through which Dante-the-pilgrim has become aware of something important.
The study of the age of maturity offered in the previous pages indicates that
Dante-the-pilgrim has realized that he has reached a crucial stage of life. Yet,



Intellectual Ascent and Experience in Dante’s Divine Comedy 47

this stage is not peculiar to him alone; it is a common stage for all human
beings. In line 1 he refers to the journey of “our” (nostra) life since he
intends to stress that the experience he is about to embark upon is a universal
one. The journey of Dante-the-pilgrim is simply a model of the journey that
we all have to take. Interestingly, in the Convivio Dante had claimed that one
of the few cases in which an author is justified to speak about himself is
when his situation illustrates an experience that is common to all human
beings.25

The depiction of the nature of the journey of Dante-the-pilgrim we have
offered calls for a reconsideration of the landscape in which he finds himself.
In the previous pages, we have considered two possible, yet unsatisfactory,
ways of interpreting the wood in which Dante-the-pilgrim finds himself: the
matter out of which the material world is fashioned and the condition of sin.
Yet, there is another possible interpretation. It may have been the case that
Dante came across the peculiar interpretation of the Platonic notion of
“wood” (silva) formulated by Bernardus Silvestris. Although Silvestris
agrees with the Platonists that silva indicates the matter that the Demiurge
shapes into the material world, he qualifies such matter in a specific way. He
describes it as the “inexhaustible womb of generation,” a restless matter that
“urges” to be shaped.26 To put it differently, Silvestris highlights an aspect of
the silva which may be implied by the Platonic notion but is not fully ex-
pressed.27 That is, the silva is the basis or foundation of all that can come into
existence. In the context of the crisis of the mature man, the silva may be
taken to indicate that specific moment in man’s life in which all possibilities
are available to him, but did not take shape yet. The mature man has, in fact,
to learn how to successfully operate in the world by developing his own
personal qualities. In others words, like the Demiurge fashions matter in a
particular way rather than another, so the mature man has to shape himself
out of the many possible ways in which he could develop. In this respect, it is
telling that when in book six of the Aeneid Aeneas ventures into the under-
world he too begins his journey in a wood that does not seem to have any
clear separation with the underworld. In the underworld Aeneas is granted a
vision of the great historical figures that will make Rome into a great empire.
This vision gives him the motivation to shape his life in a particular direc-
tion: become the founder of a new civilization. To put it differently, Aeneas
enters a wood which indicates all the possible life-paths and the trip into the
underworld will indicate to him which one he should choose. Dante-the-
pilgrim finds himself in a similar wood and his trip through hell, purgatory,
and paradise will also guide him to find and choose his own life path.28

Interestingly, in line 5 the selva is described as “savage” (selvaggia) which
indicates that it is a place “without roads” or, more generally, “uncivil-
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ized”—a place that has not yet been fashioned in one way or another. This is,
as we have seen, the condition of mature man who has yet to give shape to
his life.

In line 10–12 Dante-the-pilgrim tells us that he does not know how he
entered the wood since he was “full of sleep when he left the straight road.”
Although it is possible to understand this claim in Platonic terms as the
condition of ignorance of the ordinary man or in Augustinian terms as the
condition of sin in which the soul forgets God, there is an alternative reading
that appears to be more in line with the challenge Dante-the-pilgrim faces. In
the Convivio Dante compares human life to a journey from one city to an-
other and claims that there are many roads that a person could take. 29 There
is a straight road that brings us to our destination more directly and a mistak-
en one which takes us in the opposite direction, yet there are also many other
roads which lead us to the right place but not as straightforwardly as the
straight road. Dante-the-pilgrim seems to have taken one of these less direct
roads because he was “full of sleep.” This may be taken to indicate the
condition of someone who does not pay attention to the world around him
and, thus, gets easily derailed. Yet, this mistake is understandable in light of
the challenge Dante-the-pilgrim faces at the beginning of the poem. He has to
move out of the period of adolescence—when he did not have to find the
right road on his own but simply follow the path traced by others—to full
maturity when he needs to discover the road by himself. The condition of
lethargy in which he is, however, contains the seed of the solution to this
challenge. That is, he can find and stay on the right road only if he is in a
state of constant awareness. In his journey through hell, purgatory, and para-
dise Dante-the-pilgrim will learn how to pay attention by observing how lack
of awareness may lead to tragedy and alertness may bring salvation.

In section two, we learned that the fundamental impediment to the intel-
lectual ascent of Dante-the-pilgrim is his body. It is, thus, paramount to gain
a better sense of the notion of the human body adopted by Dante. Augus-
tine’s depiction of the human body has some telling point of contacts with
that of Platonists. They all regard the body as an impediment to human
flourishing, though for different reasons, and deny that it may contribute to
the development of our soul. Moreover, according to Plato and many Platon-
ists, the soul goes through a countless series of reincarnations and the body
she inhabits at any given time has relatively little impact on her growth. If we
follow the myth of Er in book ten of the Republic, we learn that although
each reincarnation teaches us a different lesson, the soul retains such lessons
only in part.30 By contrast, Dante adopts a very different view that makes the
body and our material life paramount for the development of our soul. He
thinks that it is by and through the body that we realize that we are “historical
beings.” This means that our existence in this life crucially shapes our soul
into something that is unique and cannot be repeated. In other words, the life
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of the body is not one episode out of many in the life of the soul; it is a
crucial moment which profoundly defines the soul. On this view, the body
cannot be simply left behind like a useless outer shell to engage in a Platonic
flight of the mind since the body contains parts of our identity. Dante’s view
becomes clearer once we consider its metaphysical and ethical underpinning.
From a metaphysical perspective, Dante, following Aquinas, believes that we
are not a soul which happens to be temporarily attached to a body; the
composition of body and soul is what defines us as human beings. It is for
this reason that, at the end of time, human beings will resurrect in both soul
and body.31 In Aquinas’ view, the body is the “principle of individuation,”
i.e., that through which we are a particular individual person and not another.
It is through the body that the form of man is individuated into a particular
man Paul as opposed to another man John. This metaphysical picture plays a
crucial role in the ethical analysis of how an individual develops his soul.
Following Aquinas, Dante argues that our soul is the result of the innumer-
able big and small choices that we make in our lives. In other words, every
single time we choose to do or not to do something we shape our soul. On
this view, our moral and spiritual identity is the result of our life history.
Aquinas conveys this idea with the technical notion of the habitus which is

an acquired attribute, not a substance, but an enduring disposition which en-
riches and modifies the substance; it is the residuum in man’s soul of his soul’s
history for every action toward its goal leaves behind a trace and the modifica-
tion of the soul through its actions is the habitus [. . .] diversities of habitus ac-
count for the diversity of human characters; it is the habitus which determines
how each empirical man will realize his essence. 32

In canto one Dante-the-pilgrim is prevented by his body from successfully
completing the flight of the mind. Yet, the analysis we offered so far suggests
that the body stops him not because of its sins, as Augustine would argue,
but, rather, since it is an indispensable part of his essence. Dante-the-pilgrim
cannot leave the body behind since it would mean to give up a crucial part of
who he is. This interpretation seems to fit quite well with our suggestion that
the challenge Dante-the-pilgrim faces in the beginning of the poem is the
crisis of the mature man. He cannot leave the body and the material world in
a Platonic fashion since what is required from him is to engage with the
material world by expressing his own individuality. This is not a just a civic
or moral duty; it is a spiritual one as well since by engaging with the world
we shape our soul for good or bad. This interpretation raises, however, one
final question. How is Dante-the-pilgrim supposed to proceed in order to
move past his moment of crisis? Although a full answer to this question will
require a separate study, it is possible to individuate some crucial factors that
hint to a possible answer. One is that Dante-the-pilgrim has to resort to the
help not of abstract philosophical figures—for example, the personification
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of philosophy in Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy—nor to divine be-
ings—such as the angels in Bonaventure’s Journey of the Mind to God—but
to real individuals: Virgil and Beatrice. These guides will teach him how to
integrate his knowledge into his essence as a historical being. Beatrice repre-
sents feminine power that guides human beings to the divine, yet she was
also a real person (Bice Portinari) Dante met in the earlier part of his life.
Virgil is a poet who embodies classical culture, yet such knowledge comes to
Dante-the-pilgrim in the form of a real man who has mediated his learning
through his life experiences. The same is true for Dante-the-pilgrim since his
journey through hell, purgatory, and paradise is a journey through the knowl-
edge formulated by the Classical and Christian traditions that he has inherit-
ed. Yet, he will not receive such knowledge only in abstract, rational terms;
he will have a personal experience of the meaning of what he learns. Dante-
the-pilgrim will not just study doctrines about sins, repentance, or salvation;
he will encounter people and share their suffering and happiness. In other
words, Dante-the-pilgrim will combine abstract learning and personal experi-
ence. His learning will permit him to give structure and meaning to his
experiences, yet his experiences will turn abstract theories into a reality he
accesses directly and personally. It is only when Dante-the-pilgrim will have
internalized the values and knowledge of his own cultural tradition in terms
of his own experience that he will have overcome the crisis of the mature
man.
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Chapter Three

More Than a Feeling
Kierkegaard’s Redemption of Love

Michael Strawser

In what sense can we understand Søren Kierkegaard’s writings as contribut-
ing to the redemption of feeling in the philosophical tradition?1 Here is a
straightforward initial response. As the so-called “father of existentialism”
(and all the more the patriarch of religious existentialism) Kierkegaard reacts
strongly to the Hegelianism of his day with its heightened focus on rational-
ity and objectivity. Throughout his writings, both pseudonymous and verony-
mous, Kierkegaard centers his concern on edifying the single individual, for
whom “truth is subjectivity”2 and “only the truth that builds up is truth.”3 His
writings collectively attempt to probe the heart of inwardness, and the hid-
den, mysterious source of human edification, which is love. As I have argued
at length elsewhere,4 Kierkegaard is first and foremost a philosopher of love,
and insofar as love is a feeling, Kierkegaard may quite rightly be viewed as a
redeemer of feeling. Most importantly, Kierkegaard is best understood as
redeeming the primacy of love within philosophy.

But what is love? Does it solely belong to the realm of feeling, and in
what way, if at all, does Kierkegaard understand love as a feeling or emo-
tion? These are obviously challenging and complicated questions, and we
can begin by noting that Kierkegaard has been read as an “anti-romantic
romantic,” thus suggesting a highly nuanced view that while appreciating the
role of passionate feeling in life, nevertheless strives against the way that
feeling is championed by the Romantics.5 This nuanced view also holds
some ambiguity regarding the notion of love as it relates to feeling. What we
shall find is that for Kierkegaard love is more than a feeling, but I shall
suggest that this “more than” does not imply that its character as a form of



Michael Strawser54

feeling is eradicated. Quite the contrary, I shall maintain that it is wrong-
headed to think that Kierkegaard’s understanding of love is devoid of feeling
or an emotional component.

In particular, in this contribution I shall focus on explaining how the
experience of love’s immediacy—the initial feeling-form that love takes in a
person—may be understood as manifesting the substance of love. This analy-
sis will focus on an account of the sensual-erotic in Kierkegaard’s pseudony-
mous Either/Or (1842), and the relevance of this analysis to Jean-Luc Mar-
ion’s contemporary interpretation of the erotic phenomenon, especially his
discussion of the flesh (the feeling of feeling), will also be shown. We shall
see how Kierkegaard’s understanding of the immediacy of love has a clear
place in a unified conception of love, and even though a consideration of his
most direct analysis of love in Works of Love might seemingly suggest a
contrary view—since love is here essentially understood as a work or ac-
tion—the feeling for love is arguably never abandoned by Kierkegaard, and
neither is his understanding of love as a feeling. Ultimately, then, for Kierke-
gaard love is more than a feeling, but it is properly understood as both an
action and a feeling.

LOVE AND FEELING

In order to consider how Kierkegaard can be read as a redeemer of feeling,
we need to inquire into what he says, either under his own name or another,
about feeling and emotion. At first glance, it seems that he does not say much
at all. Jens Himmelstrup’s Terminological Dictionary to Kierkegaard’s Col-
lected Works6 contains no entry on feeling or emotion, and the same is true
of Julia Watkin’s The A to Z of Kierkegaard’s Philosophy.7 Considering that
the lodestone of Kierkegaard’s writings is love, we would think that surely
the concept of love is significantly related to the concept of feeling, but
Kierkegaard’s writing on this appears to be problematic.

Kierkegaard’s authorship proper, at least as he claimed to understand it,
begins with Either/Or,8 an elaborate pseudonymous work with multiple
voices (Victor Eremita, “A,” Johannes, Judge Vilhelm, and a Jutlandic
priest). Although here is not the place to analyze the theory of communica-
tion at play in this so-called “Chinese puzzle box,”9 we can see rather readily
that a focal point of this work is on the feelings or passions, which can be
understood as an inward movement of the heart (in contrast to reasoning of
the mind). Perhaps less readily seen but no less evident is that the central aim
of this work is to impel the reader into a feeling for love. At the beginning of
Part One of Either/Or, readers are greeted by this epigraph: “Is reason then
alone baptized, are the passions pagans?”10 From this point onward Kierke-
gaard has his authors engage with the passions in order to prompt readers to
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make their own choice as to how they will enact their feeling for love. In the
present context, the most significant essay in Either/Or is “The Immediate
Erotic Stages or the Musical Erotic,” for it is here that the immediacy of
desire is subjected to careful analysis, even though due to the nature of the
subject such an analysis can never fully succeed. This is significant because
“immediacy” is a frequently used concept within Kierkegaard’s writings, and
it is the concept whose meaning is closest to the vague term “feeling.” Thus,
it is arguable that this essay is key for our attempt to understand how Kierke-
gaard contributes to the redemption of feeling. As we shall see, here Kierke-
gaard’s author discourses on “the unaccountable deep inner emotion”11 that
accounts for the origin of desire, which is of course the origin of love.
Kierkegaard wants to provoke readers to feel the stirring of this emotion for
themselves, and interestingly the last words of this massive text, which are
attributed to the Jutlandic priest and thus suggest a merging of the religious
with the aesthetic and a unified view of love, recall this same language, for
readers are asked to recognize and embrace “the deep inner movement”—
“the indescribable motions of the heart”—that builds one up in love.12

Thus, a look at Kierkegaard’s first major text bodes well for reading him
as a redeemer of feeling, and for understanding love as a feeling. A problem
seems to arise, however, when we turn to Works of Love, which is arguably
“the central work in Kierkegaard’s entire authorship.”13 Here Kierkegaard
writes directly that love is “not . . . a matter of feeling” but instead it is “a
matter of conscience” that has to do with duty and will.14 While perhaps
Elskov [usually translated as erotic love] may be considered a matter of
feeling, Kjerlighed [usually understood as spiritual love] is certainly not, at
least this is how I think a traditional reading would likely go. While much
recent Kierkegaard scholarship has problematized a sharp distinction be-
tween Elskov and Kjerlighed,15 as we continue to read the passage in which
Kierkegaard claims that love is not a matter of feeling, it is interesting to see
that he here suggests a fundamentally common view of love:

The worldly or merely human point of view recognizes a great many kinds of
love and is well informed about the dissimilarity of each one and the dissimi-
larity between each particular one and others. . . . With Christianity the oppo-
site is the case. It recognizes really only one kind of love, the spirit’s love, and
does not concern itself much with working out in detail the different ways in
which this fundamental universal love can manifest itself. Christianly, the
entire distinction between the different kinds of love is essentially abolished. 16

Significantly, Kierkegaard then states that it is the “merely human point of
view” that conceives of love as either a feeling or something else, but this is
not a distinction Christianity makes.17 Now, phenomenologically under-
stood, it is reasonable to understand “the merely human point of view” as
“the natural attitude,” thus suggesting that Kierkegaard prefigures Marion’s
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phenomenological analysis of love in The Erotic Phenomenon. Here Marion
powerfully argues that “a serious concept of love distinguishes itself by its
unity, or rather by its power to keep together significations that nonerotic
thought cuts apart. . . . Univocal, love is only told in one way.”18 Granted, it
takes a bit of interpretive work to clarify Kierkegaard’s understanding of
love, and it may be said that, in contrast to Marion, Kierkegaard’s writings
are more intent on provoking readers to enact love than to perform conceptu-
al philosophical analysis. So, things are not so simple and unambiguous in
Kierkegaard, who in the same text where he says that love is not a feeling
[Følelse], nevertheless refers directly to love [Kjerlighed], as a feeling, an
emotion. In section IIA of Works of Love Kierkegaard writes:

So it is with love [Kjerlighed]. You do not have the right to become insensitive
to this feeling [Følelse], because you shall love; but neither do you have the
right to love despairingly, because you shall love; and just as little do you have
the right to warp this feeling [Følelse], in you, because you shall love.19

Note that in the Hongs’ 1962 translation of the same work, Følelse is trans-
lated as “emotion” rather than “feeling” in this passage.20 Consequently,
while Kierkegaard clearly emphasizes love as an action or work, it is still the
case that he understands love as an emotional force as indicated by his
description of love as a feeling or emotion in this passage.21 Thus, I suggest
that it is not off base to consider love as an active emotion, which is to say an
action marked by a certain emotional tonality.22

Surely, it is difficult to navigate the seas of feeling and emotion,23 and the
ambiguity in Kierkegaard’s writings might seemingly suggest that we can
consider love to be related to feeling, but ultimately something more than a
feeling. In what way is it related? While Kierkegaard does not later provide
any detailed account of feeling, he does elaborate on what I take to be the
closest related term and that is “immediacy.” In what now follows I want to
suggest that immediacy is the substance of love, rather than a notion dis-
missed in a Christian conception of love, and ultimately this can be taken as
showing a way to read Kierkegaard as providing a unified conception of
love.

THE IMMEDIACY OF LOVE

Early in Either/Or Kierkegaard has his anonymous author raise the question
“What is love [Kjærligheden]?” and he answers directly: “the content of the
dream [of youth].”24 Here the context involves trying to recapture the long-
ing that filled one’s youth, the origin of which is like a dream. How does love
originate? What sets it in motion? The only answer possible is this: love sets
itself in motion; it is itself the prime mover. Can this be understood?
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In order to approach these questions, we must look at the immediacy of
love, which is what we find Kierkegaard doing at the beginning of the
pseudonymous Either/Or in the essay “The Immediate Erotic Stages or the
Musical Erotic.” The importance of this essay in understanding the concept
of love has recently been advanced by Pia Søltoft in her paper “Kierkegaard
and the Sheer Phenomenon of Love.”25 Søltoft argues “that for Kierkegaard,
love is one,”26 and provides a strong case for finding within Kierkegaard’s
philosophy a unified conception of love. “Love is not a Christian concept and
a human phenomenon,” she writes, and this leads to an analysis of what she
terms “the sheer phenomenon of love.” There thus appears to be a developing
understanding of Kierkegaard’s philosophy of love approaching what Marion
calls the “univocity of love,” as Søltoft provides compelling interpretative
evidence leading in this direction.

In addition to the key point that “for Kierkegaard there is only one
love,”27 Søltoft demonstrates that love is essentially erotic, which is based on
“the fact that there is an intimate connection between love and the body.”28

She rightly points out that what is meant here is not “in the first instance,
sexual,” and adds that on this point Kierkegaard’s view of love “in some
sense anticipates the phenomenological insights of Marion, . . . who devel-
op[s] a concept of love that can contain the experience of love as an erotic
phenomenon.”29 Kierkegaard, we find, develops such a description of love in
A’s “The Immediate Erotic Stages or the Musical Erotic,” which focuses on
the sensual-erotic urge and desire. Let us now consider this fundamental
aspect of love’s manifestation.

The stated goal of the anonym’s essay is “to show the significance of the
musical-erotic and to that end in turn to indicate the various stages, which are
all characterized by the immediate erotic.”30 Our author then describes the
immediacy of the sensual-erotic, which as Søltoft suggests, “is the first and
most immediate form love assumes in a person.”31 A’s essay develops much
in the way one would expect a careful phenomenologist to apply his method,
as it moves through different structures of experience that are understood as
immediate stages of the erotic. Given that the description here is of love’s
immediacy and the various ways that it manifests itself, the stages must be
understood as [“pre-conscious”] or pre-reflective,32 and this would also im-
ply that any direct reference to the self or selfhood must be omitted from
consideration. Thus it is highly appropriate that the author of this essay is
anonymous, which also suggests an important question about whether the
basic expression of the feeling of love is ultimately selfless.

A key aspect of the description of the phenomenon of love in its early
immediacy is that it is “a motion and an urge.”33 Søltoft makes this point in
the face of the problematically complicated description found in Kierke-
gaard’s text which states that “desire . . . in this stage . . . is devoid of
motion,” although it is also said to be “gently rocked by an unaccountable
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inner emotion.”34 Kierkegaard’s phenomenological description of the origin
of the immediate-erotic struggles to capture that which essentially cannot be
captured, and this explains at least partly why he turns to a mythical meta-
phor for assistance:

Although desire in this stage is not qualified as desire, although this intimated
desire is altogether vague about its object, it nevertheless has one qualifica-
tion—it is infinitely deep. Like Thor, it sucks through a horn, the tip of which
rests in the ocean; but the reason that it cannot suck its object to itself is not
that the object is infinite, but that this infinity cannot become an object for it.
Thus the sucking [Sugen] does not indicate a relation to the object but is
identical with its sighing [Suk], and this is infinitely deep.35

It does not seem misguided here to consider desire as an unaccountable
infinite depth, which “appears as an undefined surplus of life,”36 and
emerges as an embodied power or force that propels one to action. This is the
first stage of the immediate-erotic, and Søltoft follows Kierkegaard here by
calling it “the dreaming desire,” which she describes as follows:

The dreaming desire does not long for anyone or anything. However, there is a
substantial longing, which is not directed towards an object, but develops
within itself as an unconscious longing for longing. For this reason, the dream-
ing desire, although undefined, is nonetheless to be understood as a fullness, a
surplus, a passion that cannot be contained within the subject. . . . The dream-
ing desire expresses itself as a surplus of being, a surplus of life, craving and
passion.37

What is most significant here is the interpretation of love as appearing as an
overabundance, which seemingly would imply that it is not characterized by
a lack. However, the next stage of the immediate-erotic is “the searching
desire,” which “is built upon an element of lack within the sensual-erotic.”38

In this way, it is suggested that love contains both “the elements of lack and
surplus,” which can be seen as following the view put forth in Plato’s Sympo-
sium that “Love is a son of Affluence and Poverty.”39 For Søltoft, this at best
paradoxical and at worst contradictory combination can also be read as a
combination of Need-Love (lack) and Gift-Love (surplus).40 The question is
whether these distinctions point to ultimately different kinds of love, which is
a path of interpretation that Søltoft moves against, thus leaving us to wonder
how to understand these seemingly contradictory elements. One way of re-
moving any formal contradiction is to recognize that the lack is not some-
thing that comes from within love, but it arises through loves relation to the
other, the face of whom reflects the infinite depth that cannot become an
object for it. This means, then, that the lack originates through love’s motion-
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al directedness towards the other, who is needed for love to bestow its gift
and spend its surplus. Thus it is possible to see that love as need cohabits
with love as overabundance.

Søltoft connects the love-urge with preferential love, and in explaining
“what it is to be in love” she claims that “Kierkegaard understands being in
love as both a divine gift and as natural.”41 This dualism is accompanied by
another:

The sensual-erotic urge has, as already mentioned, two sides: it is, in part, a
desire that presents itself as a surplus; a desire to love and thereby bestow its
love onto another as an overflow of life, desire and passion (the dreaming
desire). But it is also a desire in the sense of a longing or a lack; a desire to be
loved (the seeking desire).42

Love thus expresses itself, according to this reading of Kierkegaard, as “a
double motion: an urge to love and to be loved,”43 but while there is certainly
evidence to support the case that Kierkegaard views love as having a double
motion in both needing to love and to be loved, it is not easy to understand
how one unified phenomenon can lead in two opposing directions. As sug-
gested above, a description that maintains a double movement but avoids this
problem would be one that identifies the other as the lack. In this way there is
movement both within and without, but it can be maintained that the inner
surplus which seeks to express itself is not doing so because it needs to be
loved in return, but rather because it needs to love, which in other words
means that it loves to love. This is not to suggest that we do not want and
need to be loved, but rather to express that this need manifests itself as a
phenomenon different from the erotic phenomenon. Different intentional
structures are involved in loving another person and wanting to be loved in
return, and it is surely possible to love somebody who cannot or does not
love in return, such as in the case of unrequited love, loving a severely
mentally handicapped person, or loving one who is dead.44 Kierkegaard
demonstrates in Works of Love that reciprocity is not required for [a work of]
love, and Marion has defended this thesis in The Erotic Phenomenon, where
he argues that “it is necessary to reject reciprocity in love, . . . because in love
reciprocity becomes impossible.”45 Obviously, needing to be loved involves
a specific reference to a self, whereas loving does not, and this involves no
small difference. Thus, our understanding of love as need refers to love’s
need to find somebody to love.

So, the question “what is it to be in love?” can be seen as differing from
the question “what is it to love?” In being in love, where there are two
persons involved, it makes sense to speak of the dialectic between surplus
and longing and an attempt at reciprocated love. But this is different from the
dialectic involved in loving. There is indeed a surplus, and if we like we may
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still speak of a longing, but the longing either involves the unaccountable
dreaming desire’s non-relation to infinity or the searching desire to find
somebody to love, although in the latter case this lack does not come from
within by rather from without. But if this lack is conditioned solely upon an
additional need to be loved in return, then the door is opened for despair,
deception, and seduction, or in general for a falling away from the erotic
reduction. Thus, again, while “being in love” may involve “the equilibrium
between the two directions,”46 “loving another” involves a different equilib-
rium, which is an experience that involves the inner surplus and the outer
application of the overabundant power. It is this union of the inner surplus
and the outer loving to love that Kierkegaard writes of in Works of Love:

So also with love. What love does, that it is; what it is that it does—and at one
and the same moment. At the same moment it goes out of itself (the outward
direction), it is in itself (the inward direction) and at the same moment it is in
itself, it goes out of itself in such a way that this outward going and this
returning, this returning and this outward going are simultaneously one and the
same.47

Note that Kierkegaard is not here describing a need to be loved, and the
“returning” that is described refers to the inner movement, the immediate
feeling of overabundance, that empowers love to act. Consequently, we can
clearly identify three movements here: the inner movement, the outer move-
ment to love, and then the outer movement wishing to be loved in return,
which may or may not follow. The first two movements involve selfless
feeling, which is to say that they occur pre-reflectively prior to the positing of
a self, while the third movement involves an awakening of the self wanting to
feel itself loved in return. With regards to the first two, the inner and the
outer are, as Kierkegaard explains, “simultaneously one and the same.” How-
ever, the third movement involves an outward wishing that is not necessarily
in harmony with the inner life of love.48

Further, it is important to see that an act of bestowal is involved in the
application of the movement of the sensual-erotic. As Søltoft explains, the
act of bestowal is “a free action,” in which there is “no predetermination, no
necessity, no conscious choice,”49 and it is through this bestowal that the
sensual-erotic may become preferential love. How love can be without con-
scious choice and yet preferential is perhaps difficult to see, so it is helpful
here to consider Marion’s discussion of the advance, such that there is a
choice accessible to consciousness, but it is not based on this or that reason,
for instead love itself is its own sufficient reason.50

Søltoft then wishes to connect the sheer phenomenon of love with the
Christian concept of love understood as non-preferential love. She offers the
helpful insight that “the reason why Christianity can demand of us that we
love every other person as our neighbor is that we have an immediate experi-
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ence of what love is.”51 Thus Søltoft significantly shows that Kierkegaard’s
conception of love may be read as a unified phenomenon. She explains
further:

There is a fundamental difference between preferential love and non-preferen-
tial love as neighbor love is. But the difference lies in love’s direction, not in
the sheer phenomena of love. In preferential love whether it is erotic love or
friendship, love’s direction is limited to one or a few other persons. In neigh-
bor love it is demanded that the urge to love that is implanted by God in every
human person is directed towards every other person. It is the same love, but a
new direction.52

Here careful readers may wish to call into question both the fundamentality
and the difference, and obviously the reference to “sheer phenomena of love”
may lead to confusion, considering that we have been arguing for a unified
understanding of love as a sheer phenomenon. Instead, can we not argue that
the sheer phenomenon of love is fundamentally non-preferential, and thus
find an important agreement between the description of the sensual-erotic in
Either/Or and non-preferential love in Works of Love?

Let us explore the meaning of this further. It seems to me that what can be
taken as crucial for an expression of preferential-love is that I expect to
receive love in return from the beloved—from my partner, my children, my
friends—and this explains why Kierkegaard understands preferential love as
an expression of self-love. Non-preferential love, which is of course what
Kierkegaard refers to in Works of Love as “true love,” does not love expect-
ing something in return, and actually the love that loves expecting a return
seems hardly worthy to be called love. It is moved by love alone, for the
sufficient reason of love alone. Thus we can understand Kierkegaard’s dis-
cussion of preferential love in Works of Love as an attempt to show that
loving another should take us beyond the need to be loved in return, and it is
interesting to find that A’s essay on the sensual-erotic and Søltoft’s commen-
tary help us to see this.

We can find another point of connection between the immediacy of love
expressed in Either/Or and the view of non-preferential (spiritually qualified)
love expressed in Works of Love. Initially, this involves considering the
difficulty found in A’s view that sensuous love is essentially faithless. He
writes: “Don Juan, however, is a downright seducer. His love is sensuous,
not psychical, and, according to its concept, sensuous love is not faithful but
totally faithless; it loves not one but all—that is, it seduces all.”53 This is
problematic, however, for if the sensuous-erotic is the beginning of the sheer
phenomenon of love, and if this phenomenon invokes faithfulness—as Shar-
on Krishek suggests in her reading of Kierkegaard, the central thesis of
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which is that “it takes faith to love”54 and as Marion explains more generally
in “Faithfulness as Erotic Temporality”55—then how can we understand this
passage in a way that is consistent with these views?

A resolution of this problem depends upon the meaning we attribute to
the usage of “faith” in this context. On the one hand, we can state in apparent
contradiction to Kierkegaard’s anonym that sensuous love does indeed re-
quire faith, and that Don Juan (and later Johannes) betrays this love initiated
through an erotic reduction when he fails to repeat his loving advance. Faith-
fulness, according to Marion, serves “a strictly phenomenological func-
tion”56 that requires eternity, but note, it does not require exclusivity, which
seems to be the way that our author understands it in “The Immediate Erotic
Stages.” Thus, during Don Juan’s advance as a lover he actually does experi-
ence his love as requiring eternity, for “loving provisionally—this is non-
sense, a contradiction in terms.”57 His erotic reduction becomes a seduction,
however, when he fails to repeat his advance and falls out of love into the
natural attitude that removes the value he had previously bestowed upon the
other. On the other hand, however, we have to acknowledge that our under-
standing of love’s immediacy as overabundance directed towards finding
another person does not imply a limitation to one exclusive other. Therefore,
it is not a requirement of love to be faithful in the sense of exclusivity.
Undoubtedly, this phenomenological point raises psychological and soci-
ological questions, but it is worth highlighting here that it unites sensuous
erotic love with the spirit’s non-preferential love. For the view that “sensuous
love . . . loves not one but all,” leads to a congruence with Kierkegaard’s
profound exposition of non-preferential neighbor love, which as Søltoft ex-
plains, “is directed toward every other person.”

LOVE IN THE FLESH

A final phenomenological insight of relevance here that can also help to
improve this discussion is the distinction between the body and the flesh.
Although Søltoft emphasizes the point that “regarded as a phenomenon, be-
ing in love expresses itself bodily,”58 what is at play in this relation pertains
to the flesh, which can be phenomenologically distinguished from the body.
Although Kierkegaard does not directly draw this distinction, I would sug-
gest that his careful description of what he variously refers to as “sensuality,”
“sensuousness,” and “immediacy” amounts to a recognition of this now com-
mon distinction in phenomenology.59 For, as suggested earlier, Kierkegaard
understands that “physical” pleasure is not strictly speaking a phenomenon
occasioned by bodies, as “the essence of pleasure does not lie in the thing
enjoyed, but in the accompanying consciousness.”60 What this means is that,
for example, in the first kiss, it is not the bodily contact between lips—for
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bodies do not touch—but rather “the accompanying consciousness” involv-
ing the immediate awareness of one feeling oneself feeling that manifests
itself as pleasure.

As Marion puts it, the flesh is “a privileged phenomenon”61 which in-
volves the experience of “feeling itself feeling.” Thus it is “opposed to ex-
tended bodies of the physical world,”62 for they lack the capacity of feeling
themselves feeling. Marion explains that interiority and exteriority are indis-
tinguishable here, for the flesh cannot be at a distance from itself, and this
helps to explain how the inner and outer movements of the sheer phenome-
non of love can be “simultaneously one and the same.” By way of example,
when I place my hand on my beloved, whether intending to comfort or
arouse makes no difference here, the outer movement and touching corre-
sponds simultaneously with the inner movement of feeling myself feeling my
beloved. And unlike bodies, which resist each other and do not feel them-
selves feeling, the other, who is also sensuous flesh, is capable of not resist-
ing my touch such that it is the other who gives me my flesh, which is
something that she does not herself have.

Moreover, the privileged phenomenon of the face in the immediacy of
love witnesses to “the accomplished transcendence of the other,”63 which we
have understood as love’s lack cohabiting with love’s surplus. Consider now
the kiss, a theory of which Kierkegaard’s anonym had hoped to develop.64 In
this action “a unique amorous phenomenon” is experienced, which Marion
refers to as “the crossing of flesh.” This crossed phenomenon is necessary for
enjoyment, which is “infinitely more than pleasure.”65 Enjoying the other is
quite distinct from using the other for one’s own pleasure, for it involves
giving the other her flesh, and adhering “firmly to her flesh for her—so that
she might receive it. Thus I enjoy her. Put another way, I do not enjoy my
pleasure, but hers.”66 As Johannes insightfully writes in his diary included at
the end of Part I of Either/Or: “‘My’—what does this word designate? Not
what belongs to me, but what I belong to, what contains my whole being.”67

Thus, we come to realize that “the question of love” as Marion writes is
“only correctly taken up from the moment we [recognize] the phenomeno-
logical necessity of a radical reduction to the given [to love’s immediacy]—
of the erotic reduction of the ego to the lover, to the advance, and finally to
the flesh in glory.”68

CONCLUSION

Even though the term “feeling” does not play a central role in Kierkegaard’s
writings, we have now seen in what sense Kierkegaard can be understood as
a redeemer of feeling, insofar as this is understood within the context of the
primacy of love and an appreciation of its immediacy. The focus of this work
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has been on accounting for love’s immediacy, which is to say the actual
experience of love in the flesh and in relation to the other, but Kierkegaard’s
understanding of love as a willful action, an active force, has been consistent-
ly maintained, although the emphasis here has not been on explaining this
aspect. Nevertheless, I would like to think that an understanding of love’s
immediacy will enhance our understanding of love as a free act. Consequent-
ly, the feeling aspect of love is never lost. Furthermore, while we have seen
that the end of love is to love and not necessarily to be loved in return, within
the experience of being loved there lies the potential for movement that
desires to be actualized freely. Thus it is possible that a passive natural
immediacy is transformed into an active higher immediacy that moves the
heart of the lover to love the other for the sake of the other and nothing else.

Finally, what is most important, I think, is that we find within Kierke-
gaard’s writings the central emphasis on the redemption of love, the signifi-
cance of which can hardly be overestimated. According to Kierkegaard love
is “essentially inexhaustible” and “essentially indescribable”69—a view
which no doubt gives rise to some ambiguity—but it is nevertheless fair to
conclude that for Kierkegaard love is understood as an emotion, which is to
say that it is an inner movement directed outward70 that in its fullest expres-
sion is a refined feeling enacted freely by the will for the good of the other.
Thus, within love there lies a deep inner movement, a need to be expressed,
but this need cohabits with the overabundance that allows love to be put into
motion towards the other.
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Chapter Four

James and Nishida
A Phenomenology of Mystical Consciousness

J. Jeremy Wisnewski

William James offers us one of the first, and indeed one of the finest, ac-
counts of the phenomenology of mystical experience available in English. In
both Principles of Psychology and Varieties of Religious Experience he
presents us with a non-egological theory of consciousness (such as is found
in early Husserl), the core of which, he claims, makes mystical experience
itself possible: in mystical experience, the self melts away, and one is unified
with the world. A great feeling of compassion overtakes one’s experience in
such moments.

James held that emotions themselves were the result of the brain register-
ing changes in the body (such as heart rate and temperature). Emotions thus
disclose our Being-in-the-world—they show us how we are reacting to things
around us in a bodily way, as well as how things ‘matter’ to us in specific
situations. The experience of mystical compassion, in this view, expresses a
body’s fundamental openness to the world around it. This openness just is the
loss of the self, and it is this we find at the heart of what James calls “pure
experience.”

The Kyoto school philosopher Kitarō Nishida takes up James’ notion of
“pure experience” in his attempt to articulate Zen Buddhism in the language
of Western Philosophy. His work Inquiry into the Good shows how a phe-
nomenology of pure experience as such, from a Jamesian point of view, leads
to the notion of what we might call a “non-dual” God—that is, a God that is
not essentially other—that is not essentially different from the experience of
it. Pure experience, Nishida claims, provides a way of talking about the non-
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dual experience of Zazen (zen meditation), and hence casts doubt upon the
entire ego-centered theory of self and consciousness, as well as the idea of
God that is sometimes built upon this.

Nishida sees in pure experience an example of experience without dual-
ity—where the intentional object of experience completely exhausts the ex-
periential subject. This very notion, of course, is found in James’ phenome-
nology of mystical experience in Varieties. In such an experience, the “self”
is dissolved (and along with it all the baggage of rationality and the natural
attitude). This, on James’ and Nishida’s view, is a prerequisite to a different
mode of accessing the world—“deeper levels” of experience which challenge
our notion of self and other, and in particular, which challenge the notion that
God is some kind of “other.” To experience God is to become aware that one
just is the instantiation of God, of pure experience itself.

Beneath this discussion is the sense that an experienced self—the feeling
of being me—is not a necessary feature of our experience (pace D. Zahavi1).
In non-dual experience, there simply is no “me.” Nishida further argues that
certain modes of emotional perception (agape, love, compassion, metta)
emerge in such selfless experience, and that they emerge more fully and
completely precisely because the self disappears.

My aim in this chapter is to show how the phenomenological approach of
James and Nishida challenges certain core ideas about the world as con-
structed by reason. In particular, the approach indicates that mystical experi-
ence—an experience characterized by selfless unification with the world and
a sense of love for things as they are—may well show us a more fundamental
reality than the one we model in the mathematical sciences. Most important-
ly, it is a world that only shows up in those emotional states that allow us to
be free of the self.

THE METHOD

A radical empiricism is one that is unconstrained by a pre-commitment to
any method or metaphysics. It is pluralist and pragmatic. William James
summarizes this approach as follows:

To be radical, an empiricism must neither admit into its constructions any
element that is not directly experienced, nor exclude from them any element
that is directly experienced. For such a philosophy, the relations that connect
experiences must themselves be experienced relations, and any kind of relation
experienced must be accounted as “real” as anything else in the system.
Elements may indeed be redistributed, the original placing of things getting
corrected, but a real place must be found for every kind of thing experienced,
whether term or relation, in the final philosophical arrangement. 2
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This kind of empiricism is indeed deserving of the name: it is radical. It is
outside of the mainstream in that it does not sort experiences into categories
of “legitimate” and “illegitimate” prior to taking them seriously. No experi-
ences are in principle excluded by any theoretical commitments. Indeed,
every experience must be included in principle. The term “experience,” at its
core, involves what presents itself to attention—what presents itself as real.

The connections between this Jamesian view of empiricism and Husserl’s
phenomenology are as many as they are obvious.

No conceivable theory could make us err with respect to the principle of
principles: that every originary presentive intuition is a legitimizing source of
cognition, that everything originally . . . offered to us in intuition is to be
accepted simply as what it is being presented as being, but also only within the
limits in which it is presented there.3

They are also strikingly similar to various meditative traditions. Indeed, the
basic idea—to encounter what is presented in experience as such, without
immediately subsuming that thing within some explanation—is the very core
of many meditative techniques.4 The radical empiricist, the existential phe-
nomenologist, and the vipassana meditator all attempt to confront experience
on its own terms—without immediately judging the experience as “illusory,”
or “irrelevant”; without immediately reacting to the experience or explaining
it away. Experience, on the contrary, is observed.

The very idea of “observation” has religious underpinnings, and we risk
misunderstanding observation when we fail to acknowledge this.5 The notion
of “observing” experience is, I would like to suggest, caught up in delicate
ways with the notion of the sacred. Explanation is always a mediated, trans-
actional business—one gives a this for a that, a cause for an effect, a type for
a token, an unseen for the seen. But observation can be something else—one
does not impugn the event with the principles that define it, or that explain it
away. One allows it to be what it is; one pays it respect in its independence.
In all such activities, the normal dominance of the ego falls away before what
one observes. An empiricism is radical when it grants experience its indepen-
dence—when it values observation of what is present over explanation by
what is not. A radical empiricism, then, will not allow our pre-given theories
to determine what will count and what will not count as “reality.” It will not
allow its epistemology to decide the scope of its ontology.
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EMOTIONS, BODY, AND WORLD:
THE CASE OF NON-DUAL CONSCIOUSNESS

As early as The Principles of Psychology, James was already calling into
question the idea that consciousness was always best captured in terms of a
knowing ego intentionally directed toward the world. The evidence for this
“egological” view, according to James, was simply not present within
experience.

But this condition of the experience is not one of the things experienced at the
moment; this knowing is not immediately known. It is only known in subse-
quent reflection. Instead, then, of the stream of thought being one of con-
sciousness . . . it might be better called a stream of Sciouness pure and simple,
thinking objects of some of which it makes what it calls a “Me,” and only
aware of its “pure” Self in an abstract, hypothetic or conceptual way.6

On James’ view in Principles, the root of our core idea of the self comes,
ultimately, from affective and motor intentionality—from the fact that we
move and feel in the world. The idea of a centrally located “agent” is one that
we feel (mostly “around the eyes,” he says in Principles), and that forces
itself upon us when we reflect on things like the nature of conscious experi-
ence. The very idea of a self is an idea found in reflection upon experience
rather than in experience itself. This means that any account of experience
that invokes a model of a knowing ego set over against a content of aware-
ness will necessarily depart from experience as it is immediately given, and
will do so precisely because of the demands placed upon us by the structure
of thought.

As James was well aware, when we come to the idea of a “self” in our
reflections, the idea that we consider is necessarily different from the activity
of consideration itself. While it is true that a thought-content has no reality
apart from the act of thinking that produces it, and that thinking has no reality
apart from the particular thought-content it thinks, it is still the case that one
cannot simply identify the thought-content with the activity of thinking. This
is so for relatively familiar reasons: the activity of consciousness—despite
always being tied to an intentional object—acts as a condition for being
aware of the thought-content in question.

In later writings, the initial notion of “consciousness” comes to play a
much more central role in James’ thinking. It is bare awareness—pure expe-
rience—and one that is intimately linked to our bodily experience of the
world.

The stream of thinking . . . is only a careless name for what, when scrutinized,
reveals itself to consist chiefly of the stream of my breathing. The “I think”
which Kant said must be able to accompany all my objects, is the “I breathe”
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which actually does accompany them . . . breath, which was ever the original
of spirit, breath moving outwards, between the glottis and the nostrils, is, I am
persuaded, the essence out of which philosophers have constructed the entity
known to them as consciousness.7

In the Principles, James held much the same view, though he does not press
it, maintaining that such assertions would go beyond the work of the descrip-
tive psychology about which James lectured. Nevertheless, he quite explicit-
ly remarks:

Whenever my introspective glance succeeds in turning round quickly to catch
one of these manifestation of spontaneity [of a “self”] in the act, all it can ever
feel distinctly is some bodily process.8

The self, among other things, is the set of sensations present to awareness.
These sensations are registered by the brain; the recognition of these bodily
changes are the emotions we feel.

Our whole cubit capacity is sensibly alive; and each morsel of it contributes its
pulsations of feeling, dim or sharp, pleasant, painful, or dubious, to that sense
of personality each one of us invariably carries with him.9

Emotions themselves can thus be distinguished and categorized in a variety
of ways, but all such emotions have their grounding in those bodily changes
they register. Even here, James links our sense of existing to bodily activ-
ity—in fact, to breathing. “The ‘self of selves,’ when carefully examined, is
found to consist mainly of those peculiar motions in the head or between the
head and the throat.”10 When emotions are strongly felt, the rest of the body
joins in the announcement. While James readily acknowledges that the self is
more than just the breathing, or the movements of the body, he insists that
this very movement is what we are most immediately aware of, and hence is a
core piece of our certainty of our existence of selves. This means that, for
James, it is likely that “our entire feeling of spiritual activity, or what com-
monly passes by that name, is really a feeling of bodily activity whose exact
nature is by both men overlooked.”11

This of course hinges on the view—now known as the James-Lange view
of emotions—that an emotion is a bodily state (a position consistent with the
view that the meaning and significance of emotions will require much more
than a reference to the body). James offers a simply test for the body view of
emotions: “If we fancy some strong emotion, and then try to abstract from
our consciousness of it all the feelings of bodily symptoms, we find we have
nothing left behind.”12
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The core idea can be expressed thus: the felt-self, whether in a state of
positive affect or negative affect, is our ever-changing bodily existence.
What we feel as our existence just is the active, non-distracted awareness of
our felt body. One can react against what one encounters, or one can accept
it, surrender to it. This felt-self can expand and contract in much the way that
positive and negative affect can expand or contract. An affirmative affect,
cultivated in the appropriate way, can allow one’s experience of one’s self to
extend outward to the whole of reality. Radical empiricism takes this serious-
ly. The felt-self is the world; it extends beyond this skin-sack of organs, fluid,
and bone.

Notice that James never says that this is all the self is. James starts with
the premise that the self must be understood in its multiple experiential
manifestations. He has no metaphysical claim to make about its “ultimate
nature,” if there be one. His claim is that if we take experience seriously,
without the colonizing influence of theoretical ideas, one cannot locate a
permanent self. That stands to reason, of course, because any experience
occurs within time—any self one finds would have to be impermanent. The
more interesting thing here is the bracketing of the idea that the feeling that I
am me actually says something about the nature of my self. What we can say,
at most, is that certain bodily sensations present themselves in particular
ways, producing the feelings of sureness, certainty, unity, identity, and so on.
There was perhaps a series of thoughts cast into awareness, thoughts about
how certain it is that x is the case.

But the radical empiricist, like the phenomenologist and the meditator, is
interested in what is in the experience, not how to explain it. In the experi-
ence we have a set of thoughts and sensations. We desire to explain these by
means of things external to the experience. I feel certain I exist, we say,
because I do exist. But this is already a step too far. What presents itself to
experience is a state of certainty, not the thing that one is certain of. Certainty
is a feeling; no more, no less. We can even describe it in some detail in terms
of the bodily sensations that constitute it.

The feeling of acceptance, of non-judgment, is at the heart of equanimity.
When resistance to what confronts us does not arise, we are in a sense one
with the processes that constitute us. We do not try to distinguish ourselves
from them, but greet them as they come. Acceptance, James suggests, deter-
mines the limits of our feelings of self—the less we accept, the smaller and
more isolated we feel, the more rigid our boundaries become. On this view,
then, the self is by no means an “I think.” It is not even some bare conscious-
ness, something not encountered in our normal experience.

Indeed, the idea of con-sciousness emerges out of reflection on experi-
ence, not out of experience. In the act of experience, there is no thing called
“consciousness” that is experienced: consciousness is exhausted by its ob-
ject. In this respect, Sartre is right: consciousness is what it is not, and it is
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not what it is. The thought being thought is real enough—present—but there
is not a “thing” to which it is present. Consciousness, in other words, is
nothing other than the simply-being-present-of-the-intentional.13 Indeed, this
is the fundamental truth of intentionality itself: consciousness without an
object simply does not exist.14 Consciousness without directedness is unintel-
ligible. It follows that consciousness is, well, nothing—at least when we
construe it as something other than an event, or a relation, or an occurrence.

To take experience seriously we must take all modes of experience seri-
ously, including mystical ones. Nevertheless, radical empiricism cannot re-
quire definitive claims about the nature of any experience, precisely because
its guiding premise is one of plurality and multiplicity. As James says:

The fact is that the mystical feeling of enlargement, union, and emancipation
has no specific intellectual content whatever of its own. It is capable of form-
ing matrimonial alliances with material furnished by the most diverse philoso-
phies and theologies, provided only they can find a place in their framework
for its peculiar emotional mood.15

The conclusions one can draw from the existence of mystical states, then, are
rather minimal. Indeed, their foremost point is to counsel humility. The
world we speak and live—the world of everyday life and the natural attitude,
of reason and passion—may be but a glimmer of the kinds of possible con-
sciousness. This is a conclusion James quite explicitly draws in numerous
places. Here, I quote from Varieties at some length.

The existence of mystical states absolutely overthrows the pretension of non-
mystical states to be the sole and ultimate dictators of what we may believe . . .
they are excitements like the emotions of love or ambition, gifts to our spirit
by means of which facts already objectively before us fall into a new expres-
siveness and make a new connection with our active life. 16

It must always remain an open question whether mystical states may not
possibly be such superior points of view, windows through which the mind
looks out upon a more extensive and inclusive world.17

They tell of the supremacy of the ideal, of vastness, of union, of safety, and
of rest. They offer us hypotheses, hypotheses which we may voluntarily ig-
nore, but which as thinkers we cannot possibly upset.18

Unfalsifiable, perhaps, but for all that, it might still make a difference to the
manner in which we approach the world around us, and even to the types of
experiences we find worth cultivating.
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MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE

It is here that Nishida takes the step that James will not: mystical states reveal
divinity itself in the dissolution of the border between subject and object.
This reading of embodied mystical experience might be called an experience
of “subjectivity without selfhood”—the transparent yet luminescent nature of
awareness itself, unblemished by the dust trails of ego.19

The radical empiricist simply accepts the experiences as they present
themselves. A core quality of mystical experiences, as James notes in Varie-
ties, is their ineffability. In other words, if you could capture the experience
in words, you’d be describing a different experience. What is specific to the
mystical experience itself is that it cannot be translated into the language of
part and whole in the way that meets the standards of literal description. The
best we can do is gesture: it is a feeling of openness, of boundlessness, of
safety—what Otto calls the “numinous,” and Freud “the oceanic.”

It is equanimous—and on the Jamesian view, this stands to reason. To let
go of affect, positive or negative, is to let go of the self. The self is formed at
the interface of the regular and the irregular—it is when things change, when
we say “no” to them (as James puts it), when we cannot accept (either
through craving or aversion) what experience shows, that the self qua indi-
vidual emerges. It emerges as that thing which shrinks away from what
precipitates negative affect. The happiest soul, full of positive affect,
emerges as a self when her equanimity is interrupted by a reaction of any
kind. Once we lose equanimity, we become individuals. As strange as it
sounds, then, no-self must be lived. The key is the cultivation of equanimity,
which prevents selves from emerging in the first place. When our equanimity
is broken—when we resist the world, cling to it in one way or another—a
little self occurs. In this emergence of self, a being tries to distinguish itself
from what it is by reacting to its own state.

James allows for a plurality of characterizations of “self,” occasionally
reminding us that the unity we attribute to this thing is itself only a feeling
that the thing must be unified. We all recall being absolutely certain about
something, willing to bet our lives on the matter, only to find out we were
completely mistaken. We hunt for an explanation then, of course, because we
are used to getting things right, more or less. The possibility that our absolute
certainty is misplaced—that we do not exist across time, cannot be ruled out.
Certain forms of experience have been reported which suggest that just such
a view could be true. One can be guided to develop such experiences with
practice and training. In the light of such experiences, the radical empiricist
acknowledges that there may well be a series of selves all falsely thinking
they are identical with each other, one right after the other.
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Whatever your view of the matter, the fact is that whatever the self is or
isn’t, it presents itself in innumerable, even incommensurable, ways. When
we speak of a unified self, then, we speak in metonymy: we are picking out
things associated with some notion of self and using these to stand in for
everything else. We do so, of course, because we feel such a unity. The
question of the reference of the metonymy is here unanswered. We can only
speculate. Perhaps there is a referent, perhaps not. Sometimes we have expe-
riences that feel like there is one, but the epistemic status of these experiences
is an open question. Indeed, as James remarks, “If we could say in English ‘it
thinks,’ as we say ‘it rains’ or ‘it blows,’ we should be stating the fact most
simply and with the minimum of assumption.”20 James tries to capture this
immediate, appropriative (unifying) present experience with a capitalized
“Thought.”21 James writes:

Each pulse of cognitive consciousness, each Thought, dies away and is re-
placed by another. . . . Each later Thought, knowing and including thus the
Thoughts which went before, is the final receptacle—and appropriating them
is the final owner—of all that they contain and own. Each thought is thus born
an owner, and dies owned, transmitting whatever it realized as its self to its
own later proprietor.22

The mystical state involves giving up, in an experiential way, the metonymy
of self: the experience occurring right now is just being itself in its barest
form—there are no temporal parts because one loses the idea of distinctions
between part and whole. What is this experience like? It quite literally cannot
be described. Nevertheless, it has what James calls a “noetic quality”—it is
encountered, always in retrospect, as revelatory.

Nishida sees in this experience the basis of religiosity: “at the base of all
religions must be a relationship between God and humans in which they
share the same nature.”23 In non-dual experience, we partake in this nature
through the loss of our empirical, idiosyncratic self. As Nishida says, “our
taking of refuge in God seems in a certain respect to be a loss of self, but in
another respect it is the way we find the self”24—namely, the “self” of pure
experience as such, unclouded by egoic desire. In this very experience, Nish-
ida further argues, we find that “The universe is not a creation of God but a
manifestation of God.”25 Moreover, “the relationship between the universe
and God is the relation between our phenomena of consciousness and their
unity.”26

The argument, in brief, is this: since “the self is nothing other than the
unifying activity of consciousness. If this unity changes, the self changes as
well.”27 When the experiential moment is constituted by the absence of sub-
ject/object duality, the self just is the current self-disclosure of the universe in
its moment. As Nishida puts it: “each of the unities in the phenomena of the
universe are none other than God’s self-awareness.”28 God is equated direct-
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ly with pure experience—the absence of subject/object duality.29 At the base
of this unity of consciousness we can make direct contact with the face of
God.”30

For Nishida, the notion of God is tied to the notion of the Good—of
perfect personality actualized—and this is what happens in states where the
distinction between subject and object breaks down. Paradoxically, when the
self is everything, there is no self. The result is not a bland indifference to
things, Nishida claims, but is instead compassion, love, openness. None of
the terms are exactly right. It is karuna, it is agape.

Indeed, Nishida explicitly claims that love is a kind of knowledge, differ-
ing only in its object—both involve the elimination of subjective bias. Nishi-
da claims, in a line that must have irritated his one-time ally Tanabe Hajime:
“Subjectivity is self-power and objectivity is other-power. To know and love
a thing is to discard self-power and embody the faithful heart that believes in
other-power.”31

In the union of subject and object—the mystical experience of union—the
self evaporates amid its own compassion for its fellow beings. This “faith in
other-power” is both the acceptance of the world as it is and the lived impera-
tive to address suffering. This form of relation to the world and the other is
only available in the felt present of a body that accepts its place in the world.
No propositional knowledge can ever lead one to see the significance of this
relation in the way that the disclosive emotions in experiences of non-duality
occasion. This is not to say that our propositional claims are unimportant—
they can and do shape our understanding of our experiences. But the experi-
ence itself—the experience of a particular emotional state, a particular em-
bodied realization of one’s relation to the world—is what prompts such re-
flection, not what vindicates it.

For James, as for Heidegger, all emotions are cognitive: they are the way
we are tuned into the world, and they reveal that world as well as our place in
it. While James anchors this in the body’s response to the world, this entails
no theoretical commitments. This is what makes mystical states so interest-
ing: in these modes of attunement—attunements that capture the feeling of
acceptance, of agape, of karuna—the very idea of a “self” that individuates
one from others (even a changing bodily self) is set aside. Non-dual experi-
ence is just that. There are no selves—whether in bodies or experiences or
objects—there is being as such; there is a vapor of awareness. James is no
more committed to the idea that we are fundamentally bodies than he is to the
idea that we are fundamentally minds. We aren’t fundamentally anything.
From the point of view of radical empiricism, such claims one and all go well
beyond their appropriate domains.

Nishida’s move toward God, I suggest, is his attempt to unite the non-
duality of Zen with the insights he sees in the Christian traditions—it is the
kernel of truth from which these alternative traditions grow.32 For his part, I
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see no reason James would object to Nishida’s extension. James did not
speculate on such matters in Principles, not for lack of interest, but because
he wanted to stick to the psychological facts as he understood them—the
philosophical issues, he explicitly says, he must leave for other writings.
James’ eventual interest in religious experience, however, leaves no doubt
that he saw such experiences—embodied and emotionally attuned, one and
all—as disclosive of realms of reality inaccessible to the rational mind. Even
in Principles James agrees that “there is no immediate criterion by which to
distinguish between spiritual and corporeal feeling.”33 With the right stimu-
lus, James further claims, we can actualize alternative forms of conscious-
ness, and so round out our investigation into the source subject matter: expe-
rience itself. Such alternative forms of consciousness, James maintains, “for-
bid a premature closing of our accounts with reality.”34 His experiences of
nitrous oxide would only confirm that some of this terrain cannot be tra-
versed with a vehicle so rigid as reason. Indeed, James goes so far as to say:

I have finally found myself compelled to give up the logic, fairly, squarely,
and irrevocably. It has an imperishable use in human life, but that use is not to
make us theoretically acquainted with the essential nature of reality. Reality,
life, expedience, concreteness, immediacy, use what words you will, exceeds
our logic, overflows and surrounds it.35

Emotions are cognitive: they reveal the modes of reality, and do so in a way
that will not necessarily conform to the demands of reason. Indeed, this
seems to be the case with our most basic experience of selfhood and con-
sciousness (or, indeed, Sciousness). Our most immediate self is this bodily
self. In this sense, the bodily self is itself cognitive: it reveals the world
precisely because its states are themselves responses to and disclosures of the
world.

This “self,” in certain modes, reveals itself to be co-extensive with every-
thing, and hence, its self-revelation is the revelation of the universe itself
presenting itself in awareness. The only reason to deny this would be a
theoretical commitment outside of the experience of non-duality itself—
namely, that a self was itself having this experience. But this would be to
leave the project of radical empiricism—and, I daresay, existential phenome-
nology—behind. If experience is given as identity with everything, then the
“self” is nothing in particular—not a thing at all.

This point is where Nishida sees an opening to a certain idea of the self-
expression of God through the experience of being.36 It is not at all difficult
to see how the notion of surrender, or acceptance, or non-attachment might
be used to describe this emotional state: where one identifies with all things,
accepts all things as somehow ok, and feels, as Wittgenstein in one place
remarks, “absolutely safe.” This is no-self. We actualize it by breaking free
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of our resistance, because it is our resistance that constitutes egoic response
to affect. The self just is this event of a rupture in homeostasis—a Badiouian
subject seen clearly by both William James and the philosophers of the
Buddhist tradition.

How could a sensation reveal God? Notice that one can ask the very same
thing about any object in any sensory modality: how can light waves reveal
objects? How can fear reveal danger? James offers a plausible analogy, I
think, for understanding the embodied brain that is both naturalistic and non-
reductionist. Think of the embodied brain as a receiver in much the same
way that a radio is a receiver. There are signals in the world regardless of
whether or not we are listening. We pick these up when we adjust the con-
trols of the radio to precise frequencies. Our senses deliver the signals—
thoughts and sensations—and we occasionally and selectively tune in. When
we hit just the right frequencies, we can see things that don’t normally reveal
themselves. Some people are naturally inclined to such frequencies; others
seem constitutionally incapable of having them.

Fine-tuning one’s phenomenology can produce those cognitive and bodi-
ly states in which certain kinds of disclosures are possible—in which certain
modes of experience can be accessed. Experimentation with nitrous oxide
convinced James of the contingency of what he called “rational
consciousness.”

One conclusion was forced upon my mind at that time, and my impression of
its truth has ever since remained unshaken. It is that our normal waking con-
sciousness, rational consciousness as we call it, is but one special type of
consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from it by the flimsiest of screens,
there lie potential forms of consciousness entirely different. 37

The idea of the embodied brain as a kind of antennae for the world—a way of
detecting various signals that are there whether or not we examine them—
allows us to remain completely agnostic about the source of these signals.
James’ explanation does not require that we make any pronouncements on
the ultimate source and veracity of our experience—we have bracketed such
questions. It is completely compatible with theism, atheism, henotheism,
pantheism, and so on.

In closing, I would like to suggest that questions of “belief” in one charac-
terization or another of these experiences is possible only when one is not in
the experience itself, and when one forgets that ineffability means untranslat-
ability. To ask if one believes a proposition (say, about the existence of God)
is never the same as asking about the experience itself, or the layer of reality
that it discloses. Indeed, talk of belief in a particular proposition sometimes
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suggests the absence of what the belief is about—that is, the actual object of
the belief is not immediately the object of one’s experience. One is focusing,
rather, on one’s attitude toward that experience.

The untranslatability of non-conceptual experience into the language of
subject and object—indeed, the language of reason itself—explains why re-
ports of the importance of such experiences are so often met with skepticism.
Mystical experience is beyond the edge of reason—indeed, it calls into ques-
tion our average everyday experience—something characterized by what
James dubs “rational consciousness” and Husserl “the natural attitude.” But
skepticism about mystical experience is itself grounded in a kind of faith in
rational consciousness—on the natural attitude being correct. A more radical,
existential empiricism (such as the one James offers and Nishida develops)
allows for a more pluralist, experience-driven ontology—and one that ac-
knowledges the crucial place of our emotional—and indeed perceptual—
lives in coming to experience both a self and its absence. As much as any
European, James offers us a foundational existential phenomenology of the
felt-self. He thereby also makes room for the legitimacy of mystical con-
sciousness.

NOTES

1. See Dan Sahavi, Subject and Selfhood, 2005.
2. William James, Essays on Radical Empiricism (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,

1996), 42.
3. Edmund Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenologi-

cal Philosophy: First Book, trans. F. Kersten (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1982).
4. From the Suttas of the Pali cannon: “Here a monk, gone to the forest, to the foot of a

tree, or to an empty hut, sits down; having folded his legs crosswise, straightened his body, and
established mindfulness in front of him, just mindful he breathes in, mindful he breathes out,
Breathing in long, he understands: ‘I breathe in long’; or breathing out long, he understands: ‘I
breathe out long’ (294).”

5. The centrality of observation to both religious experience and meditative practice is
worth emphasizing in the context of both Jamesian descriptive psychology and European phe-
nomenology. While there are undoubtedly those who would disparage experiences connected
with religious practice, such a posture goes against the spirit of radical empiricism. To the
extent that we are susceptible to misunderstand or misinterpret our experiences, such suscepti-
bility is by no means correlative to religious experience. Given what observation demands of
us, the reductionist who would explain all experiences in terms of brain activity stands on the
same ground as the devout believer who would explain their experiences in terms of the actions
of a divine being. An openness to experience counsels humility—indeed, we should expect to
be mistaken on many counts even about our most vivid experiences.

6. William James, The Principles of Psychology (New York: Dover Publications, 1950),
304.

7. James. Essays on Radical Empiricism, 37.
8. James. The Principles of Psychology, 300.
9. Ibid., 451.

10. Ibid., 301.
11. Ibid., 302.
12. Ibid., 451.



J. Jeremy Wisnewski82

13. For an interesting take on how this relates to some forms of meditation, see Wolfgang
Fasching, “Consciousness, Self-consciousness, and Meditation,” Phenomenology and the Cog-
nitive Sciences 7, no. 4 (December 2008): 463–83.

14. We are misled to the extent that we take talk of an “object” here—one set over against a
“subject”—to be referential. It is simply convenient. As T. S. Eliot once remarked: “I have to
use language to talk.”

15. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (New
York: Penguin Classics, 1982), 425–26.

16. Ibid., 427.
17. Ibid., 428.
18. Ibid., 428.
19. In the Hebrew Bible, of course, Yahweh announces himself as the I AM (“Tell them I

AM sent you”). In Vedanta tradition, the purest self, the atman, is identified with subjectivity
itself, divorced from all of the idiosyncratic elements of our everyday identities. In the Samkya
Yogic system, there is parusa—the witness, the bare presence of awareness that is in itself
nothing, but which makes possible all prakrti (any and everything that can be named). In the
Rig Veda, we have the fourth. In Socrates, we find the impersonal logos replacing the personal
self, and true life identified with giving up all of one’s individuality in the name of becoming
the living logos—the word made flesh. These systems all point us beyond the individual self
understood as a thing and toward a mode of experiencing the world in which this self, as well as
its attendant objects, no longer present themselves. This is the world of impermanence, of
fundamental unity, of non-duality. This is the world that cannot be spoken because it is beyond
any concept, not because our concepts are limited, but because such experience destroys the
borders between things, borders which are presupposed by any descriptive language. It is
indescribable because to describe it is to falsify it—to make of parts something that is whole.

20. William James, The Principles of Psychology, 220.
21. Ibid., 321.
22. Ibid., 322.
23. Kitarō Nishida, An Inquiry into the Good, trans. Masao Abe and Christopher Ives (New

Haven: Yale Univesity Press, 1992), 154.
24. Ibid., 154.
25. Ibid., 158.
26. Ibid., 161.
27. Ibid., 162.
28. Ibid., 162.
29. Ibid., 164.
30. Ibid., 165.
31. Ibid., 175.
32. Nishida even offers an intriguing gloss on the Biblical story of the fall as something

that’s happening continuously as the movement from unity to disunity, from pure experience to
reflection. An Inquiry into the Good, 170.

33. William James, The Principles of Psychology, 455.
34. Ibid., 388.
35. William James, A Pluralistic Universe (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996), fn

8.
36. One could go naturalist here without much loss, I think: the emotion of agape reveals

our unity with the world, to live one’s life in agape is to become the Christ, the Buddha—it is
to die as an individual and be resurrected as agape itself. This, one could argue, is quite literally
the bodily resurrection of the Christ, here understood as a mode of being in which one just is
agape, and does indeed find a heaven on earth.

37. William James, The Principles of Psychology, 388.



83

Chapter Five

Nikolai Berdyaev
Toward a New Humanism, Based on a

New Concept of Being Human

Emiliya Ivanova

The twentieth century can be regarded as the most upheaval-filled century in
the entire history of Western Civilization. It appears at the same time as the
most exciting and the most contradictory: It is a century marked by the
greatest scientific discoveries and the greatest man-made disasters, by bold
leaps in human thought and unprecedented failures in their fulfilment, and by
predicaments of total despair that enkindle new hopes. In the long history of
Western civilization, it must seem that no other century has engendered such
a profound loss of meaning that even history itself loses a clear orientation.
Man has never felt so alienated from himself, from Being, from the universe
conceived as a well-ordered cosmos. In no other century has the future of
humanity looked so problematic and unpredictable that man felt compelled to
imbue meaning to meaninglessness and embrace the absurd as the destiny of
human existence.

The major thinkers of the twentieth century agree in their recognition that
the contemporary era is marked by a profound crisis that affects all of culture
and human existence in general. For Husserl, for example, this crisis finds
expression in the crisis of human knowledge and reflection: it is a crisis of
human reason that has lost its claim of universality. For others, such as
Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and Eric Fromm, it is a crisis in the
relationship between man and society. Existentialist philosophers such as
Martin Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, Gabriel Marcel, and Albert Camus empha-
size, for their part, another dimension of this crisis—the feelings of solitude
and abandonment in the world that torment modern man, as well as the
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profound sense of the meaninglessness of existence owing to questions about
man’s place in the universe, which now increasingly appears to him as
strange and hostile.

These thinkers trace the origins of the existential crisis to the loss of
values and to the distrust of rationalist accounts of human nature, society,
and history. They point out that the historical events of the twentieth century
put in doubt the dominant role of reason in the constitution of the human
being,1 as well as the rationalist belief in the immanent logos of human
history. So, the evolution of humanity or human progress, which had been
regarded by many seventeenth- to nineteenth-century philosophers as both
valuable and attainable, turns out to be suspect and uncertain, and human
history has been stripped of that intrinsic telos to which Hegel ascribes histo-
ry’s ultimate meaning.

According to the Russian philosopher Nikolai Berdyaev, the crisis from
which the contemporary world suffers is not only an economic and social
crisis, as Marxist philosophers believe. Nor is it only a crisis of rationalist
values and beliefs. It is also a cultural and spiritual crisis,2 the most disturb-
ing dimension of which is that of the dehumanization of the human being. So
he writes: “If the question of humanism has a great importance, that is be-
cause the contemporary world is undergoing a crisis of man, much more
profound than that of society . . . the world is undergoing an acute crisis of
dehumanization.”3 In order to ensure its future, humanity needs a new hu-
manism that could restore the disfigured image of the human being and
render back to it its true dignity.

Dehumanization in the modern era is evident especially in the rise of
totalitarian regimes like Fascism and Nazism. But a more subtle process of
dehumanization has taken place in the capitalist system which has begun to
deprive man of his dignity by making of him “the weapon for inhuman
needs.”4 The entry of technology and of the machine into human life in the
course of the development of industrial capitalist society has also contributed
to this dehumanization, destroying “the integrity of man,” enfeebling his
“interior life,” and “disfiguring his emotional life,” by making of man “the
instrument of inhuman procedures.”5 Thus, according to Berdyaev, the im-
age of man in the contemporary era is found to be irrevocably degraded. This
is reflected, according to him, both in the latest currents of contemporary art
such as Cubism and Futurism,6 and in new philosophical reflections such as
Marxism which show “the crushing of man by the anonymous force of mon-
ey.”7 But this is especially reflected in the movement of existentialism.

Existentialism elucidates the solitude of man in a world that he now
perceives as strange and hostile. The human being now conceives of a cos-
mos in which his existence is stripped of meaning and thus rendered absurd.
The contemporary man therefore lives in anxiety as never before, as though
suspended over a terrible abyss in a world that has become foreign to him. He
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has lost the feeling of belonging to a well-ordered Cosmos of which he is an
integral part. He has also lost his belief, characteristic of modern times, of
having in it a privileged place, especially ordained for him by higher forces.
He therefore sees himself as deprived, not only of the feeling of mastery over
the world that surrounds him, but also of that of mastering himself. The
vertigo caused by this void into which man feels himself thrown in the
contemporary era constitutes, in Berdyaev’s view, his daily experience. So
for Berdyaev, man’s image of himself is disfigured because he now sees his
own human existence as completely devoid of meaning. The optimistic hu-
manism promoted during the Enlightenment—that is, the belief in man’s
innate capacity to organize the world in a harmonious way toward a future
characterized by progress—is now replaced by a humanism with pessimistic
undertones that reflect only the tragic side of human life. All of this shows,
Berdyaev maintains, that the humanism of modern times has reached its end
because it is no longer able to affirm the dignity of man and give orientation
to his activities.

The disfiguration of man to which the contemporary era has come had
already been sensed in the nineteenth century by the great spirits of the age.
Modern humanism, Berdyaev stresses, already transitions over to its opposite
in two opposed visions marking the modern era—that of Nietzsche and that
of Marx. Seeing man as a disgrace and humiliation, Nietzsche wants to go
beyond him and to replace him with the Overman. Marx, coming from the
humanism of Feuerbach, wants, on the contrary, to save man from being
crushed by the capitalist system. But, by considering “human individuality as
a quality integral to the old bourgeois world, he demands its overcoming
through collectivism.”8 In the last analysis, the two visions destroy the image
of man, the first through extreme individualism, the second through stran-
gling collectivism.

This crisis of modern humanism is felt again in the “pro-human cry” of
Kierkegaard, who, insisting on the importance of the concrete against the
abstract, asserts the rights of the individual, subjective and unique, against
the domination of the general or of the universalistic spirit of Hegel. It is also
reflected in the works of Dostoevsky, who describes the drama of a human
existence rising out of the framework of a self-sufficient humanism or of a
humanism detached from its Christian source.9

According to Berdyaev, it is precisely this detachment from its Christian
sources that has led modern humanism to its self-negation, to its self-annihi-
lation. With the transformations it underwent from the second half of the
nineteenth century to the beginning of the twentieth century, modern human-
ism, the Russian philosopher believes, became the opposite of Renaissance
humanism, which gave birth to many of the cultural accomplishments we
now associate with Western civilization. Renaissance humanism, in freeing
man from the guardianship of the religious order to which he had submitted
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during the Middle Ages, thereby affirmed his autonomy, his independence
from all forms of authority other than his own. It proclaimed man’s creative
potential, the immense creative forces he could deploy in mastering all do-
mains of human activity—art, science, commerce, etc. Renaissance human-
ism therefore paved the way not only for the creation of incredible works of
art (in painting, architecture, music, literature, poetry), but also for the re-
markable scientific discoveries that would irrevocably change our under-
standing of the universe in the following centuries. The works of Leonardo
da Vinci, Michelangelo, Botticelli, Rafael, etc., as well as the scientific dis-
coveries of Bruno, Galileo, Newton, and others are the fruits of this human-
ism, which had proclaimed man’s unique place in the universe and thereby
greatly expanded his freedom and his intellectual and creative capacities.

But Renaissance humanism, even as it stimulated man’s creative impulse,
remains bound to the “spiritual center of being”10 from which man draws his
supreme dignity and his creative powers. By contrast, the humanism of mod-
ern times has succeeded in cutting man’s ties to this center. Berdyaev sharp-
ens this contrast by delineating a humanism that is distinct even from the
Renaissance humanism just described. This humanism culminated in the
culture developed in Italy during the early Renaissance. Berdyaev then traces
its beginnings to the creative awakening that takes place already in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, one that drew inspiration not only from the
spirit of Antiquity but also, and above all, from the Christian faith and
spurred the intellectual and cultural accomplishments attained in Scholastic
philosophy and mysticism, and in Gothic and primitive art. This humanism
to which Berdyaev draws attention is a Christian humanism. And for Ber-
dyaev, it is notably man’s relationship to the spiritual foundation of Being,
the source of all creation, that engendered the flourishing of European culture
during the whole Renaissance period. To the extent that man’s creative im-
pulse during that whole period had been prodigiously fruitful, it was because
that creative impulse first developed when man was still connected to the
spiritual foundations of Being, and was thus inspired by the divine presence
to which he dedicated his creations (for example, paintings of religious sub-
jects, Gothic cathedrals, choral music, and literary and philosophical works
that pondered and sought to understand man’s relationship to the sacred).

But as man begins to distance himself from the spiritual sources of life,
his creative impulse is gradually stifled and becomes more and more superfi-
cial: culture is shoved further and further to the periphery of man’s concerns
and his accomplishments in that domain lack depth. The decadence that
follows was the inevitable result of man turning his back to the spiritual
center, the source of greater inspirations,11 of his moving away from “the
other world” in order to turn definitively, in modern times, to “the world here
below.”12 Disconnected from this spiritual center, man’s creative powers will
eventually be exhausted, which would ultimately result in man losing faith in
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himself. The humanism of modern times is thus shown to be profoundly
different from the Christian humanism that produced the Renaissance. Deny-
ing the essential relationship of the human being with the spiritual world,
modern humanism drains the creative powers of man, thus condemning him
to wander over the surface of the earth wondering about the meaning of his
existence here below. Denied his spiritual aspects, the natural man into
which modern humanism has transformed the human being is also deprived
of “the infinite source of his creative forces.”13 As a consequence, he can
only “exhaust himself and move to the surface of life.”14

However, according to Berdyaev, it is Renaissance humanism itself that
prompted these developments. In trying to disassociate man from the relig-
ious guardianship to which he was subject in the Middle Ages, proclaiming
his autonomy and freedom, rejecting all authority other than his own, Renais-
sance humanism also opened the way to the assertion of the self-sufficiency
of man. In the course of the following eras the gulf between the human and
the divine increased more and more, culminating in a complete rupture be-
tween the two realms and the ensuing self-affirmation of man without God.
The human principle, which in the Christian humanism of the early Renais-
sance, remains inseparable from the divine principle,15 begins to become
opposed to the latter, setting up the stage for the modern conception that
“God has become the enemy of man, and man of God.”16

The disfiguration of the human image is the result then of both the inhu-
man, in fact anti-human, concept of God adopted by modern humanism, and
the atheistic or anti-spiritual concept of man on which this type of humanism
depends. The humanists who defend these concepts have not realized, Ber-
dyaev states, that when man breaks his bonds with his spiritual foundations
he himself loses his own nature. Deprived of his spiritual roots, the human
being is transformed into a wholly natural and social being, that is, into a
dependent being; human nature is cut into pieces, and man appears subject to
false beliefs and different idolatries. That is how he has become in the con-
temporary era, confronted with nothingness or tossed in a cosmic whirlwind
from which he can find no relief. By forgetting his true nature, in other words
that of being a free spirit, he has also forgotten his true mission of being a
free creator that puts his imprint of beauty and truth on the earth. It is in this
that the tragedy of modern history consists: a history that began with uncon-
ditional faith in man and in his creative forces and that has arrived, at the end,
at the disfigured image of a man who has lost the meaning of his own
existence.

Capitalist society, dominated by the bourgeois spirit, was a crucial turn-
ing point in the process of disfiguration of man’s image. Oriented strictly
toward material goods and opposed to all that is spiritual, the bourgeois
constitutes a degradation of the notion of the person erected in the period of
the Renaissance. The central characteristic of the bourgeois lies in is his
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detachment from the sacred beliefs that had previously guided human life.
“Destroyer of eternity, the bourgeois spirit is opposed to the Absolute”;17 in
fact, it has made an absolute of “business” and has become a slave to the
visible world. “Spiritual ardor, creative activity are absent from him” because
his own spirit is “frozen,” enchained by the external world, “strangled and
petrified by the visible,” in which he does not see the signs of another
reality.18

From the metaphysical point of view, the bourgeois is someone who
“wishes to appear but shows himself incapable of being,”19 and this is ex-
pressed not only in the classical figure of the bourgeois who only seeks
material goods, but also in the figures of more refined bourgeois such as
artists, intellectuals, moralizers, or self-styled humanists who know nothing
of the soul with its interior life of intuition as deep source of creativity.
Competition, the struggle of all with all, personal isolation, and the lack of
compassion toward others—that is what characterizes industrial capitalist
society, which, with its materialism and atheism, with its belief in technolog-
ical power and its pursuits of domination and of material goods on the earth,
has completely erased the notion of man that was developed in the Renais-
sance. The idea of man as a person, drawn up in that era, was replaced by
that of the individual, first proclaimed as a juridical category and then af-
firmed as a way of life, resting on the ideology of individualism.

The individualism with which modern humanism has ended up with rep-
resents, according to Berdyaev, its greatest weakness.20 Individualism does
not give man the possibility of adhering to a content. It does not reinforce
man’s image, does not contribute to the development of the world of the
person. On the contrary, in the civilization dominated by the individualistic
attitude, it is the brilliant individual and the strong personalities that are
oppressed. Individualism favors “the process of egalitarianism which wipes
out all individual differences,”21 thus weakening man as a person. It leads
either to the atomization of society, which is what has happened in Western
civilization, or to the strangling of the person in socialist collectivism, which
is what has happened in the totalitarian regimes: a process that is only “the
inversion of atomistic decadence.”22 The triumph of individualism in modern
humanism represents the failure, the end of the Renaissance humanism
which proclaimed the person and defended the freedom of man in a very
different sense from the formal liberty to which that freedom has been
reduced.

The present era, then, needs a new humanism which, just like Renais-
sance humanism, affirms man as a person, playing a significant role in the
cosmic process of creation. This new humanism, Berdyaev thinks, must be
constructed on the basis of Christianity, which insists on the supreme dignity
of the human being. It (this new humanism) must turn back to the forgotten
spiritual sources of human being in order for man to be able to discover his



Toward a New Humanism 89

true nature and the meaning of his existence. But this new humanism, he
makes clear, does not imply a return to “the humanism of Erasmus,” or to the
people of the Renaissance period who remained connected with the Church.
It should be a sort of synthesis of the experience accumulated by the human
being during the period of modernity and of the anthropological truth ex-
pressed in the Christian vision.

Berdyaev’s conviction that the concept of man, of his place in the uni-
verse and of the meaning of his existence must be rethought on the basis of
Christianity comes from the fact that only Christian humanism is capable of
affirming supreme human dignity. Christian anthropology expresses an un-
deniable truth which has been lost in the course of the centuries of modernity
and forgotten by the intellectuals involved with the problem of the human
being. In the Christian vision man is neither a simple natural being, nor a
“thinking reed,” as certain modern philosophers had imagined, but a creation
of God, made in His image and likeness, therefore a free spirit endowed with
creative forces and having an exceptional position in the universe.

Modern humanism has reduced man to a mere natural being, subject to
necessity like nature, capable of knowing the causes that govern him but not
caring to place his creative imprint on them. It has cut off the “creative
vocation of man,”23 stemming from his resemblance to God, and connected
with his divine-human nature. In fact, what Berdyaev reproaches in modern
humanism is not so much the fact that it has proclaimed man without God, in
other words that it has pitted man against God, or that it has made of man
himself a God, but the fact that it has denied the divinity of man, or, to put it
another way, that it has not developed a deep understanding of the concept of
human divinity, which results from man’s resemblance to God. It is especial-
ly this negation of man as an image of God that “leads to the negation and
destruction of man,”24 Berdyaev asserts.

The Christian humanism to which the Russian philosopher appeals is
founded on the conception of man as a free spirit, reflecting the supreme
Being. Created in the image of God, the human being transcends the world of
necessity. He is a free spirit capable, just like his Creator, of bringing about
creative acts, transfiguring the universe. It is particularly the freedom and the
creative vocation to which he is summoned by his Creator that must be set at
the basis of this new humanism of which Berdyaev dreams: a humanism that
rests on the concept of man as a person, on the understanding of human
freedom as a foundation of his existence, as well as on the affirmation of
human creativity as man’s calling in the world.

Just like Renaissance humanism, this new humanism proclaims the crea-
tive forces of the human being, but at the same time stresses the relation of
man to the supreme Being—source of all creation and of all creative inspira-
tion. Creativity is the way in which the divine part in man expresses itself.
Man understood as person, reflecting the supreme Person, is unique; he has
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his individual vocation or his mission to accomplish on earth. As a person, he
is completely opposed to the individual to which modern humanism reduced
him; he is also opposed to the individualistic way of life to which he is
currently habituated. To be a person means for man not only to take on his
personal vocation and to express his creative potential, but also to live with
others in relations of charity and solidarity.

This new humanism, based on the concept of man as a person, must
replace modern humanism, according to Berdyaev. It marks the end of mod-
ern times and the beginning of a new era.25 He calls this era a New Middle
Ages26 because he conceives it as a spiritual era which denies man’s self-
suffiency and re-establishes the bonds of the human being with the spiritual
sources of Being, with the true foundations of human existence. The New
Middle Ages will be, according to him, a sacred era in the sense that the Spirit
(and with it the Sacred) are going to renew their place in human life and
culture after having lost their symbolic function in modern times. 27 He also
identifies this new era as a New Middle Ages because the humanism on
which it rests “is, in a certain sense, contrary to that of the Renaissance,”28

which opened the way to the self-affirmation of man leading to his self-
sufficiency. That humanism proclaimed man as creator but denied the grace
that nourishes the creative forces of the human being. It began with the
affirmation of creative human individuality, but ended with its negation, with
the weakening of the human spirit.

The New Middle Ages presupposes the spiritual birth of man, the new
awakening of his creative impulse which saw the light of day at the begin-
ning of the Renaissance.

But the term New Middle Ages used by Berdyaev to give a name to this
era is ambiguous in its meaning: the new light that this era brings is preceded
by new darkness through which humanity must pass. Analogically to the still
obscure beginnings of the Middle Ages in the seventh, eighth, and ninth
centuries, contemporary man is approaching a twilight period that is in dan-
ger of being marked by a new form of barbarism. With the failure of the
spiritual principles of modern history, spiritual chaos has taken a seat in
human life and it is from this that the danger of a new barbarism arises.
Deprived of his true image, as well as of the perspectives giving an orienta-
tion and a meaning to his existence, man finds himself not only trapped in an
unsustainable state of outlawry, but also capable of carrying out all sorts of
atrocious barbarisms.29

Berdyaev compares this historical moment to the night—a night that fol-
lows the end of the day (the Renaissance and the Enlightenment). But he
makes it clear that the “night” is not necessarily less beautiful than the day,
nor less divine. The night, acclaimed by the poets, often brings new under-



Toward a New Humanism 91

standings to the problems of the day: “In the night [the philosopher asserts]
the stars shine brightly, in the night there are revelations of which the day is
unaware.”30

In this nocturnal era, humanity may confront great catastrophes similar to
what happened after the end of ancient civilizations. But an inextinguishable
light illuminates the march of man toward “the invisible creative day to
come, when the sun of the new Christian Renaissance will rise.”31 So the
New Middle Ages is an era that is at the same time destructive and promising,
dark and luminous, rational and spiritual. It is a transitional era, leading to a
new understanding of the universe and of man, of human history and society,
of the place of the human being in the Cosmos and of the meaning of his
existence.

This new era is conceived as transcending the world of modern history
with its individualism and its superficial humanism, with its liberalism and
its democracy, with its system of capitalist industrial economy and its power-
ful technology, with its covetousness and its constrained sense of life, with
its atheism and its apathy, with its furious class struggle and its totalitarian
socialism. But this new era retains its sense of the freedom experienced in
modern history, together with its positive conquests and its refinements of
the soul.

After the era of a humanism, neutral from the religious point of view and
wanting to exist “between heaven and earth,” comes the time when religion
“becomes again . . . a general, universal fact, defining everything.”32 The
New Middle Ages is the transition from the irreligious era of modern times to
a new religious era. This does not necessarily mean that it will be a Christian
era or that the religion of the true God will have to be victorious, but that
everything—“life, from all its angles”—is going to be placed under the sign
of religious polarization, “religious struggle, manifestation of extreme relig-
ious principles.”33 Culture itself will be unable to remain humanist and neu-
tral with respect to religion as it was in modern times. It must (will) become
sacred, ecclesiastical, in order to be able to contribute to the Christian trans-
formation of life. Man, who by his true nature belongs organically to real
communities, must rid himself of the individualism in which the rationalist
thought of modern times has imprisoned him by making him believe that it is
the way to protect oneself. He must open himself up to others, realizing that
it is only in community that he can find his true development, because “truth
is reunification and not disuniting and demarcation.”34 He is also going to
discover the true meaning of his freedom, namely, the freedom opposed to
the formal freedom praised by modern history. The New Middle Ages is also
this process of universalization, of awakening to the spirit of universality
both among men and among nations.
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But this new era is ambiguous; luminous tendencies occur along with
dark tendencies; it may well be preceded by a new barbarism. It is an era in
which religion will reassume its place in the life of man, and in which man
will rediscover his lost connections with transcendence. That is why Ber-
dyaev believes that the new wars will be religious wars: a prediction that we
see beginning to take place in our days (the bloody religious barbarism of the
Jihadists, the war declared by them, in the name of Islam, against Christians
and Jews or, in their terms, Infidels). As barbarism becomes more and more
real, the new era proclaimed by Berdyaev is perhaps on its way. What we, the
contemporaries of these terrible times, can and must retain, is the main idea
upheld by the Russian philosopher: humanity needs a new humanism, that is,
a humanism based on another concept of the human being and of his rela-
tions with the universe, on a new concept of society and of relations between
man and others.

This new humanism can be called, in our opinion, spiritual humanism, to
the extent to which it is based on the re-evaluation of spiritual values that are
universal, as well as on a reconceptualization of the human being, understood
as a creative unique person, whose personal mission is to leave his trace of
truth or of beauty on the earth. It can arise within different cultures and
civilizations, thus overcoming cultural and personal differences. But what is
still more fundamental in Berdyaev’s vision, is that by realizing himself as a
person, man not only gives a meaning to his own life, but also contributes to
the continual creation of the universe, asserting himself as God’s co-creator
in the ceaseless process of spiritualization of the universe.

NOTES

1. The questioning of the rationalist idea of human nature is also connected to the develop-
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destruction (or in Freudian terms, the attraction to Thanatos), and similar dispositions that
undermine the Enlightenment conception of human beings as rational subjects.

2. Nikolai Alexandrovich Berdyaev, De l’esprit bourgeois (Neuchâtel: Delachaux et Niest-
lé S. A., 1949), 73. All citations are taken from the French translations of Berdyaev’s works,
and all English translations in this paper are mine.

3. Nikolai Alexandrovich Berdyaev, Au seuil de la Nou velle époque (Neuchâtel: Delach-
aux et Niestlé S. A., 1947), 27.

4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.
6. In the latest movements of contemporary art which demonstrate, according to Berdyaev,

the end of the Renaissance, “the image of man perishes definitively.” So in movements like
cubism and futurism, the human body and its eternal forms are connected to “dismemberment.”
Already the cubism of a great painter like Picasso “dismembers the human form and dislocates
the artistic image of man.” But futurism “goes still further in the cutting up of the human
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image” and destroys “all natural and human integrity” by seeking its images of perfection not in
man or in nature, as was the case once upon a time, but in the machine.” Nikolai Alexandrovich
Berdyaev, Le Nouveau Moyen Âge (Lausanne: L’Âge d’Homme, 1985), 34–35.

7. Berdyaev, Au seuil de la Nouvelle époque, 27
8. Berdyaev, Le Nouveau Moyen Âge, 31.
9. Berdyaev, Au seuil de la Nouvelle époque, 30.

10. This is an expression that Berdyaev often uses in Le Nouveau Moyen Âge.
11. According to Berdyaev the fifteenth century was the epoch par excellence of doubling

back, the epoch in which “the violent collision of Christian principles and pagan principles”
took place. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are already very far from the spirit of the
early Renaissance. And it is is not by accident, he thinks, that in the sixteenth-century “‘human
individuality’ began to express itself in horrible crimes.” Berdyaev, Le Nouveau Moyen Âge, 2.

12. Ibid.
13. Berdyaev, Le Nouveau Moyen Âge, 23.
14. Ibid.
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Christ.
16. Berdyaev, Au seuil de la Nouvelle époque, 30.
17. Ibid., 44.
18. Ibid., 45–48.
19. Ibid., 52.
20. In speaking of the individualism with which modern humanism has ended up, Berdyaev
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Western civilization; Russian humanism, because of the Russian tradition, “can only be com-
munitarian.” See Berdyaev, Au seuil de la Nouvelle époque, 27.

21. Ibid.
22. Ibid.
23. Ibid.
24. Berdyaev, Le Nouveau Moyen Âge, 25.
25. The title of one of his books.
26. In his preface to Le Nouveau Moyen Âge—a book published in Germany, which at-

tracted attention throughout Europe and brought celebrity to its author—Berdyaev makes it
clear that he is attempting “to indicate different paths for getting out of the world crisis.”

27. According to Berdyaev there exists in human history, as in nature, rhythms, fluxes and
refluxes, periods of ascent and flourishing of culture and periods of descent. The beginning of
the last century represents, according to him, the end of the culture of the modern times and the
birth of a new culture—a culture which, by analogy to the era of the Middle Ages, will be based
on a renewed appreciation of and quest for the spiritual. Berdyaev, Le Nouveau Moyen Âge, 51.

28. Berdyaev, Au seuil de la nouvelle époque, 37.
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30. Ibid., 52.
31. Ibid., 46.
32. Ibid., 59.
33. Ibid. That is why Berdyaev believes that if there are wars in the future they will be

spiritual and religious wars rather than territorial wars (Ibid., 70)—another prediction by the
Russian philosopher that has been vindicated in recent decades.

34. Ibid., 62.
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Chapter Six

Max Scheler’s Concept of Shame as a
Preconceptual Revelation of the

Ontological Status of the
Human Person

Marc Barnes

How do we redeem feeling? That is, how do we restore the role of the
emotions in philosophy from their current status as mere obfuscations of
thought, or worse, as mere “evolutionary leftovers,” curious stimulus-re-
sponse patterns of the animal world that have been sublimated, for better or
worse, into the human mind? We redeem feeling through the phenomenolog-
ical reduction, by returning to an original experience of an emotion, and
describing what gives itself in experience. If the emotions really are valid,
non-conceptual grasping of being and states of affairs, as so many philoso-
phers suggest, then this functional value of the emotions will be given in
experience. Through the course of this chapter, we will consider the phenom-
enon of shame, in the hope of practicing a method that could, in theory,
redeem any and all of the emotions. We will enter into dialogue with the
phenomenology of Max Scheler to reduce shame as it appears in certain
theoretical, cultural and “natural attitudes” until we can articulate it as an
intuitable essence fitting any and all particular shame-manifestations.

Our first obstacles are the errors of contemporary psychology. The disci-
pline has made incredible progress in the diagnosis and treatment of patho-
logical shame-manifestations, but precisely by way of this progress, it has
confused our understanding of what shame is. The predominant doctrine of
the psychology of shame is expressed as such: “The core concern of shame is
a negative focus on one’s notion of self.”1 It is “a focus on an intractable and
enduring ‘bad self,’”2 one that “forces the individual to contemplate the
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possibility of a defective, unworthy, or damaged self.”3 It is “the experience
of the self as unattractive, undesirable, worthless, inferior or defective.”4

“Shame, in this view, is counterproductive.”5

This view has become the dominant view of our popular culture, which
sees in shame only a feeling to be eradicated; all “causing shame in another”
being seen as morally reprehensible and all “being ashamed” as an injustice,
to the point that harnessing the verb “shaming” to a noun, as in slut-shaming,
denotes a sin that rings as horribly in modern ears as “pride” and “sloth” rang
in antiquity’s. In fact, our distaste for the emotion reverses a overwhelmingly
positive view of shame held by our philosophical predecessors, for whom
shame was, as in Aquinas, “a praiseworthy passion.”6 Explaining the modern
turn against shame requires a separate, historical investigation, but allow me
to suggest a crucial element.

Contemporary psychology is plagued by an infatuation with itself as an
empirical, positivistic science. Even within phenomenological studies which
seem to simply describe the emotion as it manifests itself, there is a back-
ground desire to root shame, and any other phenomenon, in empirically
observable processes, necessary and determined movements from event A to
event B, all reducible to the physical order. In short, psychology suffers the
loss of the soul, a loss which, in the specific instance of shame, involves the
attempt to define the emotion as a quantitatively evolved version of “submis-
sive strategies” already observable in canines and higher primates.

This genealogy, posited as early as 1989 by the psychologist Paul Gilbert
as “social rank theory,” argues that shame is a defense mechanism, a re-
sponse of the organism to a threat occasioned by a “stepping out” of the
hierarchy or rank of the herd. Shame is a warning signal that an organism is
asserting itself, exists negatively in the mind of others, and is thus at risk of
being harmed. Shame leads the organism to reaffirm its lower place by
“submissive and subordinate displays . . . such as eye gaze avoidance (subor-
dinate non-human primates always avoid eye glaze with dominants), fear
grinning, backing down quickly if challenged, and not confidently making
claims on resources or advertising oneself.”7 Gilbert applies this empirical
fact of primate behavior to human beings, for whom “in the present evolu-
tionary context, social rank is obtained on the basis of talent, charm, prestige,
and an ability to win favor with others in the social landscape. . . . In this
view, shame permits an assessment of how favorably one is viewed by
others.”8

Subsequent research has made an effort to keep itself within the parame-
ters of this evolutionary genesis account. This, I would suggest, is why
shame is usually described as being fundamentally focused on a negative
self-value and a “bad self”: we need no “warning signal” that we exist posi-
tively or neutrally in the mind of others.
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PROBLEMS WITH THE EVOLUTIONARY ACCOUNT

But a threat to my social rank is neither a necessary nor a sufficient reason
for shame. I can have my social rank threatened without feeling shame. If I
am to be displaced from my academic position by someone younger and
better qualified than me, I may feel ashamed—but I may also feel gracious,
humble and even noble in response to the call to step down. Furthermore, I
can feel shame without having my social rank threatened. In fact, shame may
well up as the result of an increase in social rank and a positive evaluation of
the self.

Imagine, for instance, that an evolutionary biologist has just made a dis-
covery changing his field of research for the foreseeable future. He goes to
work the next day and receives a standing ovation. “It was nothing,” he lies.
He hopes to retreat to his office but the clapping continues. Having made the
perfunctory, ironic bows, having smiled and muttered “thank you” to no one
in particular, he no longer knows what to do. He turns to go, but is stayed by
his employer, who begins to praise him: “Archibald here is the brightest
mind of our generation. He has worked tirelessly, adhering with unparalleled
devotion to the rigors of the scientific method.” Now our scientist’s cheeks
begin to burn. He fixes his eyes on the carpet to avoid the various eyes that
gaze out on him in affirmation. He longs for escape.

Compliment, praise, and the positive gaze of others can be, and often are,
a valid source of shame. This presents an obstacle to “social rank theory.”
Our scientist is in no danger of losing social rank. That he exists as a hero
and even as a god in the mind of others, whether true or false, is of nothing
but evolutionary benefit to him. The problem of “social rank theory” is one
of method: Evolutionary psychology claims to describe a feeling indubitably
given in experience—the feeling of shame—by data not given in this intui-
tion, but added on as a merely possible explanation, as an evolutionary gene-
alogy, and thus it ends in a probabilistic and non-essential description of the
emotion which cannot account for all its particular instances. This critique
may be applied to any psychological account which claims to describe “what
a thing is” by a description of “how it came to be.”

But we have learned something by stripping away this bad explanation:
Shame is not essentially concerned with being seen favorably. Shame is
concerned with being seen truthfully. Both positive and negative self-evalua-
tions submit themselves to this broader category: the question of validity. A
man may burn with shame if he is seen as a celebrity, just as he may upon
being seen as a criminal, not because he believes the celebrity-gaze to be
unfavorable, but because the gaze is false: he is not just a celebrity, but a
particular person, present to himself in all his flaws and contradictions. Our
scientist may feel shame over being singled out for praise, not because he
believes himself to exist negatively in the mind of others, but because their
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positive evaluation is “too much.” Shame burns, not as a response to an
animal threat, but as a response to a felt lack of correspondence between the
gaze and the truth of the person gazed upon. Thus shame is an event only
possible of a being who does not exist purely and simply, but as a being who
can be taken as other than she really is, and more than this, a being who
nevertheless longs to be taken in the truth of her person.

By the truth of the person, then, we do not refer to some personal opinion
we may have of ourselves, but to the ontological status and subsequent value
of the human person. The human person, in Scheler’s terms, is a bridge, a
transition, and a tension incarnate. She is stretched between two poles: poles
non-exhaustively demarcated by the terms subjective and objective, interior
and exterior, private and public, observable and hidden, mind and body,
spirit and flesh.9 Shame, then, is a feeling of “an imbalance and disharmony
in man”10 toward either pole of existence, a feeling that urges the person to
hide, cover, and retreat to that being-in-between which is the truth of her
being. Thus shame is always occasioned by a gaze which sees the person as
more spirit than flesh, or more flesh than spirit. The soldier who blushes and
squirms at being called a “hero” because he is ashamed at being treated as an
spiritual ideal at the expense of his particular, embodied, and historical being.
The starving prisoner who burns with shame while guards wave bread in his
face: he is ashamed of being treated as an animal reducible to his needs at the
expense of his free, rational subjectivity. The wife who wishes to run and
hide when her husband praises her as angelic, perfect, pure: she is ashamed
of being treated as a spirit at the expense of her real flesh, with all its
imperfection, sweat and smell.

Obviously we risk the rigor of the phenomenological reduction by taking
Scheler’s anthropology as a given and interpreting shame through its lens.
But two points can be made here. First, particular shame-manifestations are
only possible by virtue of an ontological structure of a being who can be
taken for other than she is, as a purely exterior being could no more feel
shame than a purely interior being. Secondly, our return to the experience of
shame itself gives credence to this anthropology, for the experience of shame
is the sudden feeling of being divided between these two poles of existence.

In normal life, we may agree with Gabriel Marcel and Merleau-Ponty’s
analysis, that “I am my body,”11 and that, far from disharmony, it is this I
who sees, smells, touches and moves, my spirit which lives in and through
these fingertips and toes. But let one become ashamed, let him break a vase
or stand caught in a lie, and this phenomenological unity of self and body
dissolves. We become aware of our own arms, not as leaping forward toward
objects in the world as incarnate spiritual intentions, but as tools, append-
ages, the limbs of some strange puppet we are suddenly responsible for. We
“don’t know where to put our hands,” they are things, extraneous to our
interior life. Our legs go wobbly, we must force them to walk, just as we
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force our trembling voice to apologize. Shame reveals our flesh as flesh,
distinct from its animating spirit. It also distinguishes the private and public,
introducing in the subject, who previously shifted with unconscious ease
from public roles to private self, the desire to cover up, retreat, hide, dive into
a private, interior space. Shame provides us with the felt datum by which we
may judge ourselves to always already exist as stretched between two poles.
In Jean-Paul Sartre’s terms, the person is “an ontological duality of myself
and myself in the eyes of the Other,”12 and shame is a pre-conceptual revela-
tion of this ontological duality, a duality we only feel as duality in its being
ripped apart.

Surprisingly, the existential phenomenologists are closer kin to Aquinas
than to their psychologistic peers. Aquinas describes shame as a species of
fear, in which “the soul, as though contracted in itself, is free to set the vital
spirits and heat in movement, so that they spread in the outward parts of the
body; the result being that those who are ashamed blush.”13 A contraction
and a retreat into one’s interior depths, revealing one as soul, which is the
cause of an outward spread of blood to the face and vital feeling to the entire
body, revealing one as body: this is a rich, intense description of the thing,
even with its reliance on medieval anatomy. This retreat, far from exalting in
a resentful repudiation of the outer world, frees the soul to set the body in
movement, “sending” blood to the face, heating and highlighting the very
area through which our soul is most visible to others and present to ourselves,
asserting in the body the secret learned by the contraction into the soul: that I
am unity of spirit and flesh, a spirit that can be seen on and in the flesh.14

Shame reveals me to myself as a bridge and a transition between spiritual and
material orders, and more than this, it reveals that being this bridge is an
immense value, presenting with an undeniable ought: That I ought to hide,
ought to blush, ought to cover, ought to protect precisely this value against
the gaze that would see me as otherwise. It is in this sense that Scheler thinks
that shame can only be related to positive self-values, that only positive self-
values require protection.

Obviously this directly contradicts the primary doctrine of shame-
psychology, that “the core concern of shame is a negative focus on one’s
notion of self.”15 Shame is certainly a negative emotion, but it is only by a
reference to a positive valuing of the person that shame is experienced as
something negative; only by a real contact with the truth of the person sub-
sisting beyond all gaffs, bodily unpleasantries and social ineptitudes, that we
may “contemplate the possibility of a defective, unworthy, or damaged
self.”16 It is precisely because we have a value that rejects and protests the
charge of worthlessness that we feel worthlessness as an injustice, a dimin-
ishment—that which ought not be. To simply identify with a negative self-
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value without reference to a positive self-value which the negative threatens
is not shame, but shamelessness, the brazen taking on of a false-presentation,
conformity with a false-gaze.

The person is not sometimes in shame. The person is always in shame, for
as long as we exist as projects and transitions, and as long as this truth about
ourselves exists under the possibility of being seen otherwise, then shame is
present as our sentinel and guard. Shame is, “in its original and pure function,
not an emotional reaction to something” but a “pre-feeling of what is coming
upon one.”17 Shame is not fundamentally rational, operating on the level of
our conscious intellect, cognizing situations of shame, aware of this or that
false-gaze, this or that threat to the truth of personal being. Particular feelings
of shame are a rising into consciousness of a power that is always already
operating, albeit as a private, unconscious valuing of our ontological status as
human persons, on the occasion of a threat to our ontological status.

The English language still gives evidence to this fact. We say, approving-
ly, that “he has a strong sense of shame.” We certainly do not mean by this
that a man is a constant center for feelings of shame, that he lives his days
blushing and hiding. Quite the contrary. We mean something akin to, “He
has a strong sense of dignity” or “This one knows what he is about.” We are
admiring a particular man’s unconscious valuing of the truth about himself,
his easy, natural protection of this truth from false-gazes, wayward passions
and compromising situations, the artful way in which he reveals the immense
value of his being by protecting it. Shame is not something that happens to
such a man, it is his very self-valuing. Thus it is less proper to speak of a
finite number of shame-wellings during the course of a human life as “his
shame,” and more proper to speak of shame as his very feeling of his nature.
An understanding that conflates shame with feelings and wellings of shame
cannot realize this fact, that feelings are simply the realization of the very
category in which we exist. But shame is our affective response, not to this or
that value, but to the fact that we exist as we exist. It may operate conscious-
ly, unconsciously, felt to greater or lesser degrees, but this does not make it a
temporary, finite power, exercised here and there. Rather, it is always
present,18 our response to our being-in-between.
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Chapter Seven

The Necessity of Feeling in
Unamuno and Kant

For the Tragic as for the Beautiful and Sublime

José Luis Fernández

Miguel de Unamuno’s theory of tragic sentiment is central to understanding
his unique contributions to religious existential thought, which centers on the
production of perhaps the most unavoidable and distinctive kind of human
feeling. His writings on the foundational features of tragic feeling are pro-
vocative, and his reflective ruminations on the precarious nature of human
existence exhort his readers to consider what gives rise to the phenomena and
experience of life. Unamuno’s existentialism is rightly attributed with being
influenced by the gestational development of ideas from several luminous
predecessors, inter alios, Arthur Schopenhauer, Søren Kierkegaard, and Frie-
drich Nietzsche,1 but within these pages I should like to suggest a peculiar
kinship between seemingly strange bedfellows, namely, between the Spanish
Unamuno (1864–1936) and a German philosopher whom existentialist writ-
ers have historically railed against, namely, Immanuel Kant (1724–1804).

It would prove rather easy to pore over the many points on which the
Lutheran Pietist who extolled the Horacian motto, “Dare to know!”2 differs
from the Roman Catholic “man of flesh and bone” who in essence re-
sponded, “No, dare to feel!”3 So this study instead takes as its point of
departure the problems and concerns that have preoccupied both Kant and
Unamuno and thus led them to strikingly similar insights about the peculiar
significance of feeling for human life. For the Terentian dictum with which
Unamuno begins A Tragic Sense of Life4—which prompts him to reinforce
and rearticulate the primacy of concrete existence (“the man of flesh and
bones”)—betrays a profound appreciation of that common humanity from
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which we become alienated insofar as humanity becomes a mere idea. The
problem that drives Unamuno’s inquiry therefore brings him in close affinity
with that predecessor who was arguably the first to have postulated humanity
as a ground for morality and duty. And we do Kant an injustice if we were to
think that humanity is merely an idea or abstraction in his system. For al-
though transcendental idealism mires him in insuperable difficulties, it was
Kant’s way of placing the noumenal self beyond the ken of ideation. Appre-
ciation of others’ humanity must be of an entirely different order from how
we conceive of things through the senses or through concepts. By focusing
on the problems and concerns that motivate their inquiry, we can therefore
begin to examine how feeling gets redeemed in Kant and Unamuno, specifi-
cally as the only way in which that which must transcend our senses and our
intellect can move us.

Since Unamuno’s reception of Kant’s philosophy is often conflicted,
ranging from clear indications of influence to expressions of antipathy, 5 it
must come as no surprise that there has been relatively little comparative
research done on these two thinkers. Moreover, this scant literature has main-
ly explored connections between Unamuno’s existential thought and Kant’s
first two critiques.6 In these works, however, feelings are regarded as inclina-
tions and thus receive no serious consideration. In what follows I therefore
juxtapose Unamuno’s analysis of tragic feeling and Kant’s discussion of the
feeling of the sublime in the Critique of Judgment.7

The chapter proceeds in three sections. First, it will explicate the subjec-
tive, rather than objective, grounds that both Unamuno and Kant attribute to
peculiar, and revelatory, kinds of feeling. Second, it will draw out a resem-
blance in how they articulate the poietic power of feeling, namely, how the
subjective apparatuses that create sentiments of beauty, sublimity, and the
tragic maintain their constitutive elements in a productive tension that eludes
any kind of dialectical overcoming which would cancel out the constant
activity that gives rise to such feelings. Finally, the chapter considers how the
upshot of feeling that emerges from both Unamuno’s and Kant’s thought is
put into relation with a sense of self which, although diverging in important
ways, draws from feeling to gesture toward transcendental ideas of God and
the immortality of the Soul. Ultimately, by considering how Unamuno and
Kant articulate their complicated notions of feeling, whether it is tied to a
ubiquitous tragic condition of life or to a unique capacity to sense beauty and
sublimity, both thinkers are united not so much in focusing on the objective
correlates of feeling but rather in elucidating the peculiar power of feeling to
move the agents who experience it.
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FEELING IS SUBJECTIVE, NOT OBJECTIVE

Central to my comparative study of Unamuno and Kant is the view that
predicates such as “the tragic” (el trágico), “the beautiful” (das Schöne) and
“the sublime” (das Erhabene) are not properties that refer to events and
objects, but rather are felt by human subjects who are receptive to such
feelings via a special kind of non-rational attunement. For example, in Kant’s
Critique of Judgment, which considers the grounds and possibility for aes-
thetic and teleological judgment, beauty is tied to feeling insofar as it is the
pleasure one receives in forming a judgment of taste.8 What is interesting
and innovative in Kant’s theory is that when he uses the term “feeling”
(Gefühl) to describe the derivation of beauty, he is not referring to any of the
body’s five sensory modalities: “If a determination of the feeling of pleasure
or displeasure is called sensation, then this expression means something en-
tirely different” (KdU 5:206). “Feeling” is thus a technical term with a con-
notation very different than “an objective representation of the senses” (KdU
5:206). Instead, Kant proceeds to argue that “feeling” is the reflective satis-
faction that grounds a judgment of taste (KdU 5:209), which is facilitated a
priori by the constituents of the “imagination to combine the manifold of
intuition, and understanding to provide the unity of the concept uniting the
[component] presentations” (KdU 5:217). Kant calls this harmonious interac-
tion between imagination and understanding the “free play of the faculties of
cognition” (KdU 5:218) which takes place within a judging subject and pro-
vides the grounds for a feeling of beauty.

Subsequently, in Kant’s theory of taste a feeling of beauty is not based on
either sensuous or rational sources, both of which would draw from either
agreeable sensations or determinate concepts. For example, the statements
“This rose is red” and “This rose is beautiful” are different judgments: the
former draws from determinate concepts; the latter draws from the free-play.
A feeling of beauty is thus a reflective judgment:9 one that emerges from,
and refers to, the subject (and ranges, possibly, over the entire community of
judging subjects endowed with similar cognitive attunements).

This very special aesthetic feeling, the subject’s capacity to form a judg-
ment of taste, has important ramifications for how we are to understand its
objective correlate (e.g., a scene from nature, or perhaps a painting, that is
called “beautiful”). A judgment of taste, even though grounded in feeling, is
not a free-floating pronouncement without consideration of some object;
however, with regard to whether objects actually possess beauty, Kant argues
that a judgment of taste functions in an analogical sense, that is, as if the
quality of beauty were a real, objective property of the object being judged
(KdU 5:212). The important result here is that in Kant’s aesthetic theory, no
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object is beautiful in itself because beauty is not a property of objects; rather,
if beauty is to be “found” anywhere, it will be within the judging subject,
namely, in her own production of the feeling of beauty.

Similarly, while there are important divergences from his theory of beau-
ty, when Kant turns to explicate his theory of sublime feeling, i.e., a sensa-
tion of the absolutely great (schlecthin groβ) (KdU 5:248), he argues similar-
ly that rather than being a characteristic of objects in the world, the sublime is
also constituted by a special sense: “[N]othing that can be an object of the
senses is to be called sublime. . . . Hence what is to be called sublime is not
an object, but the attunement that the intellect [gets] through a certain presen-
tation that occupies reflective judgment” (KdU 5:250). Here Kant argues that
no sensible object, neither active volcanoes nor powerful hurricanes (KdU
5:261), is truly sublime. Instead, such objects may be called “sublime” only
nominally (or indirectly) insofar as they arouse in us a feeling of a supersen-
sible power. “[T]rue sublimity,” Kant writes, “must be sought only in the
mind of the judging person and not in the natural object, the judging of which
prompts this mental attunement” (KdU 5:256).

Subsequently, to predicate something as “sublime” requires an act of
substitution between our feeling of sublimity and the objects eliciting this
experience, namely, the act of substituting or replacing a sense of awe (Ach-
tung) for an object with respect for our subjective vocation (KdU 5:257), i.e.,
for our free and unique capacity to form such awesome feelings of the sub-
lime. Therefore, just like we noted in the as if, analogical predicate of beauty
in an object, it would be incorrect to call some natural object or event sub-
lime, for “we can say no more than that the object serves for the presentation
of a sublimity that can be found in the mind” (KdU 5:245).

What I find interesting in this brief explication of these two famous ele-
ments of Kant’s aesthetic theory is that one very significant consequence of
Unamuno’s The Tragic Sense of Life seems to be, just as with the putative
pronouncements of beauty and sublimity, that the predicate of “tragic” does
not affix itself to an object or event, but rather inheres in feelings from which
the ultimate intelligibility of tragedy is gleaned. For Unamuno, what is
deemed tragic is not a property of objects or events, rather it is also a peculiar
kind of feeling (sentimiento); namely, a feeling which emerges from a ten-
sion that is constituted and maintained by the faculties of sensation and
reason, i.e., by the essential faculties of the “heart” and of the “head” (STV,
13–14). Consequently, Unamuno argues that what is to be understood by the
term ‘tragic’ is not an objective predicate with application to things in the
world, but instead is a subjective predicate established by nonpropositional
contents,10 namely, by a feeling that is aroused by the constant opposition
and struggle of those essential polar faculties—the conflict between the heart
and the head. Unamuno’s aim is to help clarify the meaning of tragedy, and
the main insight that he offers in his understanding of the tragic element of



The Necessity of Feeling in Unamuno and Kant 107

human existence relies on a felt hermeneutic toward lived experience, that is
to say, our feeling of tragedy emerges out of this conflict in the form of a
demand of trying to make sense out of another complicated sense; senses
which are not equivocal and seem to be at odds with each other.

Broadly speaking, Unamuno’s starting point for all forms of philosophi-
cal reflection is human subjectivity or consciousness (STV, 13), but a con-
sciousness made intelligible “with all the body and all the soul, with the
blood, with the marrow of the bones,” i.e., with life (STV, 14).11 As Unamu-
no continues to develop the theme of a starting point for his philosophy of
tragedy, he expands his thoughts to touch on the fundamental discord be-
tween the irrational and rational aspects of lived experience—what he takes
to constitute the tension between life and reason. “The senses” Unamuno
avers, “are devoted to the service of the instinct of preservation” (STV,
151)—that is, to ongoing life, but, he adds, “reason confronts our longing for
personal immortality and contradicts it. And the truth is, in all strictness, that
reason is the enemy of life” (STV, 90). This conflict, in which reason brings
into sharp relief the limits of life, its fragility and finitude, accounts for the
tragic need of having to reconcile the heart and the head, and, moreover, that
“the tragic history of human thought is simply the history of a struggle
between reason and life” (STV, 115).

Note that while Unamuno wonders why human beings have not been
“defined as an affective or feeling animal” (STV, 3), the capacity of reason
itself cannot be divorced from his visionary account of tragedy: “The reader
who follows me further is now aware that I am about to carry him into the
region of the imagination, of imagination not destitute of reason, for without
reason nothing subsists, but of imagination founded on feeling” (STV, 131).

Unamuno’s series of self-reflections on the inexorable struggle between
the heart and the head press his readers to imagine what I call the necessity of
tragic feeling. As we have briefly touched on, the conflict between life and
reason, between the heart and the head, demands some attempt at resolution,
even though a harmonious rapprochement is unattainable. Subsequently, the
necessity of tragic feeling arises from a painful incongruity. It is “necessary”
insofar as it is the inescapable product of existential awareness over our
vulnerability to suffering and mortality, which life (the heart) tells us ought
to be tragic, but, as memorably illustrated by Unamuno in the tearful wisdom
of Solon’s grief, reason (the head) reveals that it is not. In this remarkable
sketch, gainfully introduced to the reader just before his thesis presentation to
offer “the tragic sense of life, which carries with it a whole conception of life
itself and of the universe” (STV, 17), Unamuno presents a powerful contrast,
and pointed portrait, of what he means by the tragic sense:
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A pedant who beheld Solon weeping for the death of a son said to him, “Why
do you weep thus, if weeping avails nothing?” And the sage answered him,
“Precisely for that reason—because it does not avail.” It is manifest that weep-
ing avails something, even if only the alleviation of distress; but the deep sense
of Solon’s reply to the impertinent questioner is plainly seen. . . . Yes, we must
learn to weep! Perhaps that is the supreme wisdom. Why? Ask Solon (Loc.
cit.).

What is plainly seen is precisely the incompatibility between “the ought to
be” and the “is not” that gives birth to the tragic sense, for as much as the
heart cries “why?” to all manner of sorrows and agonies, the head responds,
“why not?” The untimely death of a loved one ought to be tragic, but suffer-
ing and death are part and parcel of human existence (STV, 207): a Silenian
insight from which no one is exempt.12 The profundity of Solon’s reply
frames the anguished contrast between the “ought” and the “is” because he
knew his tears were of no use, and that the real meaning of tragedy is that no
object or event, however unbearable, is truly tragic, for tragedy, like the
predicates of beauty and sublimity in Kant’s philosophy, is a feeling.

Unamuno relates that the subject’s feeling of tragedy is thereby consti-
tuted in the perpetual contradiction between the heart and head—the intense-
ly felt pain that what her tragic sense presents is the absence of tragedy,
conventionally conceived. Life is inherently tragic because no horror, no
misfortune, no catastrophe is eo ipso tragic. Subsequently, because the tragic
does not append itself to external events and objects, if it is to be “found”
anywhere it will be within the feeling subject as the painful upshot of a
fundamental and seemingly incompatible conflict of the heart and the head,
of life and reason, which offers no resolution: “For it is on this rock that
every philosophy that pretends to resolve the eternal and tragic contradiction,
the basis of our existence, breaks to pieces” (STV, 15–16).

THE POIETIC CONSTITUTION OF FEELING

We have seen how Unamuno and Kant exhibit similarities in their theories of
tragedy, beauty, and the sublime, each of which locates its peculiar predi-
cates in the subject, and not in objects or events. Moreover, Unamuno and
Kant share the view that the foundation of feeling in their theories suggests a
special human capacity that is actively constructive rather than passively
receptive. In Kant’s aesthetic theory, the subjective apparatuses attached to
beauty and sublimity imply freedom from sensuous and rational sources in
our making certain kinds of aesthetic judgments, and Unamuno’s account of
the interminable struggle between life and reason points us to a poietic or
creative extrarational13 power which is also able to transcend both purely
sensuous and rational bases of meaning.
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For both Unamuno and Kant, the constitutive elements which produce
these feelings are held together in a productive tension that eludes any kind
of dialectical overcoming which would annul the constant antagonism that
gives rise to such feeling. In Unamuno’s philosophy, the tragic sense is both
chronic and acute because the conflict between the heart and the head re-
mains locked without any chance for compromise or reconciliation. Similar-
ly, in Kant’s theory of the sublime, the nature of sublime feeling is also
characterized by its constituent faculties of sensation and reason being held
together in conflict, e.g., as simultaneously repulsive and attractive. 14 Subse-
quently, our understanding of the Kantian sublime recognizes a resemblance
with Unamuno’s construction of the interminable conflict of the head and the
heart insofar as emphasis is placed on recognizing the adjoined relation
between opposite modes of experience, rather than by focusing on the pola-
rities themselves; and it would be a mistake to privilege one mode above the
other.

Sublime feeling shows the form of a necessary conjunction (e.g., sublim-
ity is felt as threatening and soothing), rather than as an equivocation of
feeling which calls for us to choose between a disjunction, e.g., as either
painful or pleasurable. Whereas an equivocation of feeling would force a
choice between disjuncts, if we view the Kantian sublime as being character-
ized by its conjuncts being held in constant opposition (e.g., sorrowful and
joyful), the true character of sublimity is revealed to the human subject.

While the subject finds her experience of the sublime constituted by
moments of a first conjunct, say, pain, she ultimately finds herself awash in
feelings of the second conjunct, e.g., pleasure. However, the contradictory
structure of the Kantian sublime is not one that begs for some kind of dialec-
tical resolution; for the two sides of the sublime experience are not cancelled
(Aufgehoben) and raised to a higher level. This constant antagonism, howev-
er, is appreciated by different capacities, i.e., the faculties of sensation and
reason, and hence do not cancel each other out. For example, while the
sublime object is repulsive to the perceptual part of the mind (in sensation), it
is attractive to the contemplative side of the mind (in reason). 15

Readings of the Kantian sublime that take it as exhibiting equivocation or
a dialectical relation16 can perhaps be attributed to Kant’s writing that sub-
limity is “a pleasure that is possible only by means of a displeasure” (KdU
5:260), or as described by Jean-François Lyotard, “in [the sublime] pleasure
proceeds from pain.”17 The pleasure accompanying the sublime is what Kant
calls a “negative pleasure” insofar as “the mind is not just attracted by the
object but is alternately always repelled as well, the liking for the sublime
contains not so much a positive pleasure as rather admiration and respect”
(KdU 5:245). Feelings of the sublime, then, are neither equivocal nor in a
dialectical relation which is raised toward a sublated third term, but are rather
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in the relation of isotension, wherein the antagonistic constituents of, e.g.,
pain and pleasure are kept in constant combination, thereby producing
sublimity.

As we have seen, the incessant, uneasy tension between constitutive ele-
ments of feeling, e.g., between life and reason, is also at the heart of Unamu-
no’s philosophy, and serves as the agitated fount from which springs the
tragic sense: “How, then, shall reason open its portals to the revelation of
life? It is a tragic combat—it is the very essence of tragedy—this combat of
life with reason” (STV, 90). Like the relation between sensation and reason
in the Kantian sublime, the battle between the heart and the head is the
conditio sine qua non of tragic feeling because of the unremitting and unre-
solvable way the contradictory drives of life and reason are locked in a
“perpetual struggle, without victory or the hope of victory” (STV, 14). Sub-
sequently, just as with the Kantian sublime, the Unamunian tragic sense is
neither equivocal nor in a dialectical relation which is raised to a higher level,
for life and reason are also in the irreconcilable relation of isotension. José
Ferrater Mora rightly articulates the error of applying the notion of a recon-
ciling dialectic to Unamuno’s philosophy:

Unamuno’s emphasis on opposition, tension, and contradiction is obviously
related to that type of thinking which since Hegel has been customarily called
“dialectical.” . . . But in Unamuno’s world, animated by the principle of
perpetual civil war and unending strife, there is no place for any final harmo-
ny—and still less, any identity—which would be, in his opinion, the equiva-
lent of death.18

Ferrater Mora relates how in trying to understand Unamuno’s philosophy, it
would be a mistake to grant pride of place to one constituent over the other
(e.g., to the heart or to the head, to life or to reason); with regard to producing
the tragic sense, both are essentially interdependent. For example, when Un-
amuno turns to consider the association between faith, life, and reason, he
states that they have

mutual need of one another. . . . Reason and faith are two enemies, neither of
which can maintain itself without the other. . . . They are compelled to seek
mutual support and association. But association in struggle, for struggle is a
mode of association. (STV, 111)

Instead of revealing truth as the overcoming of opposites, the perpetual strug-
gle between faith and reason reveals that “truth” is an irremediable contradic-
tion. The idea that our encounter with “truth” (tragic or otherwise) is a
product from having to interact with co-existing contradictions can be traced
to Unamuno’s early, pre-tragic, works. For example, we find this Unamunian
caveat to the reader in his 1895 En torno al casticismo:
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Truth is often sought in the golden mean . . . by excluding the extremes . . . but
in this way one arrives only at a shadow of the truth. Cold and unclear. It is
preferable to follow a different method: the method of the affirmation of
contraries; it is preferable to make the force of the extremes stand out in the
soul of the reader where the mean can come to life, which, itself, is the result
of struggle.19

The upshot of this struggle is productive, for, like the production of sublimity
in Kant’s aesthetics, the constant tension between contraries carries with it a
creative potency. The tragic sense is neither inert nor a fatal resignation, and,
in common with Kant’s theory of the sublime, feeling has the power to serve
as a signpost which points toward transcendental ideas of God and the im-
mortality of the Soul.

GENERATED BY STRUGGLE: GOD AND
IMMORTALITY OF THE SOUL

Feeling has been shown to be constituted by a peculiar sense of conflict, and
we have noted how, respectively, for Unamuno and Kant, the constant ago-
nism between contrasting faculties generates feelings of the tragic, of beauty,
and of the sublime. In Kant’s theory of taste, a feeling of beauty emerges
from a constant, combinatory activity from the free play of the imagination
which, although acting harmoniously with the understanding, still resists
settling on any fixed or determinate concept. In Kant’s theory of the sublime,
a feeling of the sublime arises from the “vibration” (KdU 5:258) of contra-
dictory modes of sensation and reason, which produces feelings which are
simultaneously attractive and repulsive. And in Unamuno’s existential phi-
losophy, life and reason are locked in the irremediable mode of “tragic com-
bat” from which springs the tragic sense. However, although these feelings
are regarded as being in opposition, this very opposition is what engenders a
phenomenology of transcendence.

In Kant, for example, because what constitutes the sublime is not an
external object (which, as we have seen, is merely an indirect object of
sublimity), “but [rather] the attunement that the intellect [receives]” (KdU
5:250 and 5:264), it is, to employ an expression of Kenley Dove’s, an exam-
ple of minded-ness20 (which is the direct object of sublimity). Using the
dynamical sublime as an example, the “minded” nature of the sublime is the
subject’s supersensible experience of pleasure that results from her perceiv-
ing extremely large and powerful natural objects. I draw attention to dynami-
cal sublimity because it shares a theme that Unamuno believes continues to
preoccupy modern philosophers, viz. the transcendence of finitude and the
craving for immortality (STV, 13).
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We have seen that a feeling of the Kantian sublime consists in the rela-
tionship between sensibility and reason. Kant takes this relationship in the
dynamical sublime to be excited by experiences of extremely powerful natu-
ral objects or nature considered as might (KdU 5:260). Because each of these
natural phenomena is capable of harming an individual, e.g., threatening
storms, lightening, volcanoes, and hurricanes (KdU 5:261), Kant qualifies
the dynamical sublime not only as powerful, but also as provoking fear.
Unfortunately, Kant does not make explicit what this fear is, but his subse-
quent introduction of God in §28 suggest that the possible consequences of
having direct contact with the power of might does not preclude the fear of
physical harm up to and including death. The sublime operates in the subject
when she is on the edge of danger but not in harm’s way; indeed, as Kant
puts it, she is “seized by amazement bordering on terror . . . but, since [the
spectator] knows he is safe, this is not actual fear” (KdU 5:269). As a result,
the dynamical sublime recalls our finitude as human beings. Before the awe-
some might of nature, we realize that we are mortal, but this awareness also
leads to its transcendence—a kind of immortality.

Subsequently, while one’s death is not imminent in sublimity (because
one is in a position of physical safety), its ultimate certainty, i.e., one’s
mortality, is called to mind. The power of nature considered in the dynamical
sublime makes us acutely aware of our finitude, but it also, Kant argues, has
the capacity to lead us to reflect on “supersensible” ideas “containing a
higher purposiveness” (KdU 5:246), e.g., ideas of God and the soul. More-
over, the mere fact that we can formulate these supersensible ideas situates us
within a domain that is above mere nature, and it is this aspect of human
feeling that defeats finitude.

Both Kant and Unamuno agree that reason alone is incapable of showing
us the existence of God or the immortality of the soul, but reason, as a
constituent of feeling (tragic and sublime) nevertheless contributes to pro-
ducing feelings of transcendence. However, as with any parallel analysis, one
can only go so far. Subsequently, with regard to how these kinds of feelings
generate movement toward transcendence, Unamuno and Kant differ in im-
portant ways, and our comparison of these two must end. For example, rather
than attribute to reason, as Kant does, a capacity to usher supersensible
feelings of a kind of immortality, recall that Unamuno’s rendering of the
head versus the heart had the former frustrating any notions of transcen-
dence. And yet, as much as the head resists adopting reasons to accept ideas
of God, immortality, and the soul, the desire for transcendence by the heart is
felt more acutely. Unamuno was especially interested in the problems posed
by this yearning, and also recognized it as a challenge that was very much at
the heart of Kant’s philosophy: “[Kant] was a man much preoccupied with
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the problem—I mean the only real vital problem, the problem that strikes at
the very root of our being, the problem of our individual and personal desti-
ny, of the immortality of the soul” (STV, 4).

Just as we noted how the head revealed the absence of tragedy in Solon’s
grief, the revelation did not defeat, but only exacerbated, the feeling of trage-
dy itself; in other words, reason’s refusal to accept ideas of transcendence
only served to amplify its need. The story of Solon’s tears showed that
although nothing and no event is truly tragic, the lack or absence of tragedy
brought on a boomerang effect insofar as it returned more acute and intense
feelings of the tragic; and we can see the same kind of response in Unamu-
no’s stance toward God and immortality. For example, we note this effect in
the analogy Unamuno draws using the notion of ether as merely a “hypothet-
ical entity”:

And in the same way God Himself, not the idea of God, may become a reality
that is immediately felt; and even though the idea of Him does not enable us to
explain either the existence or the essence of the Universe, we have at times
the direct feeling of God, above all in moments of spiritual suffocation. And
this feeling—mark it well, for all that is tragic in it and the whole tragic sense
of life is founded upon this—this feeling is a feeling of hunger for God, of the
lack of God. (STV, 168)

As with tragedy, reason, whether for or against the existence of God, will not
have the final say: “I do not submit to reason, and I rebel against it, and I
persist in creating by the energy of faith my immortalizing God” (STV, 50).
As we have already noted, however, reason, while resisted by Unamuno, is
still a necessary constituent insofar as it is locked in that most inimical
confrontation with life, rendered here as faith. Just as in Kant’s theory, the
constant struggle between reason and sensibility produces the feeling of sub-
limity that ultimately leads to supersensible ideas, the perpetual combat be-
tween the head and heart works to simultaneously deny and affirm feelings
of God, immortality, and the soul.

Consequently, Unamuno’s philosophy depicts the eternal clash between
life and reason as manifesting in an act of double defiance: not only must the
head defy the heart, but the heart must remain steadfast. The tragic combat-
ants remain unmoved, but theirs is a necessary and productive conflict; one
which makes constructive use of our contradictory natures and elicits a fun-
damental sense that is defiantly unyielding in hope and yearning rather than
resigning to despair.
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1. See, e.g., José Ferrater Mora’s influential study Three Spanish Philosophers: Unamuno,
Ortega, and Ferrater Mora, ed. J.M. Terricabras (Albany: SUNY Press, 2003); Jan Evans,
Miguel de Unamuno’s Quest for Faith: A Kierkegaardian Understanding of Unamuno’s Strug-
gle to Believe (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2013); Michael Gómez, “Unamuno, Nietzsche, and
Religious Modernism: Affinities and Complexities Concerning the View of Faith,” Annales de
la Literatura Española Contemporáea 35 n.1 (2010), pp. 223–54; and Michael Candelaria, The
Revolt of Unreason: Miguel de Unamuno and Antonio Caso on the Crisis of Modernity (Am-
sterdam: Rodolpi, 2012).

2. The phrase Sapere Aude! from Horace’s Epodes (1.2.40) was a famous slogan of the
German Enlightenment. See Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlighten-
ment?” in Toward Perpetual Peace and Other Writings on Politics, Peace, and History, ed.
Pauline Kleingeld (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 17 (Auf 8:35).

3. See, e.g., Unamuno’s conviction that “we should solve many things if we all went out
into the streets and uncovered our grief. . . . A miserere sung in common by a multitude
tormented by destiny has as much value as a philosophy” (STV, 17).

4. The Terentian dictum comes from the play The Self-Tormenter and states, “Homo sum:
humani nihil a me alienum puto.” [I am a human being; I consider nothing which is human
alien to me.] See Heauton Timorumenos in Terence: The Comedies, trans. Peter Brown (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 104. Unamuno modifies the saying to place emphasis on
other concrete human beings not being alien to him rather than the abstract quality of being
human: “Nullum hominem a me alienum puto: I am a man; no other man do I deem a stranger”
(STV, 1).

5. We see this, for example, in Unamuno’s criticism of Kant’s “significant somersault . . .
that leap, that immortal somersault, from one Critique to the other” (STV, 3–4). Whereas
Unamuno is sympathetic to Kant’s argument in the first Critique that knowledge of the exis-
tence of God and the immortality of the soul are inaccessible to human reason, he takes issue
with how Kant nevertheless smuggles in the existence of God and the immortality of the soul as
postulates of pure practical reason in his second critique. However, with regard to this “somer-
sault,” I should like to point out that in the first Critique’s “Canon of Pure Reason” Kant
already argued from morality to God insofar as the existence of God and the immortality of the
soul are necessary postulates of pure practical reason (KrV A809–15/B837–43). See Kant,
Critique of Pure Reason, eds. Paul Guyer and Allen Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1998). Henceforth KrV. Note, esp. (KrV A811/B839): “Thus God and a future life are
two presuppositions that are not to be separated from the obligation that pure reason imposes on
us in accordance with principles of that very same reason.”

6. See, e.g., Andrés Lema-Hincapié’s rich investigation of Unamuno’s and Kant’s philo-
sophical anthropology in “Leyendo a Unamuno desde Kant en Del sentimiento tragico de la
vida: puntos criticos,” Revista Canadiense de Estudios Hispánicos 28, no. 3 (Primavera 2004):
583–601.

7. Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, eds. Paul Guyer and Allen W.
Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Henceforth KdU, with parenthetical
references using Akademie pagination.

8. Judgments or pronouncements of “beauty” and “taste” are interchangeably accepted and
used throughout this section.

9. A reflective judgment seeks to find a universal for a particular, and stands in contrast to
a determinate judgment, which works the other way around (KdU 5:179–80). With regard to
the search for beauty, Béatrice Longuenesse rightly points out that the “aesthetic judgment [of
beauty] starts where the search for [determinate] concepts collapses.” See Béatrice Longue-
nesse, “Kant’s Theory of Judgment, and Judgments of Taste: On Henry Allison’s Kant’s
Theory of Taste,” Inquiry 46, no. 2 (2003): 143–63; 146.

10. Feelings, faith, imagination, memory, emotions, etc., are examples of non-propositional
contents. See Robert C. Pinto, Argument, Inference, and Dialectic (Dordrecht: Kluwer Aca-
demic Publishers, 2001), 17.
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11. Unamuno’s reference to “life” is broadly construed to include notions of self-preserva-
tion, the corporeal and emotional senses, the irrational, immortality, and faith.

12. The Wisdom of Silenus states that not to be born is the best thing for human beings, and
that death is the next best thing. See Plutarch’s fragment from Aristotle’s Eudemus in the
Consolatio ad Apollonium, quoted in Anton-Hermann Chroust, Aristotle: New Light on His
Life and Some of His Lost Works, Vol. 2 (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press,
1973) and also more famously in Section 3 of Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy.

13. I borrow this term from Quentin Smith to connote feelings which are neither rational nor
irrational. See Quentin Smith, Felt Meanings of the World: A Metaphysics of Feeling (West
Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 1986), 18.

14. Kant’s theory of sublimity discusses two kinds of sublime feeling. Kant calls “the
mathematical sublime,” the sublimity of infinite size, and “the dynamical sublime,” the sublim-
ity of power.

15. That this is similar (though, of course, not identical) to Aristotle’s distinction between
the perceptive and thinking faculties in human beings is hard to overlook. In De Anima,
Aristotle notes the limits of sensitive receptivity as exhibited through its vulnerability to ex-
treme sense objects, which makes one less able to sense. The opposite, however, occurs in
thinking, as the thinking of intense objects of thought, he argues, makes one more able to think.
See Aristotle, De Anima, trans. R. D. Hicks (Amherst: Prometheus Books, 1991), esp., Book
II.12: 424a–24b.

16. Suzanne Guerlac argues that there is a dialectical aspect to the Kantian sublime. She
describes the inherent tensions of Kant’s sublime as follows: “As the terms ‘positive’ and
‘negative’ sublime suggest, the negative sublime is dialectically related to the positive one.
[The sublime’s] internal structure or economy is also dialectical.” See Suzanne Guerlac, The
Impersonal Sublime: Hugo, Baudelaire, Lautrémont (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1990), 190.

17. Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Explained, trans. Don Barry et al. (Minneapo-
lis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 10.

18. See Ferrater Mora, Three Spanish Philosophers, 39.
19. My translation from Miguel de Unamuno, En torno al casticismo (1895) in Obras

Completas III (Madrid: Afrodisio Aguado, 1958), 171: “Suele buscarse la verdad completa en
el justo medio por el métido de remoción, via remotionis, por exclusion de los extremos, que
con su juego y acción mutual engendran el ritmo de la vida, y así solo se llega a una sombra de
verdad, fría y nebulosa. Es preferable hacer resaltar la fuerza de los extremos en el alma del
lector para que el medio tome en ella vida, que es resultante de lucha.”

20. Kenley R. Dove, “Minding our Language,” The Philosophical Forum 18, no. 2 (Novem-
ber 2018): 449–66. Dove takes aim at “philosophy’s reigning monarch, the hegemonikon
mind,” and he examines how language got “minded when it was internalized” by Aristotle, the
Stoics, and Kant.
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Chapter Eight

The Redemption of Negative Feeling
Miguel de Unamuno

Mariana Alessandri

For the last two decades the field of positive psychology has promoted the
positive emotions. Unsurprisingly, given the relentless positivity of popular
culture, leaders and followers of this movement have endorsed the idea that
positivity, happiness, and well-being go hand in hand. Almost without chal-
lenge, they have claimed that positive emotions, not negative ones, keep us
healthy, make us more successful in school and work, and generally help us
achieve more. Like the ancient Stoics, contemporary positive psychologists
tend to overlook the virtues of the negative emotions. Few contemporary
writers have had the guts to go against this rising trend—say, speak up for
negativity or examine how negativity can get us somewhere.

If he were alive today, Miguel de Unamuno would unambiguously reject
the “tyranny of the positive attitude,”1 a move that would land him, for a
second time, in the role of the maverick philosopher he was born to be. One
hundred years ago, Unamuno tried to show that we stand the best chance of
becoming closer to others by way of the negative emotions (although even
the positive emotions would fare well when compared with something like
reason). For Unamuno negativity was neither sick nor counterproductive. On
the contrary, he believed it was through feelings like sadness, pain, sorrow,
anxiety, and loss that we find other people. Instead of advising us to over-
come negativity, he argued that negative feelings can be a sign of vitality;
such feelings can even give us the courage to act. Following other religious
existentialists like Blaise Pascal and Søren Kierkegaard and the religious
pragmatist William James, Unamuno connected our negative emotions to
God as the beating heart of the universe, and to Don Quixote, who, contrary
to popular thought, was no optimist.
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This chapter is a presentation, celebration, and philosophical defense of
Unamuno’s preference for negativity and pessimism over positivity and opti-
mism. I argue that the positive psychologists and the public in general would
benefit from Unamuno’s redemption of negative feelings. In the first section
of this chapter I provide a general overview of the beliefs and goals of the
positive psychology movement, that is, their exaltation of positivity and opti-
mism. The second section illustrates Unamuno’s redemption of negativity
and pessimism, which includes both what will be lost if we minimize nega-
tivity and pessimism, and what can be gained by embracing them.

POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY

The problem, as I see it, is not that there are too many negative people in the
world; it is that all forms of negativity get drastically misunderstood and
misrepresented. The positive psychology movement, whose original (and
honorable) mission was to displace the discourse of “mental illness” with a
focus on strength and resilience, has ironically shaped a new world in which
negativity itself has become an illness.2

Popular positivity literature shares the enthusiasm of positive psychology.
Consider the many titles you can find today in Barnes and Noble: 14,000
Things to Be Happy About; How To Be Happy (Or At Least Less Sad); The
Happiness Makeover; You Can Be Happy No Matter What; Happy is The
New Healthy; Be Happy Now: 7 Tried and True Secrets to Enjoying Your
Life; The Happiness Project; Happier at Home, How to Do Everything and
Be Happy, etc. Books that deal specifically with optimism include: Learned
Optimism: How to Change Your Mind and Your Life; Begin with Yes; Opti-
mism: A Working Guide to Creating Confidence and Why a Positive Attitude
Can Make You Wealthy; The Power of Learned Optimism & Positive Think-
ing: How to Be Positive, Happy & Successful in Life; The Optimism Advan-
tage: 50 Simple Truths to Transform Your Attitudes and Actions into Results.
And these are just samples from much longer lists.3

Positive psychology is not supposed to be about being constantly happy,
smiling all the time, or faking joy. Positive psychologists believe that faking
positivity is harmful because it involves repression and dishonesty, and they
realize that there are some benefits to negativity. Their overall message,
however, always returns to the idea that positivity is healthier than negativ-
ity, optimism more productive than pessimism. Thus, their concessions to
negativity sound anywhere from reluctant or forced to disingenuous. For
example, Martin Seligman, the founder and fiercest promoter of positive
psychology (and former president of the American Psychological Associa-
tion) comes from a background of clinical work with depression, with ex-
treme negativity. Having witnessed a lot of despair, Seligman, honorably,
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wants to keep it far away from us, which could explain why he seems so
uncomfortable promoting negativity in anything more than a perfunctory
way. When he began the field of positive psychology, Seligman wanted to
send the message that positivity and health were connected, but didn’t want
to be associated with what he calls the “boosterism” of the 1950s (think
Normal Vincent Peale or Dale Carnegie). To that effect, Seligman warns his
readers against becoming “slave[s] to the tyrannies of optimism,”4 and he
tries to balance positivity with negativity by writing sensible things like
“negative emotions are part of the richness of life and they are usually
healthy responses that encourage us to understand or change the things that
upset us.”5

Still, Seligman’s praise for positivity and optimism often far outweighs
his statements about the importance of negativity. The examples, stories, and
anecdotes that fill the pages of his books do convey a familiar “don’t worry
be happy” message. For example, he credits his daughter for his life’s mis-
sion to overcome “grumpiness.” She told him that, if she could stop “whin-
ing” at five years old, he could stop being “grumpy.” About that moment he
writes:

In a flash I saw three things: first that she was right about me, I really was a
nimbus cloud, and probably any success I had in life was probably not due to
being a grouch but was in spite of it. [. . .] And finally I realized that my
profession was half-baked, that the baked part was about suffering, but the
unbaked part was about positive emotion and virtue and positive institutions.
In that moment, in a classical religious sense, I acquired a mission. And that
mission is still with me, it’s what I’ve been doing full-time since 1998.6

Despite his attempt to distance himself from popular positivity-talk, Selig-
man made it his religious-like mission to stop being grumpy, in other words,
to stop being negative. For him and other positive psychologists, acknowl-
edgments that negativity is useful and sometimes helpful must come across
as mere qualifications of the overarching claim that negativity is something
to be avoided or overcome.7 Thus, it is the hefty imbalance that I am criticiz-
ing; I am not claiming that Seligman or any other of the positive psycholo-
gists reject negativity in toto.

Another psychologist whose overall promotion of positivity drowns out
any importance we might imbue to negativity is Barbara Fredrickson. Like
Seligman, Fredrickson also takes great pains to push back against naïve
positivity. Consider her positive estimation of negativity: “At times, negative
emotions are appropriate and useful. It is proper and helpful, for instance, to
mourn after a loss, to resonate on your anger to fight an injustice, or to be
frightened by things that could cause harm to you or your children. Appropri-
ate negativity keeps us grounded, real, and honest.”8 She also writes:
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Knowing that positivity is life-giving doesn’t mean that negativity needs to be
forever banished. It can’t be. Life gives us plenty of reasons to be afraid,
angry, sad, and then some. Without negativity you can become Pollyanna,
with a forced clown smile painted on your face. You lose touch with reality.
You’re not genuine. In time, you drive others away.”9

These concessions to negativity are nonetheless drowned out by the exhorta-
tions to positivity that fill the pages of her book. Even the subtitle of the book
puts into jeopardy her respect for negativity: “Groundbreaking Research Re-
veals How to Embrace the Hidden Strength of Positive Emotions, Overcome
Negativity, and Thrive.” If she really believes that we must overcome nega-
tivity in order to thrive, then negativity can hardly be seen as having its own
important role to play in our pursuit of happiness. In short, it is not that
Seligman and Fredrickson do not value negativity at all. The issue lies in how
they not only connect positivity to many tangible benefits that we Americans
already disproportionately value (good health, social acceptance, financial
success), but also claim that these connections are validated by scientific
research. Moreover, there are often subtle and sometimes blatant blows dealt
to negativity and pessimism, which I turn to now.

In The Optimistic Child, Seligman defines pessimism as “dwelling on the
most catastrophic cause of any setback” and he encourages parents to “pre-
vent your children from absorbing this trendy outlook.”10 He also writes that
focusing on a child’s feelings over their actions makes children more “vul-
nerable to depression.”11 Seligman cites three drawbacks of pessimism: 1)
pessimistic people are more prone to depression, 2) they achieve less than
their optimistic counterparts, and 3) their physical health is worse than opti-
mists. The rest of the book counsels parents to make little optimists out of
their children in order to give them the best chance of success in life. He says
that the basis of optimism lies in “the way you think about causes,”12 wheth-
er you think they are permanent or temporary, personal or impersonal, all-
pervasive or specific to a given time and place. The optimist chooses to think
setbacks are temporary, specific, and impersonal whereas the pessimist tends
to think they are permanent, pervasive, and personal. According to Seligman,
the optimist will persevere in the face of adversity while the pessimist sad-
dled by the belief that setbacks are unchangeable will sink into emotional
illness or depression. Though Seligman acknowledges that negative feelings
are “part of the richness of life,” his overall message is that we ought to get
beyond negative feelings because they will inure us to feeling helpless in the
face of situations we could have otherwise tackled successfully. Hence they
are no good for us and will lead us to inaction.13
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In his next book, Authentic Happiness, Seligman contrasts positive
psychology to how psychology generally deals with mental illness. Whereas
the orientation toward mental illness must consider patients as sick and in
need of healing or fixing, positive psychologists claim to work on building
resilience and virtue in their patients:

Positive psychology takes seriously the bright hope that if you find yourself
stuck in the parking lot of life, with few and only ephemeral pleasures, with
minimal gratifications, and without meaning, there is a road out. This road
takes you through the countryside of pleasure and gratification, up into the
high country of strength and virtue, and finally to the peaks of lasting fulfill-
ment: meaning and purpose.14

In 2011 Seligman appears to be adapting to new developments in his field.
He calls his latest book Flourish, distinguishing it from Authentic Happiness
because too much of the science of happiness relies on subjective testing: to
measure how happy people are, you have to rely on what they report on the
survey they fill out. Seligman acknowledges that this method inevitably
skews the results in favor of the so-called “high-positive affective”: those
who are having a cheerful day report their lives as happier and more fulfilled
than those who are not. This was really measuring mood rather than happi-
ness. Seligman also admits that happiness was not a great word to use since it
is loaded and often just connotes a big smiley face. Seligman thus chooses
“flourish.” On this new framework, an individual is flourishing to the extent
that they feel fulfilled on five components of well-being: alongside positive
emotion, engagement, and meaning (all of which were already accounted for
in how they used to measure happiness), he adds relationships and
accomplishment.15

Even as the Center for Positive Psychology that Seligman directs has
changed how it measures happiness, however, nothing seems to have
changed with regard to Seligman’s all-things-considered indictment of nega-
tivity. Here, one could come to Seligman’s defense and complain that he
cannot impose values on the science. Indeed as a psychologist who runs a
research center at a top-ranking Ivy League research university, Seligman
must take pains to distance his work on positive psychology from the more
popular variants it has spawned. Unlike these popular variants, Seligman’s
own continuing research compels him to qualify his endorsement of opti-
mism. In one particular study, he realized that the self-serving bias that
comes with optimism could actually be hurting some people’s chances of
finding success and happiness: “The non-depressed people had benign illu-
sions that they were not helpless when they actually were. These findings
disturbed me then and disturb me now [. . .] reality and happiness seem to be
in conflict.”16 So what did the proponent of optimism and positivity learn
from being thus disturbed? Seligman continues:
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You probably think by now that I am a gushing advocate of optimism. I am
not, for I know that optimism is a mixed blessing. Its benefits for your child
are clear: It will help him fight depression with the inevitable setbacks and
tragedies of life befall him. It will help him achieve more—on the playing
field, in school, and later at work—than others expect of him. And optimism
carries better physical health with it—a perkier immune system, fewer infec-
tious illnesses, fewer visits to the doctor, lower cardiac risk, and perhaps even
a longer life. These benefits are considerable, but they are not unmitigated. For
there is one thing that pessimists may do better than optimists. They may see
reality more clearly.17

After this vague and uncontentious qualification, he then says: “One thing is
clear, there is a much greater cost from the inaccuracy of severe depression
than there is from the self-serving bias that affects us all when we are not
depressed.”18 In both statements, Seligman remains convinced of the validity
of his previous findings on learned helplessness as one mechanism that
underlies depression and consequently, of the virtues of optimism and posi-
tivity as a possible mechanism for preventing depression among children.
Hence even though Seligman does show that new research findings can
disturb him, he nonetheless shows no willingness to revisit the underlying
assumptions behind positive psychology.

Meanwhile criticisms against the positive psychology movement are
mounting and they are coming from a diverse array of disciplines. Critics
include psychologist Barbara Held, who has published academic articles that
examine the negative implications of positive psychology. Gabrielle Oetting-
en’s Rethinking Positive Thinking and Julie Norem’s The Positive Power of
Negative Thinking have offered more nuanced perspectives on the nature of
thinking and its effects on motivation, emotion, and behavior. Outside of
psychology, Barbara Ehrenreich’s Brightsided: How the Relentless Promo-
tion of Positive Thinking Has Undermined America and Oliver Burkeman’s
The Antidote: Happiness for People Who Can’t Stand Positive Thinking have
helped unmask not only the ideological underpinnings of positive psycholo-
gy but also its broader implications on culture and the economy.

Long before any of these critics came along, however, the Spanish philos-
opher Miguel de Unamuno already understood and extolled the virtues of
negativity. If he were alive today, Unamuno would surely lament our soci-
ety’s unwitting and unrelenting attempts to avoid or overcome negativity. In
his view, avowing negative feelings can lead to love, compassion, and com-
munity, and can spur us on to action. The final section of this chapter is
Unamuno’s positive estimation of negativity in two forms: openly talking
about suffering and pessimism.
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SUFFERING AND PESSIMISM

The Tragic Sense of Life can be read as Unamuno’s tribute to negative
feelings. Suffering and love are inextricably connected, for Unamuno, who
turned Descartes’s I think therefore I am into I suffer therefore I am. But
suffering is not in vain, for Unamuno, who believes that only suffering can
make us capable of true love. Indeed, suffering and compassion go hand in
hand, for “if bodies are united by pleasure, souls are united by pain.”19 When
we suffer, Unamuno believes, we crave compassion, mercy, understanding,
empathy; we want our suffering to be known by at least one other person.
When we respond to the plea of another, too, we experience compassion,
love. To reiterate, for Unamuno spiritual love is born of shared tragedy, and
it even leads me back to myself: “suffering is the path of consciousness, and
by it living beings arrive at the possession of self-consciousness.”20 Suffering
is a way to connect with others and myself, but unfortunately our society’s
common response to suffering is anything but connection.

In order to connect with others, we sometimes vocalize our suffering,
which Unamuno sees as a perfectly healthy and appropriate action. In “My
Religion,” Unamuno writes:

When I have felt pain, I have cried out, and I have done it in public. The
Psalms which I have included in my book of Poesías are nothing more than the
cries of my heart, with which I have tried to make the heart-strings of others
vibrate.21

Unamuno believes that a life worth living consists in communing with oth-
ers, and that this happens most genuinely through negativity—through shar-
ing it with others, not keeping it locked away. For Unamuno, authentic love
is found in suffering with others, thus making negativity necessary for com-
passion and love. If Unamuno’s right, then our attempts to deny, hide or
“overcome” the negative from our lives leaves us both unable to receive the
gift of compassion from others and ill-equipped to extend compassion to our
fellow sufferers, to love them well.

Now Unamuno had no experimental laboratory behind him, and we can
all think back to a time when suffering closed us to others rather than opened
us to them. Nonetheless, I am convinced that when we complain, we want
others to know our suffering, so that they might have compassion for us and
we for them. If Unamuno is right, then not just having negative feelings but
embracing and expressing them can be an effective route to others. So why
doesn’t it always work? Why are negative feelings shunned instead of em-
braced? Unamuno suggests this: “If [others] don’t have heart-strings, or if
they are so rigid that they won’t vibrate, my cry will not resonate in them;
they will say that this is not poetry and they will try to examine it acoustical-
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ly.”22 Unamuno’s answer is that people either don’t have hearts or have rigid
hearts. We probably all know someone who just doesn’t want to hear it. Most
of the time, though, I think it is based on a misunderstanding by well-mean-
ing individuals. Being inexperienced with negativity, they nervously try to
solve our problem or find a way to get us to stop complaining. At least you
don’t have cancer, they fumble; at least you’re not a Syrian refugee. And
these are just our friends or family. The professionals—positive psycholo-
gists, for example—perpetuate this pathology by scientifically legitimating
the bias against people who are trying to connect with other people. In other
words, they blame the person “bidding” for compassion.23 They happily
encourage friends of sufferers to use the poisonous “at least” to put their
friends’ lives into perspective. Instead of teaching us to have compassion for
our suffering friend, positive psychologists and their adherents make things
worse by expecting and in many cases telling sufferers to look on the bright
side.

This can be vividly illustrated by using an anecdote from The Optimistic
Child. Seligman recounts a story in which a family is dealing with a stay-at-
home-mom, Jody, who is considering going back to work. Over dinner, Jody
reveals her anxiety and self-doubt, while her husband and children attempt to
“counter her negativity” with talk of how capable and great she is. Seligman
praises the husband and children, and interprets Jody as a “brooding pessi-
mist” who is not interpreting her situation correctly. Unamuno would likely
blame her family: instead of listening to and responding effectively to Jody’s
pleas for connection, the family—conditioned by our positive and starkly un-
Unamunian society—denies her feelings and effectively puts more distance
between them.24

Unamuno would certainly say that the family’s discomfort with negativity
made them miss the opportunity to connect with Jody, which is all too com-
mon. By and large, our culture is terrible at handling negativity; we are
emotionally illiterate. If my Unamunian read of the Jody anecdote is right:
that we ought to criticize the family for missing Jody’s bid instead of blam-
ing Jody for misreading her situation, as Seligman does (and making it worse
by calling her a “brooding pessimist,” then we are in danger of constantly
misreading opportunities to get closer to others. We are constantly closing
ourselves to others when we tell them to “cheer up” or “don’t cry” or “I’m
sure you’ll be fine,” all of which just serve to plunge our fellow sufferers into
an even deeper loneliness. An emotionally illiterate society sees negative
feelings as a problem; an emotionally literate one recognizes that negative
feelings are OK and responds to them compassionately.25
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PESSIMISM

Unamuno recognizes the power of negative feelings, but he also recognizes
the potential of pessimism. In Miguel de Cervantes’ fictional character Don
Quixote, Unamuno sees a man who was willing to battle windmills even
though he knew he could not defeat them. In what remains of this chapter I
argue that Quixotic pessimism provides a more compelling reason to act than
optimism.

Recall that Seligman called pessimism a “serious obstacle,” and told par-
ents their “crucial task” was to “prevent [their] children from absorbing this
trendy outlook.”26 He defined the pessimist as a person who, when con-
fronted with a setback, thinks: “It’s going to last forever, it’s going to under-
mine everything, and there’s nothing I can do about it.” The optimist, on the
contrary, thinks “It’s going away quickly, I can do something about it, it’s
just this one situation.”27 To test his theory, Seligman inflicted his laboratory
subjects with “inescapable noise,” to which those who he labeled as pessi-
mists “became helpless readily” as opposed to the optimists, who did not.28

From experiments like this, Seligman concluded that pessimists don’t try
because they believe that their efforts will not prove successful. This con-
vinced Seligman that optimism, not pessimism, is a key factor in action and
ultimately happiness.29 I suspect most non-academics would agree, and, if
asked, would probably bet that optimists are more willing to try new and
difficult things than pessimists. In light of this characterization of the opti-
mist as active and the pessimist as passive, Don Quixote shows up as an
enigma, and Seligman would have a hard time reckoning with a person who
both believes he is going to fail and makes the effort anyway. What I am now
calling “Quixotic pessimism” doesn’t find a home in Seligman’s story, since
the pessimists he studied could find no reason to act in the face of what they
considered certain failure.

We can begin to understand Quixotic pessimism by recognizing how
optimists and pessimists in our society actually believe the same thing: if you
somehow could know you were going to fail, then there would be no sense in
trying. What links optimism and pessimism in our society is an orientation
toward success, toward winning, toward results. In a world riddled with
adages linking success to effort, quitting is the logical response to certain
failure; it is not unique to pessimists. The difference, then, is that pessimists
hold different beliefs than optimists do. If Seligman is right that optimists try
more than pessimists, it is because they believe they can succeed whereas
pessimists don’t. This gives teeth to Henry Ford’s pronouncement: “Whether
you think you can, or you think you can’t, you’re right.”30 In other words,
those who believe they can, will try, while those who believe they can’t,
won’t. Pessimists refuse to try things more than optimists because think they
will fail more often than optimists do.
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The most common response to pessimists’ failure to try is to attempt to
convince them to change their beliefs. Friends might say something like
“Well, with that attitude of course you will fail!” the implication being that if
they overturn their pessimistic thought they can succeed. Our society has
many fables that support this idea, like “the little engine that could,” for
example, doesn’t give up and eventually succeeds. This message links suc-
cess to beliefs, and it suggests that we will be more successful thinking we
can than thinking we can’t.

The problem, as we already know from Seligman, is that pessimists are
often right that they can’t. Disturbing as this finding was, Seligman conceded
that pessimists often have a more realistic assessment of their own abilities
compared to the situation they face.31 This finding is enough to give a person
a reason to celebrate pessimism. But even still, instead of valuing pessimists
for their realism, Seligman (and society, I believe) applauds optimists for
their delusions and suggests that we too imagine a fantastical “road through
the countryside of pleasure and gratification” instead of staying “stuck in the
parking lot of life.”32 In other words, our society’s positive-psychology-
approved answer to the pessimist is: “Believe in yourself! You can succeed!”

But, I ask, what if the “road” out of the “parking lot” doesn’t involve
telling ourselves to keep trying because in order to succeed, but rather whole-
heartedly accepting that we might fail? What if we unhinged actions from
results; what if we stopped trying to win? What if the pessimistic attitude of
looking squarely in the face of failure is the road to action? This, I suggest, is
the insight of Unamuno’s Don Quixote.

One might immediately object: isn’t Quixote an inveterate optimist who
“dreams impossible dreams”? But as Joshua Dienstag points out in his per-
suasive book Pessimism, Quixote is an example par excellence not of opti-
mism but pessimism. Dienstag argues that Broadway’s “Man of la Mancha,”
in contrast to Unamuno’s Quixote is an optimist, which confuses the matter.
Perhaps the Broadway Quixote is a delusional optimist who thinks he can
win the heart of Dulcinea, and who fights in order to succeed.33 In contrast,
Unamuno’s Quixote does not value success above all else. He fights not to
win, but because the fight is worth fighting. It turns out that Unamuno’s
Quixote is motivated by, rather than quieted by, his pessimism; he knows he
won’t win and he fights anyway.34 Unamuno worships Quixote in part be-
cause his actions are largely independent of their likelihood of success. When
Quixote sees an injustice, he fights it; he rarely stops to calculate whether he
can actually win the battle. In the scene where Quixote calls a windmill a
giant, for example, he is cautioned by Sancho Panza not to fight it. Sancho
knows what all we all do: a human cannot defeat a windmill. For Sancho, the
logical step is therefore not to attack it. Quixote knows he can’t beat it either
(this makes him a pessimist), but the difference is that he doesn’t care (this
makes him Quixotic).35
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Thus, Quixotic pessimism is action marked by refusal, not the refusal to
act but the refusal to let the odds of my success determine the value of my
fight. Pessimism thus grounds Quixote’s courage: by refusing to base his
decision to act on the likelihood of his success, Quixote is also refusing to
insulate his life from negative consequences. He is then free to contemplate
how things could be, how they should be, and how he wants them to be, even
if the world does not cooperate. By anticipating instead of fearing failure,
Quixote can freely become who he wants to be. In Unamuno’s Quixote,
Dienstag finds that adopting a pessimistic ethic—expecting failure instead of
success—amounts to not being intimidated by the size of the windmill.
Fighting the good fight did not change Quixote’s world but it changed Quix-
ote; in fact it made Quixote.

If the pessimists in Seligman’s tests gave up, I blame our success-oriented
society, which teaches us that losing battles are not worth fighting. Instead it
teaches us that if we would only keep our eyes on the prize, shoot for the
moon, and “think we can,” then we can succeed. Perhaps the most telling
adage of a success-oriented society is: “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try
again,” the implication being that you will eventually succeed if you work
hard enough, and that succeeding is the best part. Our society measures
worth in terms of outcome, not input; results, not process. We say we value
hard work, but that is only on the condition that it “pay off.”36 Don Quixote
indeed tries and tries again, but not in order to succeed, and he certainly
doesn’t wait for the “pay-off” to conclude that his action was indeed worth
taking.

If you tell someone that the important thing is to succeed, and that they
must believe they can succeed, then of course they will “become helpless
readily” if they believe they will fail. But the way to get them to act, I
believe, should not involve making them believe (however delusional) they
can succeed, but rather asking them to predict their own failure. In other
words, instead of asking someone what they would choose to do if they could
not fail, what if we asked them what would still be worth doing even if they
were sure to fail? Unamuno’s Quixote can help us become comfortable with
failure, and he can get us to look for more reasons to act above and beyond
worldly success. What if society’s message changed from: “You are valuable
if and when you succeed” to “You are valuable if you commit to taking on
worthy causes, regardless of whether you succeed or fail”?

CONCLUSION

In Authentic Happiness Seligman wrote that “there is not a shred of evidence
that strength and virtue are derived from negative motivation.”37 If he is right
about this, it’s because it’s a self-perpetuating reality: our society says that
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failure is bad and success is good, and success is an exclusive right of
positive thinkers, for staying so positive. But if we listen closely to Unamu-
no, we can stop measuring ourselves in terms of worldly success, and we can
learn to be motivated by failure, by negativity. Very recently a new trend has
begun within the field of positive psychology to “embrace the dark side of
life.” In the past few years scholars began to notice that placing too much
emphasis on positivity can be detrimental, and that, conversely, there are
many hidden benefits of negativity, like the ones I have explored in this
essay. But long before this new trend called “second wave positive psycholo-
gy” or “positivity psychology 2.0,” Unamuno wrote about them. Thus, there
are at least two concrete lessons we can learn from Unamuno about negativ-
ity: 1) negative feelings that come from suffering have the power to connect
us to people, while positivity often distances us from them; 2) unwinnable
battles are sometimes worth fighting; anticipating failure can motivate us to
choose worthwhile projects.
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Chapter Nine

“Not a ‘Feeling’ But a
Perceived Mystery”

Martin Buber and the Redemption of Feeling
in I-Thou Relationships

Eugene V. Torisky Jr.

Nothing else is present but this one,
and this one cosmically. . . . if you say
“soul of my soul” you have not said too
much.1

In his philosophical works, Martin Buber wrote little concerning feelings or
the emotions, and when he did mention them, he was often critical of them.
Instead he describes the human situation as involving decision and a result-
ing fundamental orientation by addressing someone as Thou or It. Much
depends on the choice; my own self amounts to a different I depending on
whether I treat myself as the I of the I-It primary word or of the I-Thou word.
And just as I-Thou and I-It are for Buber the primary or basic words of
human existence, so “the basic movement of the life of dialogue is the turn-
ing toward the other.”2 In his emphasis on the turning, Buber shows his
existential bent: “I do not experience the man to whom I say I. But I take my
stand in relation to him.”3 When we make such a choice, we either turn
toward or away from the fullness of the other. In fact, human life can be
described as one long effort to turn (or turn back, or return) more decisively
in one or the other direction.

In contrast to the direct or unmediated existential relation of one to an-
other, a relation based on one’s feelings may “get in the way” of meeting the
Thou. Buber himself warns, “The notion of modern man that this turning to
the other is sentimental and does not correspond to the compression of life
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today is a grotesque error.”4 Even worse than turning away from the other is
a sterile turning inward, a mere “reflexion” which subsumes the other into
the self and its own experiences. And so we come to a seeming paradox in
Buber’s thought: may our feelings ever be redeemed in the realm of the in-
between if they constitute a sleight of hand, a slighting of the other by an
over-handling of my emotional self? If responding via feelings commonly
substitutes indirectness for directness, and if indirectness amounts to misdi-
rection, how can we avoid going wrong when we respond emotionally to a
person we address as Thou?

This chapter seeks to illuminate these questions by examining the role of
feeling and emotion in three episodes in Buber’s philosophical works where
mutuality and reciprocity supposedly fail, at least partly—where we become
aware of what Buber calls “the exalted melancholy of our fate, that every
Thou in our world must become an It.”5 Buber also writes that when I am
addressed, confronted, by a work of art, a text, or someone I call Thou, I hear
something that is “not a ‘feeling’ but a perceived mystery.”6 The chapter
argues that what I hear then, even if not constituting feeling or emotion itself,
nevertheless may assist in the redemption of feeling.

FEELINGS AND EMOTIONS

As a necessary preliminary, we should define some important senses of the
terms “feeling” and “emotion.” (Another crucial term, “mystery,” will be
analyzed at the end of this article.) At a bare minimum, for an organism to be
feeling is to be sentient, to be able to receive and process stimuli in order to
escape potential harms and preserve one’s existence. By this standard most
animals are feeling—certainly everything possessing nociception, a very ear-
ly development in animals that explains automatically jerking one’s hand
away from a hot stove, for example. Perhaps those plants which track the
movement of the sun with their leaves in order to maximize photosynthesis,
or which more rarely may possess sensory “hairs” to trap foods, as in the
Venus flytrap, might barely qualify at this first level. To have feelings adds
minimal internal monitoring to the above process, so that while an organism
tracks an object in its environment, it may also keep track of its own tracking.
This second level of feeling approaches what is generally called self-aware-
ness, and likely is present in more animals than most people are aware of.7

A third level constitutes monitoring the orientation and strength of feel-
ing, wherein one implicitly or explicitly is aware of alternative possibilities
of one’s feeling response to events. Organisms at this third level clearly are
more obviously and meaningfully self-aware, although such a “self” still may
be very limited in the quality and diversity of its feelings, such that many
people would say no one in particular “is home there.” But at least in theory
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such an individual need not be aware that there are others in the same situa-
tion, dealing with the same possibilities; solipsism might be true as far as that
organism is concerned, whether or not it may consider that possibility expli-
citly.8 The fourth level of feeling, in contrast, adds an explicit awareness of
oneself, still understood as having perhaps minimal depth or complexity, as
one among some number of others. Thus one would be self-conscious. At
this fourth level of feeling, for Buber and thinkers he influenced, to be self-
conscious as opposed to self-aware would require awareness of at least the
possibility of another—of an Other. In this view, self-consciousness demands
selves-consciousness.

Finally there is the capacity for language use as opposed to mere signal-
ing, which is rather common among animals as diverse as birds, meerkats,
and even honeybees.9 An ability to represent symbolically or contentfully
one’s outer and inner world to oneself and then communicate this to others
seems a requirement for reporting on and evaluating the quality of relation-
ships, and thus is critical for the kind of interaction studied by Buber and
other existentialist philosophers. But for our purposes this capacity need not
constitute a separate level of feeling.

Given our analysis, emotions may be usefully characterized as patterns or
types of feelings at levels 3 and 4. Hence emotions would require a level of
feeling and a repertoire of stimulus-response higher than bare sentience. It
would misuse the term “emotion” to say that cockroaches or earthworms
have them, but it need not stretch the common meaning too much to say that
emotions do not require more than minimal self- (or perhaps minimal self-
and other-) awareness, and so the question of animal emotions would remain
open. Thus the popular media follow stories of a dog standing by the grave of
its recently deceased master, or occasionally even a songbird refusing to
leave its injured mate by the side of a highway, to the point that new internet
memes are created that garner thousands of hits in a few days. Does the
hound stand by mournfully? Does the sparrow show faithfulness or steadfast-
ness in its behavior? Or are beings that clearly are at level 4 just feeling
sentimental about beings at lower levels? We may remain agnostic on such
questions while still recognizing a number of senses of the terms “feeling”
and “emotion,” some of the less complex of which might account for such
behaviors.

BUBER AND THE HORSE: THE THRESHOLD OF I-THOU

Although the human I-Thou relation is paradigmatic for Buber,10 occasional-
ly he makes vital interpretive points by means of non-human or even inhu-
man others: for instance a tree,11 a cat,12 or Napoleon Bonaparte.13 Buber’s
recollection of a horse from his boyhood, described in the extended essay
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“Dialogue,” is one such limit case14 reprinted without alteration in Buber,
“Autobiographical Fragments.”15 Buber’s “darling, a broad dapple-gray
horse,” awaited his coming each day when the boy would feed and stroke
him. Two of the older man’s memories are especially telling: that (1) “what I
experienced in touch with the animal was the Other, the immense otherness
of the Other”16; and that (2) typically the horse “very gently raised his mas-
sive head, ears flicking, then snorted quietly, as a conspirator gives a signal
meant to be recognizable only by his fellow-conspirator; and I was ap-
proved.” Then, a small tragedy: for a moment young Buber comes to an
intense and intrusive awareness of self—“it struck me about the stroking,
what fun it gave me, and suddenly I became conscious of my hand. The game
went on as before, but something had changed, it was no longer the same
thing.” Interestingly, the young Buber “considered myself judged,” although
in later years he “no longer supposed that the animal had noticed my defec-
tion.”17

A defection? Yes—a turning-inward that was also a turning-away; a feel-
ing of self-awareness interfering with other-awareness; a defect in dialogue
(Zwiesprache, dual-speech) caused by a deficiency in attending-to or atten-
tiveness (Aufmerksamkeit, or even Achtung) that constitutes a kind of betray-
al. Buber’s description of the horse as a fellow-conspirator is eloquent; prior
to Buber’s distracting self-awareness, it was just the two of them conspiring,
breathing the same air and sharing their mutual presence. We may note that
even if the elder Buber was correct, that the animal did not and could not
notice the change, the young Buber did, and “ruined the experience” for
himself if not for the horse. But the main defection was the experiencing
itself, which amounts to a departure from the conditions for understanding,
for real fellowship as opposed to a mere sensation of fellow-feeling. Buber
argues that reflexion “lets the other exist only as [my] own experience, only
as ‘a part of myself.’”18 Reflexion as defection is a kind of imperialism of the
soul—severing the partnership, the reciprocal taking-part in favor of a unilat-
eral partition. What had been part and parcel of my self is taken over, sub-
merged or subsumed into me, and yet simultaneously alienated from me. For
my experiencing the other as It amounts to a forgetting, or even more strong-
ly a denial, of the otherness of my partner. As part of me, he is no longer
present to me; I am no longer confronted and cannot meet or be met.

Of course the horse was never capable of a fully mutual or reciprocal I-
Thou relation in any case. As Buber once said about encountering his cat,
“There the glance of the animal, the language of anxiety, had risen hugely—
and set almost at once.”19 The possibility of full mutuality is barely conceiv-
able with an animal, even if one lives with it for a long time. And yet the
elder Buber mourns a palpable loss; when his relationship with the horse
changed, an entire world was permanently changed, for the world of I-Thou,
even in its barest possibility, is a different world from that of I-It—a world of
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relation rather than one of experience.20 It also seems important that on the
side of the horse (or the cat), the crucial possibility in question can only exist
by means of a rudimentary emotion! Perhaps a feeling at level 2, as we put it
in the first section of the paper, felt often enough by the horse toward the
younger Buber, could give rise to an emotion of fellow-feeling, in the horse
as well as Buber, and thus give rise to this possibility of reciprocity or
mutuality.

Clearly the problem is not that young Buber childishly viewed the inter-
action as a game, that he lacked maturity or seriousness. As long as the fun
was essentially shared, what the boy felt could be exclusive without exclud-
ing the other. The I encountering its Thou indeed is “seized by the power of
exclusiveness,”21 by “an essential twofoldness.”22 But when what was shared
becomes privatized, the I moves back to treating its Thou as It, and deprives
itself of the reality of something shared which is “not a ‘feeling’ but a
perceived mystery.” The question is, are human feelings typically or even
essentially private in this way? And if so, what should we do about that fact?

THE TEACHER-STUDENT RELATION: SELECTING
THE EFFECTIVE WORLD

In a 1926 address to an education convention in Heidelberg, Buber said,
“The relation in education is one of pure dialogue.”23 Note that he says the
relationship in education, not educational relationships between actual indi-
viduals. But Buber then argues that the teacher-student relation is necessarily
incomplete, non-reciprocal, less than fully ideal. In fact, Buber’s own de-
scription of a young teacher entering his first classroom is that she encoun-
ters “a mirror of mankind, so multiform, so full of contradictions, so inac-
cessible.”24 Surely this describes a relationship that fails to be I-Thou.

The problem arises because human beings need not only to be recognized
but also to be affirmed, and then confirmed, in their essential uniqueness—
elsewhere Buber uses the phrase “wholeness, unity and uniqueness” (“Gan-
zheit, Einheit, und Einzigkeit”).25 To be known and to know is to meet in full,
to live in dialogue.26 If education is to have any influence on the learner at
all, Buber says it must be the influence of what has been selected by the
educator as significant—but even more important is the recognition by the
student of the significance of the educator him- or herself. “What we term
education, conscious and willed, means a selection by man of the effective
world: it means to give decisive effective power to a selection of the world
that is concentrated and manifested in the educator.”27 There is only one way
to the student’s inwardness, Buber says: confidence. And “confidence, of
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course, is not won by the strenuous endeavour to win it, but by direct and
ingenuous participation in the life of the pupils one is dealing with . . . and by
assuming the responsibility which arises from such participation.”28

How does the educator accomplish participation and responsibility? Us-
ing a pointed biblical metaphor, Buber claims that the effective teacher “must
have gathered the child’s own presence into his own store,”29 allowing the
teacher to share from that storehouse from the teacher’s own fullness using
the student’s own self-understanding or -possession. In other words, effective
teaching demands inclusion. “Inclusion . . . is the extension of one’s own
concreteness, the fulfillment of the actual situation of life, the complete pres-
ence of the reality in which one participates.” Inclusion may be partial or
total depending on whether and to what degree each participant can perform
this act of imagination, and Buber says that relationships characterized by
one degree or another of inclusion are, to that extent, dialogical. 30

Effective teaching does demand inclusion, but Buber insists that its neces-
sary mode of inclusion is “concrete but one-sided.”31 The teacher is able to
experience things from both poles of the relation—from her own and that of
the student—but the student still has not learned enough to inhabit the other
pole. Precisely because students need such lessons, Buber claims that recip-
rocal or mutual inclusion is impossible. The way he makes it sound, the
relation is radically imperfect since it is not fully and reciprocally I-Thou.

Buber’s judgment here seems very implausible. After all, in the first
paragraph of “The Education of Character,” Buber insists that the educator’s
concern “is always the person as a whole, both in the actuality in which he
lives now before you and in his possibilities, what he can become.”32 That is
the language of Thou, yet somehow the educational situation is nonetheless
defined by Buber as one where no one may be encountered, no other be fully
met; where ideally the presence of the teacher confronts the student, but she
is not confronted in turn. It is suggestive, if a little ad hominem, to recall that
Buber himself never “taught school” except at the university level, that until
the age of ten he was home-schooled by a succession of tutors who gave him
near total autonomy,33 and that he did not enjoy attending the Polish-lan-
guage gymnasium of his pre-undergraduate years.34 More fundamentally, the
educational ideal is not mere instruction on the one side and passive receptiv-
ity but something much less easily summarized. Some picture education as
pouring a bucket of facts into students’ flip-top heads. The silliness of the
image shows how quickly that function, even if apposite in early childhood,
is transcended when humans begin “learning for keeps.” Learning for keeps
can and does exist in the I-Thou sphere—in fact, in some ways all that
dialogue, the interhuman, and the process of recognition, affirmation, and
confirmation are is a particularly poignant manner of learning for keeps. Yet
Buber has problems making room for it except in the case of self-
education.35
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When we know what learning for keeps means—something Buber stress-
es throughout his essays on dialogue and meeting, even if imperfectly in his
works specifically on education—then it seems clear that even if such events
are rare, teachers can meet students at least partly as fellow learners rather
than solely as fragile beings to be protected and informed.36 No doubt a
teacher’s feelings can get in the way of such a meeting of individuals. So can
students’ feelings. But just as clearly, some sort of feeling, something beyond
a bare-bones intellectual appreciation of potentiality or actuality, can allow
her to see her students as the complex realities confronting her that they are,
and thence meet them more fully as individuals. Buber contrasts a genuine
educational relationship—“one of pure dialogue”37—with one based more
on will-to-power or Eros. In effect these lesser relations bow themselves to
something other than mutuality, either something too objective to involve the
individuals as whole persons or something so subjective that feelings of
connectedness take over the relationship.38 The teacher and student do not
employ pure reason to deduce the presence of the other, but neither do they
emote their way to a content-less instinctive co-existence. The educational
relation suggests that feeling may be redeemed in Buber’s I-Thou relation-
ship—but not just any feeling or emotion. It requires something sensed over
and above any of the four levels of feeling analyzed in our first section.

THE PATIENT-PROFESSIONAL RELATION: IS
MY THERAPIST THOU?

Many of Buber’s readers seem to believe that the I-Thou relationship consti-
tutes an ideal for all interaction; they would be shocked to hear that some of
the most common and altruistic relationships cannot possibly be fully I-Thou.
Yet as we saw in the case of education, Buber does say that. In a 1957
postscript to the revised edition of Ronald Gregor Smith’s translation of I
and Thou, he repeats his concerns: “Yet there are some I-Thou relationships
which in their nature cannot unfold to full mutuality if they are to persist in
that nature.”39 In addition to teacher-student and clergy-congregant, Buber
identifies the patient-therapist relation as among them.

Buber has his reasons for this. As indicated in the preceding section on
education, in the dialogical presence of the Thou I recognize and accept the
other, but beyond that, I also affirm and confirm that person’s being. Buber’s
keen insight leads him to say that this is so even when my Thou and I
disagree, when I struggle with him or her40 as Jacob struggled with his God.
We perceive, we receive, we confirm the other as other41 when regarding
him or her as Thou. Buber describes the process of dialogue with one’s Thou
as “a bold swinging—demanding the most intensive stirring of one’s own
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being—into the life of the other.”42 Seized as I am by the Thou, inclusion
makes of exclusiveness a community rather than isolation, going far beyond
mere empathy,43 or sympathy,44 or fellow-feeling.45

In his 1957 postscript, Buber compares a genuine psychotherapeutic rela-
tion with one that is simply “successful in some repair work.” In the less than
fully genuine relation, “the real matter, the regeneration of an atrophied
personal centre, will not be achieved. This is only done by one who grasps
the buried latent unity of the suffering soul with the great glance of the
doctor.” As was the case in the teacher-student relation, the great glance
involves inclusion, but only on one side: “the specific ‘healing’ relation
would come to an end the moment the patient thought of, and succeeded in,
practicing ‘inclusion’ and experiencing the event from the doctor’s pole as
well.”46 The very phrase “great glance” implies the rarity of full inclusion—
partly because in this relation, the therapist’s role must be objective, yet
without simultaneously objectifying the other: “Healing . . . is only possible
to the one who lives over against the other, and yet is detached.”47 Hence
Buber concludes that by its very nature the patient-therapist relation cannot
be not fully I-Thou.

Again, Buber’s position seems not fully compelling. Must the therapist be
unfeeling, or at least not give full expression to what he or she feels as part of
a healing relationship? It is conceivable that from time to time a therapist will
feel toward a patient as toward a Thou, precisely because of what sometimes
occurs in the therapeutic relation: moments of struggle and occasional victo-
ry, moments of courage in the face of difficult odds, moments of congruency
and honesty. The therapist may feel that such are among the most intensive
stirrings of one’s own feelings. Are such emotions automatically to be placed
beyond the pale of the therapeutic relation because they are not of the es-
sence of that relation? In short, is the redemption of the therapist’s feeling
possible?48

In the massively retrospective volume The Philosophy of Martin Buber,
psychiatrist Leslie H. Farber pays close attention to Buber’s emphasis on the
I-Thou world, writes approvingly of most of Buber’s insights, and roundly
criticizes Freudian psychoanalysis for both its implicit atheism and methodo-
logical reductionism.49 Farber also observes that Buber relegates what we
normally call feeling to the world of It. Pairing the diversions of “laughter,
tears, physical pain, anger, outrage, sleep, sex” with “the chemist’s contribu-
tions” of alcohol and medications, Farber rejects them all as “the pursuit of
presentness as an end in itself” instead of one’s reflectively recognizing and
taking one’s stand with the Thou.50

Farber adds however that this negative description is true primarily of
feeling and emotion seen from a stylized and dramatic standpoint: “The
romantic regards feeling as a spontaneous impulse arising either from above
or from below; either as divine or poetic inspiration, or else as some daemon-
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ic force or instinct.”51 Of course Buber challenges both the patient and the
therapist to a more encompassing goal than the pursuit of presentness: to be
whole, well-integrated people who are fully present to each other. And of
course the romantic view of feelings is common in our society. Still, if one
pole of therapy might involve finding the world’s foremost specialist to treat
a given malady—Farber himself discusses schizophrenia—the other might
be to ask, “What manner of human being will deal with our friend’s distress?
To what extent will [the helper] be able to know that friend, without relin-
quishing his own actuality or identity in the knowing?” For Farber two things
are necessary for that second pole: “Something like mutuality or trust must
be accompanied by something like truthfulness or appropriateness.”52 The
relationship goes far beyond the culturally romantic emphasis on subjective
impassionedness, but it also transcends professional and intellectual objectiv-
ity. In that kind of relation, Farber implies, real meeting can occur—the I-
Thou world can be kindled.

In his “Replies to My Critics” in the same volume, Buber refers to “oppo-
nents” and “adversaries” who misunderstand or misinterpret his work; in
particular he takes other existentialist thinkers like Gabriel Marcel and Ema-
nuel Levinas to task. The tone of the replies is sometimes jarring. But Buber
does not reply to Farber’s essay at all. Is that because Farber made no errors,
because his interpretation of the patient-therapist relation is fully in harmony
with Buber’s own? And yet Farber places more distance between himself and
Buber than the latter may be aware of, observing that “at present, mutuality
between patient and doctor is too often regarded as a distant goal, perhaps
signaling the end of treatment.53 Instead, Farber insists, at least occasionally
there can be moments featuring “a mystery usually associated only with
poetry or religion.”54

Buber’s famous dialogue with psychotherapist Carl Rogers likewise men-
tions feelings several times. (A little surprisingly, the transcript shows that
Buber was the first to bring up the topic.) But the closest he comes to
analyzing their place in his thought is a brief coda to a long discussion on his
life up to age 40: “From now on, I had to give something more than just my
inclination to exchange thoughts and feelings, and so on.” When Rogers
suggests, “You felt their wounds,” Buber replies, “Yes. But feeling is not
sufficiently strong—the word ‘feeling.’”55 This exchange need not mean that
feelings have no place in Buberian dialogue, just that as feelings they could
be helpful or not, depending on the degree of privateness or sharedness.
Similarly, when discussing clinical detachment and hearing Rogers say about
in very healthy helping relationships, “And I do feel there’s a real sense of
equality between us,” Buber replies, “No doubt. But I am not speaking now
about your feelings but about a real situation.”56 Now Buber is the one doing
the misinterpreting; both Rogers and he are referring to the open and mutual
accepting situation of I-Thou relationships.
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Buber’s late essay “Guilt and Guilt Feelings” also amplifies but does not
conflict with the interpretation suggested here. He again emphasizes the in-
advisability of too impersonal or abstract a contact with the patient; he also
mentions the need for some professional distance or objectivity, in order to
assess not only what the patient wants but what she needs; and he distin-
guishes the healing of existential guilt, which involves faith, from more
earthly concerns with behavior and complexes.57 As with the Rogers di-
alogue, though, a familiar pivot point remains: although Buber officially
insists that feeling and emotion have little to do with dialogue, to the point
that the therapeutic relation cannot even be I-Thou, a kind of emotion
grounded in the stance of mutuality seems crucial. We generally believe that
a good helping relationship must be based, at least in part, on compassion,
especially compassion of the therapist for the client. The mere feeling or
emotion of compassion—feeling with and for—surely qualifies as a slender
reed to support any relation. Buber also seems to believe that while the client
may deal one-on-one with the therapist as his Thou, in effect dealing with her
exclusively, the helper’s relation her clients cannot be similarly exclusive.
And yet the patient-professional relation absent any such feelings on the part
of the therapist seems somehow sterile, too hands-off—a near analogue to
the mistake of too much objectivity rather than subjectivity in the educational
relation. While she must be professional, surely the therapist should not take
a stance of superiority or pure directiveness. That would amount to a relation
based on will-to-power.

The question is, then, what kind of feeling should Buber countenance in a
healthy I-Thou relation?

AN APPROACH TO FEELING / EMOTION AND THE THOU

In all three of Buber’s key examples, one party allegedly fails to achieve the
fullness of an I-Thou relationship due to some incapacity for fully mutual
relation in one of the parties. This incapacity gives rise to a characteristic
inappropriate feeling, one that Buber says reduces the mutuality and reci-
procity possible in the relation, as well as causing some related negative
effects of the feeling. Upon outlining each case, Buber most significantly
suggests a structural problem in the relationship which, he concludes, renders
it impossible for the any instance of that relation to be truly I-Thou. But the
various reasons we have advanced to doubt Buber’s pessimistic conclusion
should lead us to consider whether there are possible solutions, however
partial, that may redeem feeling and emotion in I-Thou relations.

In each of the three cases, one party (the horse, the student, the client)
causes Buber to doubt the nature of the relation with the Other. Buber’s
negative judgment is touched off by his younger incarnation’s sudden self-
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awareness of pleasure, the student’s boredom and lack of motivation, or the
patient’s illness and suffering in turn. But we should note that the human-
animal relation constitutes a special challenge, since not only is the young
Buber immature and excitable (although those are not the primary difficul-
ties), but the horse is not an existential chooser in any way. In the first case,
therefore, actually both parties in the relation contribute to the resulting
difficulty. A solution to each problematic relation, something that might
overmatch the structural challenge Buber sees to an I-Thou relation, is in
each case Umkehr, translated into English as “the turning”58 or “return /
returning.”59 The turning is the essence of the I-Thou relation, because it is
the only way to redeem that relation from “the eternal melancholy of our
fate,” previewed in the introduction to this article.

Of course, Buber likely would claim that Umkehr is simply a decision
based on, but also eventually constituting, a fundamental orientation, and
thus cannot be analyzed or understood as philosophy might wish. For the
same reason he tends to shy away from the language of feeling or emotion in
characterizing it. But if the character of the I-Thou relation may be redeemed
by simply seeing the other as Thou again rather than It, perhaps a redemption
of the value of human feeling in Buber’s work likewise may occur. Probably
it can only be incompletely understood, although at a minimum its signifi-
cance may be suggested. What sort of feeling or emotion might assist with,
or follow readily upon, someone’s decision to turn back to one’s Thou?

Buber never directly answers that question. For all three key relation-
ships, he insisted in effect that the turning, the sine qua non of mature I-Thou
relations, was impossible. Whether this was because he was conflicted about
human emotion altogether, or simply aware of its dangers as well as its
potential beauty, we cannot say. But there is a famous passage in Immanuel
Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals which suggests something
more positive. Kant believes that only pure practical reason can ground a
moral action, so how can an agent be permitted to feel for a suffering individ-
ual, or feel potential regret if she neglects her duty to act?

Kant writes, “Now, an action from duty is to put aside entirely the influ-
ence of inclination and with it every object of the will; hence there is left for
the will nothing that could determine it except objectively the law and sub-
jectively pure respect [subjektiv reine Achtung] for this practical law.”60 In a
footnote, Kant anticipates the complaint that he is smuggling emotion into
morals after already denying any moral value to what is heteronymous. His
response to the charge is intriguing, if not entirely clear, especially due to his
contrasting reference to autonomy and heteronomy:

But though respect is a feeling, it is not one received by means of influence; it
is, instead, a feeling self-wrought by means of a rational concept and therefore
specifically different from all feelings of the first kind, which can be reduced
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to inclination or fear. . . . Respect is properly the representation of a worth that
infringes upon my self-love. Hence there is something regarded as an object
neither of inclination nor of fear, though it has something analogous to both.61

Some might hold that that in this passage Kant was trying to have his cake
out of duty and enjoy it from inclination too. But perhaps he was trying to
say something, or could be interpreted as trying to say something, that he
lacked the philosophical vocabulary to voice—that even more than in ab-
stract rational contemplation of human dignity, when we recognize the other,
we feel in a manner very different from our usual inclinations. We feel the
presentness of a challenging otherness, not complacent familiarity. We feel a
presence that demands not maximal objectivity but subjective receptivity and
activity in one, for “relation is mutual. My Thou affects me, as I affect it.”62

It is a feeling of being addressed by the very face63 of the other,64 a feeling
that responds to mystery.

If Buber’s notion of the turning cannot be defined or understood, then
surely the term “mystery” cannot be. But mystery may be characterized in a
way that illuminates Buber’s turning and Kant’s sense of reverence. Consider
the journalist and self-proclaimed “adrenalin junkie” Dennis Covington, who
began reporting on snake-handling Pentecostals in Appalachia in the 1980s.
Covington was fascinated with and also a little repelled by people who be-
lieved that the “signs following” belief in Christ (Mark 16:17–18) must in-
clude dancing with rattlesnakes and copperheads, drinking strychnine-laced
water, and briefly lighting portions of their extremities on fire. But he was
also moved by what he witnessed, and one day Covington was shocked to see
his own wife, like himself not a believer, get “caught up in the Spirit” and
dance with a serpent. Reflecting on such events, Covington wrote the follow-
ing: “Mystery, I’d read somewhere, is not the absence of meaning, but the
presence of more meaning than we can understand”65

Poet and essayist Kathleen Norris described the meaning of her marriage
with the late David Dwyer in a similar fashion. Dwyer was a poet and
philosopher, firmly committed to Norris even as he struggled with chronic
depression. Pondering the nature of their commitment, Norris remembers the
apostle Paul’s discussion of marriage in the Letter to the Ephesians:

“The two will become one flesh,” [Paul] says, but only after sputtering on for a
good long while. . . . Finally, he gives up; I hear exasperation as well as
wonder in his voice when he says, “This is a great mystery.” I read the end of
Ephesians 5 as an example of what happens when you discover a metaphor so
elusive you know it must be true. As you elaborate, and try to explain, you
begin to stumble over words and their meanings. The literal takes hold, the
unity and the beauty flee. Finally you have to say, I don’t know what it means;
here it is.66
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Significantly, though probably accidentally, Norris happens on the very word
Aristotle used (Metaphysics 982b13) to characterize the philosophical quest:
wonder, where the search for understanding begins in childhood, but certain-
ly does not end.

Buber told the teachers’ convention in Heidelberg (section 3 above) that
in real education, one involving an effective selection of the world, the stu-
dent’s heart “is drawn to reverence for the form [of a discipline, of learning
itself] and educated.”67 The German word translated as “reverence” there is
the same word translated by Mary Gregor as “respect” in Kant’s Ground-
work: Achtung. This interpretation of Buber via Kant suggests we may partly
understand this elevated feeling or emotion not as fear or inclination, but as
something analogous to both. Something that regards the other not as an
object of fear or inclination, precisely because as Buber recognized it does
not experience him as an object at all, but meets him as Thou. Something that
is not privatized sensation, but an integral response of the whole person, a
response that embraces the Other as a perceived mystery.
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Chapter Ten

The Bared Self
Levinas and the Hassidic Tradition

Catherine Chalier

Levinas is very suspicious of the mystical tradition—in particular, that it tries
to find a direct way to God without due consideration for the other. The
mystic, as he/she sees him/herself, is full of nostalgia for the Infinite, he/she
is anxious to get close to God and enjoy His love and His consolation, albeit
without paying the price of sharing His responsibility for the world and for
its creatures. Levinas shares Rosenzweig’s distrust of mysticism. In The Star
of Redemption, Rosenzweig writes: “Loved only by God, man is closed off to
all the world and closes himself off. What is uncanny for every natural
feeling about all mysticism, as well as objectively disastrous is this: that it
becomes such a clock of invisibility for the mystic. His soul opens for God,
but because it opens only for God, it is invisible to all the world and shut off
from it.” And he adds that this is a “thoroughly immoral relationship to the
world.” “Instead of coming up to life as a discoursing figure [he] is swal-
lowed back into seclusion.”1

According to Levinas, putting the mystic on trial, as Rosenzweig does, is
justified since this mystic organizes the love of God and the love of the
neighbor into a hierarchy, the latter being of lesser value than the former and
separable from it, which Levinas condemns. To allow the love of God to
detract us from the ethical circumstances which found it, is but an abstraction
which leads to isolation. The idea that one can detach the idea of God and the
love for Him from the ethical context which makes it possible, going so far as
to make such an attitude into a religious and mystical experience, is a danger-
ous one, according to Levinas: “religions and theologies live from that ab-
straction, as do mystics from that isolation. But so do religious wars.”2
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In Levinas’ view, the sincere response of the soul to God’s love does not
consist in feeling satiated with this love, but rather in the acute feeling of a
never-ending command to love their neighbor. As such, Levinas disapproves
of Pascal’s saying: “If there is a God, we must love Him only and not the
creatures of a day.”3 From such a view point, the love of the neighbor would,
at best, be a second commandment after the first one, the love of God. Now if
the word “God” only becomes meaningful when we perceive the other per-
son’s face—as Levinas’ philosophy teaches us—this cannot be the case. Yet
this is not something that we do naturally; we would much prefer to be loved
by God and not have to care for our neighbor. This is why love of the
neighbor is a commandment and not a spontaneous attitude. The goodness of
God—the Desirable—does not consist in filling us with goods. God is good
in a precise and eminent sense: He “commands me to what is the non-
desirable, to the undesirable par excellence; to another.” He “compels me to
goodness, which is better than receiving goods.”4 This is precisely what the
mystic does not want to take into account.

Levinas was raised in Lithuania where so many Mitnagdim (opponents of
Hassidim) used to live, including of course the renowned Gaon of Vilna
(1720–1797). This might explain Levinas’ positive attitude toward the Mit-
nagdim’s traditional and rational way of studying and his distrust of the
Hassidim for their emphasis on the importance of sensibility and emotions
within the religious framework of life. In 1986 he even wrote a preface to the
French translation of Nefesh haHaym (The soul of life), the work of a famous
Mitnaged, R. Haïm of Volozin. As the successor of the Gaon of Vilna and
founder of the famous Yeshiva of Volozin, R. Haïm of Volozin was an
adversary of Hassidism. Levinas situates himself in this line of thought in his
own disapproval of the Hassidim, condemning them for what he called their
“excesses”—their emotional excesses and mainly their “enthusiasm” that
could lead them to falsely believe they were experiencing a mystical union
(devequt) with God. He quotes Rachi (the famous medieval French commen-
tator) on Leviticus 10, 2: “they may not enter my sanctuary while being
drunk.” This watchword remains for him a requirement for an adult interpre-
tation of religion: an interpretation that would do away with pathos and
consolation, with the illusion of union and with mysticism.

Now such an illusion is based on the desire to reach a mystical union that
would allow the ego to depart from itself while experiencing ecstasy. In
Levinas’ view this is not only an illusion, but goes hand in hand with the
forgetting of our concrete task in this world: our responsibility for it. Yet, I
would like to analyse this criticism of mystical ecstasy more deeply. In what
follows, I will argue that, although Levinas shows a pretty consistent distrust
of mysticism throughout his writings, he does not do away completely with
the notion of ecstasy, especially when it comes to describing ethical awaken-
ing of the self within the ego. This chapter will thus proceed in three stages:
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a. The meaning of ecstasy in Hassidism: the difference between the ego
and the self and the role of sensibility and emotions.

b. The proximity between Levinas and Hassidism from such a point of
view especially as the philosopher does not hesitate to use this word:
ecstasy.

c. Some conclusions about the mystical ecstasy and the ethical
ecstasy.

THE HASSIDIC ECSTASY

As so many mystics do, the Hassidim experience the distance which separ-
ates them from God with sorrow and suffering. There is a Hassidic story
which describes a dark cloud preventing the Hebrews from going forward in
the desert. This cloud would often get darker and darker, thicker and thicker.
The only way to penetrate it and access the brightness hidden within it was to
wear the right clothing. The story goes on to explain that this right clothing
symbolizes the proper preparation of the intelligence and sensibility for the
spiritual dimension present in the dark cloud. To not drape oneself with this
right clothing would leave one feeling only the darkness of the cloud, without
ever penetrating to its inner light. In time, this darkness might become nor-
mal and one may fail to take notice of it, especially when one has already lost
all sense of clarity in one’s life. One may even think it an opportunity to
behave as one pleases without paying any attention to one’s fellow creatures.
If we remember Plato’s description of the Cave, some people may even feel
satisfied and be the recipients of honors and privileges in a dark world. And
so, if darkness can be so rewarding, why even look for brightness? Why even
begin to think that we have to get rid of our present clothing—honor, status,
and pleasures—and look for new clothes? We would certainly feel naked and
lost.

R. Schneour Zalman of Liady5 develops further the metaphor of the
clothing (levoushim) and explains that the human ego is arguing thus because
it thinks that it is a separate being by itself (davar nifrad bepenei atsmo) and
is unaware that there is a light hidden within the darkness of night. When
their ego is strong human beings do not suspect that there is an invisible light
behind the clouds. And if they happen to open a sefer Torah, a Bible, the
“black fire” as the mystics call the ink of the letters, and its obvious mean-
ing—so they think—is enough for them. They feel no desire to look for a
“white fire” hidden within the “black fire.” Their only worry lies in mundane
affairs. Yet, as R. Schneour Zalman argues, their carnal clothing, their feel-
ing of being a separate and autonomous being, able to lead their life accord-
ing to their own taste, without receiving any vitality (hiout) from God, dark-
ens their lives more and more. In order for them to sense that they live within
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a terrible night and to start looking deeply for some clarity, they would have
to get rid of this clothing. Until then, they remain imprisoned in a vicious
circle.

Most Hassidim masters are conscious of this circle. They explain that
human beings usually think that they are separate beings because God has to
hide Himself from them so that they can live without being immediately
annihilated by His brightness. God has to cover Himself up so that both
creation and revelation could (and can) occur. Human beings have to get rid
of their usual clothing—their perception of themselves in a world where God
is hidden or has disappeared so it seems, their sensibility and their opin-
ions—so as to become able to perceive, to feel and to know, as Moses did,
that God is indeed hidden within the dark cloud and to listen to Him. Mean-
ing: if one wants to discover God, one has to uncover oneself.

Now most human beings remain stuck in the dark cloud because their
thought, their imagination, and their sensibility—the usual clothing of their
soul—are unable to perceive God in His glory. In R. Schneour’s view, it is
only when the soul wears the new clothing of Torah and mitzvot (religious
commandments) that it begins to perceive otherwise, for God and Torah are
one reality.6 The soul must get rid of its usual clothing, of its own feelings
and pretentions of being a separate entity, it should renounce its central
position and surrender to a greater reality which is indeed the only reality.
Then it would discover little by little that God is the only life force of and in
every creature.

Thus, according to R. Schneour:

Every intelligent person will understand clearly that each creature and being is
actually considered naught and absolute nothingness in relation to the Activing
Force and the “Breath of His mouth” which is in the created thing, continuous-
ly calling it into existence and bringing it from absolute non-being into being.
The reason that all things created and activated appear to us as existing and
tangible, is that we do not comprehend nor see with our physical eyes the
power of G-d and the “Breath of His mouth” which is in the created thing.7

The Hassidic master refers here to the famous kabbalistic myth of the Tsimt-
sum imagined by R. Itshak Luria (sixteenth century) who maintainted that the
creation of the world was preceded by pure light—a pure and brilliant light,
from which nothing different from it could be perceived. According to R.
Luria, the Infinite, or Ein Sof, concentrated Himself within a central point in
His light so that finite creatures could appear without being immediately
destroyed by its powerful intensity. Then He sent one ray of His brightness to
His creation so as to connect the higher world to the lower world. Yet it must
be remembered that both of these “stages”—hiding Himself, revealing Him-
self, hiding Himself so that creation and revelation should be possible—do
not describe an event that happened in past times, but rather an event occur-
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ring here and now. God covers Himself with darkness so that we may live,
yet He also sends a ray of His brightness so that we may know that life is not
a pure natural phenomenon but His creation.

This Tsimtsum, however, constitutes a dangerous step toward the com-
plete forgetting of God. Because of the darkness that seems to prevail—in
spite of the beam of light—many human creatures think they are indeed
independent and autonomous beings. They either praise this situation with
joy and pride, or feel sorrow and anxiety about it. In any case, they are not
the only ones to suffer from it. Whether they are conscious of it or not, says
R. Schneour, the presence of God (the Shekhina) is living within them,
within their “point of interiority” (nequdat haPenimiout) as R.Yehuda Arié
Lieb of Gur used to say,8 and is also suffering, remaining forgotten and
forsaken in the dark night.

This night is also an exile (galut) and a captivity. It is said in the Talmud
(Meguilla 29a): “They (The Hebrews) were exiled in Babylonia and the
Shekhina went with them.” R. Schneour writes: human beings have vested
“the aspect of the innermost point of (their) heart in the corresponding oppo-
site, namely in the soiled garments of mundane matters and worldly desires,
which are referred to as Babylon and is the aspect of the prepuce that covers
the covenant and the innermost point of the heart. Of this it was said: ‘And
you shall excise the prepuce of your heart” (Dt 10, 16).9 Yet many human
beings forget that they are in exile, they don’t feel they are enduring a dark
night; they enjoy their lives, or struggle for a better one without any nostalgia
for another reality. They fasten on their usual clothing—their pride in their
independence and their comfortable sense of being at home in the world, free
to behave according to their own will (even when they fiercely fight against
one another)—and they do not look for any divine light. Indeed, human
beings may also achieve great things while not paying attention to the dark
night that so often prevails. They may have excellent ideas, feel generous
emotions and produce great actions while not experiencing any anxiety or
nostalgia for a better light. They may even be astonished when faced with
those who, like the mystic, feel they are in exile and might even despise
them. But for the mystic, the general indifference of mankind to the darkness
that surrounds it is a terrible fate and he would rather suffer from it than
ignore it.

But if one were to choose the mystic’s path, how then might one get rid of
one’s old clothes, especially when they fit one’s desires? How might one
begin to see the dawn of another light? How might one become aware that
one’s own soul is in the stern custody and control of the Ego, even when this
Ego is a generous one? How might one reach the bared self, hidden and
smothered under the peels (kelipot) of the Ego? This is a difficult task inas-
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much the self cannot withstand the extreme brightness of the supreme light—
the light of the Infinite—without protection. “Who coverest thyself with light
as with a garment; who stretchest out the heavens like a curtain” (Ps 104, 2).

As many other mystics do, R. Schneour Zalman is looking for a deeper
presence to oneself (présence à soi) than the one we are satisfied with when
achieving our usual tasks. But the disclosing within the self of a soul inhabit-
ed by the presence of God (Shekhina) requires from us to wear new clothes
while letting go our habitual way of thinking and feeling. On the one hand
our sensibility, our imagination, our language and our thoughts all aim for a
world without God and are devoted to it. On the other hand, a sudden and
bare exposition to the brightness of the Infinite would destroy us. This means
that, as we go down deep into ourselves, looking for our bared self, we also
must wear new clothing so as to protect us. This clothing consists in the
wisdom (Ḥokhmah) one acquires while studying Torah and while paying
obedience to the commandments (mitzvot). Such clothing leads us to a “per-
fect unification” with God’s word till we reach a union (devequt) with the
Infinite. That’s why the sage is always studying: he is trying to reach the
“white fire” hidden within (not above) the “dark fire” of the letters and he
hopes to become able to enter the “dark cloud” so as to encounter the divine
presence as Moses did on Mount Sinai. Then he will discover why this “dark
cloud” was a light for the Hebrew in the desert while remaining a terrible
darkness for the Egyptians (Ex 14, 20).

Yet the difference of perception that separated the Hebrews and the Egyp-
tians facing the dark cloud, the former perceiving it as a wonderful light and
the latter as a terrible blackness, this difference also separates human beings
as such, and we experience it within us. Sometimes we feel like the Hebrews
and sometimes like the Egyptians. Indeed no one may always remain in a
mystical ecstasy. One always falls back into the darkness and fails to discov-
er the white fire hidden within the ink of the letters. Darkness even seems to
increase after a moment of ecstasy, of joy and full light. The mystic has
begun to get rid of those clothes that are fit for common life and he feels all
the more lonely and naked in the world that he must go back to after having
enjoyed the light. Although the memory of his mystical experience might
also give him/her strength and hope, he/she now perceives the immensity of
the night that prevents most human beings from looking for their bared self
since they can’t even fathom that there is such a self hidden deep into them-
selves, behind their Ego.

Many Hassidic masters sense that the world we live in looks like a deep
night even when it’s beautiful. According to them only he/she who feels
confident (emouna) in God’s word becomes able to perceive some light10

shining deeply from it and into it. Yet feeling confident is not a spontaneous
and easy feeling, we need to wear the right clothing so as to get through the
prevailing darkness. As we have already said this right clothing—praying,
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studying, paying respect to the mitzvot—prevents us from pretending that we
are an independent and lonely creature. It helps us discover our bared self
hidden and suffocating under our ambition to be but an Ego proud of itself.
Of course, such an Ego can achieve great things during its life without any
nostalgia of the hidden light since it does not even feel the absence of it. But
such a life remains an illusion in spite of all the good things it may achieve.
As for the mystic, since no one may remain in ecstasy for a long time, he/she
goes back to this world. On the one hand, he/she experiences anxiety and
disarray and on the other joy and hope. But in any case, he/she must take care
not to cover up anew his/her bared self.

THE ETHICAL ECSTASY

Although he is not a mystic but a philosopher, Levinas’ main intention in his
great book Otherwise than being or Beyond essence is to discover the self
beyond the ego and to describe this bared self in very extreme words. The
infinite responsibility of human subjectivity—a responsibility that is not my
choice but my election by the other—does not rely on an ego that would be
endowed with some moral qualities, but rather, it is the passivity or the
passion of the self: “It is a being divesting itself, emptying itself of its being,
turning itself inside out, and if it can be put thus, the fact of otherwise than
being.”11 When we discover the profound signification of human subjectiv-
ity—the self or the soul—we also realize that, from now on, we must be on
the alert while enduring an infinite responsibility facing the other. Now when
Levinas describes the life of this subjectivity which is most of the time
hidden under the ego, he also uses terrible words: persecution, trauma, obses-
sion and wound that will never be healed over. He even uses the word
“sacrifice” while arguing that it is the trace within the self of what he calls
“the original goodness of creation.”12 The trace is not an ordinary sign and it
is not a natural phenomenon. Levinas underlines this word so that we may
not assimilate our responsibility to a spontaneous generosity or a natural
compassion. It is in fact quite the reverse, meaning that it is “in spite of my
ego” (malgré moi), and to the point of sacrificing this ego—in “a passivity
inconvertible into an act”—that I have to bear the other’s fate. “In this sense
the self is goodness, or under the exigency for an abandon of all having, of all
one’s own and all for oneself, to the point of substitution.”13

The trace is a key concept in Levinas’ philosophy. One must not confuse
it with a lethargic sign in our memory of past events, past places or past
teachings that would be suddenly renewed facing the other. The trace qua
trace does not simply lead to the past, in the common sense of the term, be it
my past or the one of the other. It is the trace of a transcendence, the trace of
an absolute and immemorial past that suddenly commands and even perse-
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cutes us when we encounter the other’s face. According to Levinas, the
neighbor bears the trace of a withdrawal that orders it as a face. This with-
drawal implies that any attempt to thematize such a relation would immedi-
ately mean “to lose it, to leave the absolute passivity of the self.”14 Facing the
other’s face, the ego is divested of its imperialism and “the self is denuded in
persecution.”15 The self is accused beyond freedom since it has to be respon-
sible for what it has not done, which does not signify that it is guilty from
time immemorial as it is the case according to the theological concept of
original sin. On the contrary, it points to the trace as “the original goodness
of creation” that precedes such a sin. In spite of both the probability of
egoism and the seduction of irresponsibility, facing the other’s face, “the
anarchical bond between the subject and the Good” is perhaps never
abrogated.16

Any face is vulnerable, mortal, without protection and given over to
violence. This is precisely why it bears a resemblance to the Infinite, to a
God that cannot be shown in a form. It is neither God’s icon nor the image of
a hidden model, but it forces us to discover what lies in the trace of an
enigmatic God. This both absent and revealed God, according to Levinas, is
the God of “our Judeo-Christian spirituality” who “shows himself only by its
trace, as is said in Exodus 33. To go toward Him is not to follow this trace
which is not a sign; it is to go toward the others in the trace of illeity.”17 “The
Other is not the incarnation of God, but precisely by his face, in which he is
disincarnate, is the manifestation of the height in which God is revealed.”18

Consequently, whereas the mystic is impatient to flee “life toward life, as
in the famous text by Ibn Gabirol, in which man takes shelter from God in
God,”19 Levinas is anxious to explain how God only becomes meaningful to
us when, dwelling in this world, without fleeing anywhere else, we listen to
the silent calling of a face. At that very moment, we discover that we are
responsible for it, without any possible discussion, without any possible pro-
tection within ourselves. Now, and this is a key point, such an infinite re-
sponsibility would be impossible without the sacrifice, or at least, the
“contracting” of our ego, of our own perseverance in our own being and of
our enjoyment of being a separate and very often proud being: “The word I
means here I am, answering for everything and for everyone. Responsibility
for the others has not been a return to oneself, but an exasperated contracting,
which the limits of identity cannot retain.”20 We do not have to flee and take
shelter from God in God as the mystic argues, but rather, we ought to en-
counter Him as a commanding God, as opposed to a protective and comfort-
ing One.

Now, although Levinas opposes the bared self to the ego in a way similar
to the Hassidim, he criticizes them for trying to experience a mystical ecstasy
that would allow them to flee from this world, be it only for a short while.
When it achieves a mystical ecstasy, the bared self, or the soul, disappears in
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God and this is precisely what it is always looking for with nostalgia, as is
the case in Solomon’s song: “My soul failed when he spake” (Sg 5, 6). On
the contrary Levinas wants the bared self to remain in this world and to act in
it with an infinite responsibility. Yet when describing this self does the
philosopher not also describe an ecstasy, an ethical ecstasy? Indeed, inas-
much as ethics demands of us that we contract our enjoyment to be alive, our
egoism and our pleasures (our habitual wearing as the Hassidim would say)
so as to become a bared and responsible self, are we not experiencing a new
kind of ecstasy? And what about our sensibility within the framework of
such an “experience” if we may call it thus, inasmuch as ecstasy causes us to
lose touch with our ego and its own sensations and experiences.

First, we have to stress that it is because our own sensibility is vulnerable
to the suffering of another person—rather than to their desirability as an
object of love—that we feel unease. Levinas speaks of ethical love, a love
that has nothing to do with erotic love or with a spontaneous inclination.
Such a paradoxical love—the responsibility for the other’s suffering—im-
poses itself on the ego like an exposure to the other and even like a persecu-
tion and not at all like an enjoyment. It prevents the ego from feeling that it
has a legitimate right to being. Levinas uses a very extreme vocabulary when
describing this paradoxical ethical love that affects our sensibility and our
flesh, stripping them bare: “The passivity of the exposure responds to an
assignation that identifies me as the unique one, not by reducing me to
myself, but by stripping me of every identical quiddity.” Suddenly the ego is
put into “question before any interrogation, any problem, without clothing,
without a shell to protect oneself.” “It is a denuding beyond the skin [. . .] It is
a fission of the nucleus opening the bottom of its punctual nuclearity, like to
a lung at the core of oneself.” This is “a nudity more naked than all
destitution.”21

No one deliberately searches for such terrible suffering and Levinas is not
praising here self-destruction or self-hatred. Masochism presupposes the ex-
istence of a “self” that would choose to behave in that way. But Levinas is
precisely calling this into question since he emphasises the passivity of such
an exposure. A person is exposed, defenceless to the other, it does not choose
to expose itself to him or to her. My vulnerability is prior to any choice that I
could have made. In a pre-original manner, I am destined to respond for the
other, without having wanted or chosen to do so, I am destined to moral
ecstasy. As the above quotation corroborates, from a formal point of view at
least, such an ecstasy resembles the mystical ecstasy as described by the
Hassidim. Thus, both the Hassidim and Levinas are depicting a bared self
hidden under the ego. And this moral ecstasy has nothing to do with the
phenomenological one because consciousness loses its first place and it does
not allow one to enjoy any happiness. On the contrary, it is a destitution that
seems without end. I lose my own identity and my pride, my being is altered,
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it is “a sacrifice without reserve,” “the sacrifice of a hostage designated who
has not chosen himself to be hostage, but possibly elected by the good, in an
involuntary election not assumed by the elected one.”22

I discover my unicity beyond my identity, or my bared self beyond my
ego, when I answer the other person’s call. But what does this unicity, dis-
covered hidden deep into myself thanks to such an exorbitant responsibility,
signify? A responsibility that I have not chosen to take freely upon myself
but a responsibility that falls to me. Levinas explains that my unicity lies in
my election by the good. This is not a privilege. It is because one responds to
this responsibility, without any reflexivity, that one discovers one’s own
unicity (and not the other way around). Obviously, it does not mean that the
other person is a good person that deserves my help,23 but rather it implies
that his or her face is in God’s trace. This is perhaps Levinas’ way of under-
standing the famous saying of the Hebrew people in Exodus (24, 7)—Naase
venishmah—we will do (what is required from us) and we will listen to it. In
one of his Talmudic Readings, à propos this answer by the Jewish people, he
writes: “The question is not to transform action into a mode of understanding
but to praise a mode of knowing which reveals the deep structure of subjec-
tivity.”24 This answer reveals a pre-original pact with goodness that precedes
the alternative between good and evil as well as between praxis and theory, a
pact that is unveiled when we accept obligation toward our neighbor unre-
servedly. It is a pact that we are faithful to without having made a commit-
ment to it in past times. In this reading Levinas writes that “evil can under-
mine this unconditional adherence to the good without destroying it,”25 al-
though in other texts he seems not to be so sure about that, as we have
already seen.

Let’s take here one concrete example. During the Second World War
those few just individuals who saved Jews in Europe did so without any
reflexivity, meaning, without taking into account the consequences of their
behaviour for their own lives and for the life of their families, without having
the time to think about it and to weigh the pros and cons, that is to say,
without yielding to the temptation of knowledge. It had to be done urgently,
people had to be saved. “Many of them had to decide what to do straight
away [. . .] they had to be ready to change or to alter their own program,
especially when the three days of safety became three weeks or three
months.”26 After the war when these just individuals were asked why they
acted as they did, they rarely could give any precise reason or explanation.
They usually said that it was a natural reaction when faced with someone in
distress. Yet, we know that this is not a natural reaction inasmuch as nature
wants us to protect ourselves and to persevere in our own being. This unnatu-
ral behavior may yet perhaps be explained, according to Levinas’ view, as an
unveiling of this pact with goodness. There are many other examples of this
nowadays.
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Thus, just like the mystics do, yet in a very different way, Levinas strong-
ly criticizes the excessive importance in our lives of the ego, of self-con-
sciousness and of our so-called own identity all of which prevent us from
encountering the unicity of our bared self. Nonetheless he stresses the prior-
ity of the “here I am” (Hineni), of an ethical ecstasy over a mystical ecstasy,
because he fears the latter will prevent us from taking care of creation and
especially of our neighbor’s suffering. God does not come to mind27 during a
mystical ecstasy so as to comfort a person who desires to get close to Him, to
be loved by him as a unique person and to forget the undesirable suffering of
creation. He comes to mind when He compels us to goodness while revealing
our ethical unicity to us. This is precisely the way He loves us.

What Levinas calls l’à-Dieu describes such a discovery. It is more impor-
tant to look after our neighbor’s suffering than to be anxious about our own
happiness and our own salvation. God comes to a person’s mind when he/she
is ready to postpone his/her eagerness for happiness or for salvation, or rather
when he/she discovers it might lead him/her to consent to the injustice the
other is suffering, or even usurp the other’s place. Levinas does not say that
such an eagerness contradicts moral law, he asserts that it rejects the imme-
morial debt of election, even in the case of a wise happiness that apparently
does not harm anybody: “Saints, monks, and intellectuals in their ivory tower
are the righteous subject to punishment. [. . .] The righteous subject to pun-
ishment may also be the Jewish people when it closes itself off in its commu-
nity life and contents itself with its synagogue, like the Church, satisfied with
the order and harmony which reign within its precincts.”28 Even the serenity
of meditation or of a quiet retreat, even the joy that the Hassidim are looking
for, cannot make one’s own rights take precedence in the face of the other
person’s suffering. Such a prohibition does not point out to masochism but to
“an austere happiness without self-satisfaction.” This happiness is also the
highest nobility of a human being, the nobility of election.29

In Levinas’ opinion mystical ecstasy is full of nostalgia, it is eager for a
spiritual salvation that returns the bared self to the God it belongs to rather
than incites that self to serve Him by taking care of His creatures. This for
Levinas is unacceptable. Yet when he describes the ethical ecstasy he uses a
very similar vocabulary: in both cases the ego has to get rid of its own
“clothing,” of its own identity and of its own pleasures and enjoyments in
life. Its sensibility is turned over and Levinas even speaks in terms of a
persecution. The bared self might thus be found in this dual manner: facing
God, or facing the other person, and presumably both.
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CONCLUSION: THE MYSTICAL ECSTASY AND
THE ETHICAL ECSTASY

The Hassidim argue that one’s desire to unite to God is indeed the true desire
of the self, although most of the time one is not aware of it beause of all the
worldy distractions that are so dear to us. Actually one’s clothes—our sen-
sibility, our opinions and our usual scale of values—prevent us from being
on the alert: we forget our true desire so involved we are in the enjoyment of
life and/or our worries and sadness. Yet, from time to time, we feel uneasy,
we sense our “clothes” are weighing heavy on us preventing us from breath-
ing deeply and we almost suffocate. This is how nostalgia comes to us. But
one only begins to overcome such a crisis when one gets rid of one’s usual
“clothes” and puts on new ones: prayer, study (limoud) and the practice of
the mitzvot. Then, one’s own sensibility, one’s way of thinking and behaving
are slowly modified and, one may even enjoy occasionally an elusive feeling
of union (devequt) with God. Even if one remains unable to describe it in
clear terms, it both accentuates one’s nostalgia and gives strength to one’s
faith. As the Hassidim argue, they want to give God a home in this world
(haolam hazeh) and not fly from it, but they also want to experience a union
with God so as not to forget that, even though our sensibility remains unable
to perceive Him directly, He gives life to every reality in this world. They
stress His presence within the sensible world: not a powerful one, but a
deeply discrete one that one often fails to notice.

In Levinas’ opinion such is, however, not the way to go. A human being
does not spontaneously feel any nostalgia of God. In fact, he may live happi-
ly without looking for God. He even writes that “to be I, atheist, at home with
oneself, separated, happy, created—these are synonyms.”30 Egoism, enjoy-
ment and sensibility are necessary for the relation with the Other in a com-
pletely different manner than the Hassidim claim. In Levinas’ view one does
not open oneself to God because of an intimate and irrepressible nostalgia.
But rather, one is violently torn apart when a human face enters our world
and makes us responsible for it, as we have already explained. The respon-
sible person does not enjoy any union with God or any feeling of His pres-
ence and of His light. It might happen that the one who is being taken care of
feels such a presence but the bared self does not feel it.31 The light that blinks
in the night which Levinas describes as the trace of the Infinite awakens the
self to its responsibility. But it does not mean that this self perceives this
responsibility as the light of a hidden God. Otherwise that would console the
self and open “the dangerous way in which a pious thought, or one concerned
with order, hastily deduces the existence of God.”32 A spirituality that re-
mains on the alert must not deduce this existence, it must not be founded on a
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so called knowledge. “Against the denials inflicted by failure, the simplicity
of an extreme complexity, a singularly mature infancy is needed. That also is
the sense of the death of God. Or of his life.”33

In Levinas’ view an awakened and mature spirituality can never turn into
a consolation for its own trouble and misery. It is awakened in us, in spite of
ourselves, when the transcendence of the sensible face of a person suddenly
summons us to honour our responsibility for him/her. Feeling some nostalgia
for the Infinite would mean to look for consolation instead of taking our
human task upon ourselves in this broken world. Nonetheless I wonder
whether Levinas is right when criticizing what he calls mysticism—and espe-
cially Hassidism—so severely: most mystics do not abandon the world on
the pretence of their nostalgia, even when they pray for an elusive union with
God. They are looking for this union, not as a way to be indifferent to the
suffering of other people but in order to find strength to help them. They are
also well aware that most of the time God seems not to pay any attention to
our tragic and unsaved world because it is up to us to take care of it. Whenev-
er they pray and study they don’t forget the suffering world, they look for a
God hidden within their bared self even though He seems to have left us
completely alone. But is that the case?

Let me quote some words by Etty Hillesum as a possible answer. Etty
Hillesum who may be looked at as a mystic who discovered God late in her
young life is also well known for the love she felt for people surrounding her.
In a letter that she wrote while she was imprisoned in the camp of Wester-
bork just before being deported to Auschwitz where she died at the age of
twenty-nine in 1943, she tells a friend that although people are miserable she
loves them: “I keep discovering that there is no causal connection between
people’s behaviour and the love you feel for them. Love for one’s fellow man
is like an elemental glow that sustains you. The fellow man himself has
hardly anything to do with it.” Yet, how does one find such a “glow” in one’s
self? Her answer might be as follows: “Things come and go in a deeper
rhythm, and people must be taught to listen; it’s the most important thing we
have to learn in this life. I am not challenging You, oh God, my life is one
great dialogue with You [. . .] the beat of my heart has grown deeper, more
active, and yet more peaceful, and it is as if I were all the time storing up
inner riches.”34

NOTES

1. Franz Rosenzweig, The star of redemption, trans. William W. Hallo (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1971), Part II, Book 3, 207–8.

2. Emmanuel Levinas, Outside the subject, trans. Michael B. Smith (London: Athlone
Press, 1993), 95.

3. Emmanuel Levinas, Alterity and transcendence, trans. Michael B. Smith (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1999), 95.



Catherine Chalier160

4. Emmanuel Levinas, Of God who comes to mind, trans. Bettina Bergo (Stanford: Stan-
ford University Press, 1998), 68 and 69.

5. R. Schneour Zalman of Liady, Liqqoutei Amarim (Sefer Tanya) (Brooklyn: Kehot Publi-
cation Society, 1981), 23/24 (Bilingual edition). R. Schneour Zalman of Liady was the founder
of the Habad movement. His Sefer Tanya presents the Hassidic doctrine in a very precise and
exhaustive mode.

6. See Sefer Tanya, 13/14
7. Shaar haYichud, chapter 3, in Sefer Tanya, 293. Note 3: “In Time to Come, however,

even man’s corporeal eyes will see G-dliness and the Divine force in every created thing.”
8. (1847–1905). See his Sfat Emet, 7 books, Jerusalem, HaMakhon haTorani Yeshiva

Oretzion, 1997–1999.
9. Igeret haKodesh, in Sefer Tanya, op.cit., 403.

10. See Netivot Shalom, op.cit., t.1, 259 and 58. The Rabbi of Slonim comments on a well
known verse of the Psalm (92, 2): “To shew forth thy loving-kindness in the morning and thy
faithfulness every night.” He explains: “One has to express one’s faithfulness especially when
it is covered up by a cloud.” Meaning that ours words or our singing in such circumstances
have a certain power to lead us nearer the light that is hidden within the cloud. Why? Because
in spite of the darkness we continue speaking or singing to God, even if He remains a hidden
God.

11. Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than being, trans. Alphonso Lingis (The Hague: Marti-
nus Nijhoff Publishers, 1981), 117.

12. Ibid., 118.
13. Ibid., 118.
14. Ibid., 121.
15. Ibid., 121.
16. Emmanuel Levinas, “Humanism and anarchy” in Collected philosophical papers, trans.

Alphonso Lingis (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1987), 137. Emphasis on “perhaps”
is mine.

17. Emmanuel Levinas, “Meaning and sense” in Collected philosophical papers, op. cit.,
107. See Exodus 33, 18–23. Moses may not face God’s face, he stands in the cleft of a rock
while God’s glory passes. God covers him with His hand while He passes by. “And I will take
away mine hand, and thou shalt see my back parts, but my Face shall not be seen” (v.23).Illeity
means Il, He (ille = third person in Latin) within the You: when Levinas argues that a human
face speaks to us, he means the ille within this face speaks to us enjoining us not to kill it.

18. Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An essay on exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lin-
gis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 79.

19. Emmanuel Levinas, “On Maurice Blanchot” in Proper names, trans. Michael B. Smith
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), 130

20. Levinas, Otherwise than being, op.cit., 114.
21. Levinas, Otherwise than being, op.cit., 49. Emphasis is mine.
22. Ibid., 15.
23. We have to take this question into account when thinking of the behaviour of one person

toward a third person. The fact that my neighbor is also a “third person” in relation to another
person, invites me to justice and to thought.

24. Emmanuel Levinas, “The temptation of temptation” in Nine Talmudic readings, trans.
Annette Aronowicz (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990),

25. Ibid., 42 and 43. (See also note 14).
26. Raul Hilberg, Exécuteurs, victimes, témoins, La catastrophe juive, 1933–1945, trans.

Marie France de Paloméra (Paris: Gallimard, 1994), 240. See Perpetrators, victims, bystand-
ers: the Jewish catastrophe, 1933–1945 (New York: Harper-Collins, 1992).

27. I am here alluding to an important Levinasian expression which is also the title of his
well known book Of God Who Comes to Mind.

28. Emmanuel Levinas, “Damages Due to Fire” in Nine Talmudic readings, op.cit., 188.
29. See Emmanuel Levinas, Liberté et commandement (Montpellier: Fata Morgana, 1994),

67.
30. See Totality and infinity, op.cit., 148.



The Bared Self 161

31. See Mère Teresa, Viens, sois ma lumière: Les écrits intimes de “la sainte de Calcutta”
(Paris: Lethielleux, 2008). She describes the terrible night she endured while helping other
people. These people enjoyed a certain kind of light thanks to her but she remained in darkness.

32. Otherwise than being, op.cit., 93.
33. Ibid., 95. Emphases are mine.
34. Etty Hillesum, Letters from Westerbork, trans. Arnold J. Pomerans (London: Jonathan

Cape, 1987), letter to Maria Tuinzing, August 8, 1943, 107; letter to Tide (Henny Tidemann),
August 18, 1943, 116.





163

Chapter Eleven

Beyond Reason
Emmanuel Levinas on Sensation, Feeling,

and Morality

Randolph Wheeler

An often-overlooked aspect of Emmanuel Levinas’ doctrine of exteriority is
his philosophical rehabilitation of sensibility in sensation, a realm dismissed
as unintelligible in most, if not all, rationalist accounts. Levinas uncovers the
immediate intelligibility of sensation and shows how we can understand our
encounters with others and their needs without reducing them to rational
objects. In short, Levinas shows us the original orienting sense in sensation
and the immediate sensibility in sensation. Before the perception of any
object (whether rationally constructed or phenomenologically described),
there is first sensation, which brings its own orienting commands and sus-
taining directives for our sensibility prior to any cognitive representation.

Simultaneously with his rehabilitation of sensation is his better-known
(although not thoroughly understood) ethical dimension of alterity, which
resists rational reductions to the self-same. Fundamental to Levinas’ doc-
trines of alterity and sensation is feeling. Our “relation” to sensation is feel-
ing or affectivity, and our receptivity is directed in sensation. The intensifica-
tion of feeling Alphonso Lingis calls passion.1 Instead of bringing chaos and
delusion, as rationalists like Immanuel Kant have claimed, passion can focus
our sensibility (e.g., rage snuffs out fear and cowardice). Instead of pulling us
in different directions at once, passion concentrates and even singularizes our
subjectivity. This view enhances the distinctness of Levinas’ ethical subject
who is singled out more deeply than Kant’s generic rational agent. With this
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response motivated more deeply by ethical feeling than by reason comes
greater responsibility, greater than in any other philosophical account of
ethics.

THE PRIMACY OF SENSATION

Sensation accompanies every perception and is, in fact, prior to perception.
There can be no perception without sensation. There must first be immersion
in the medium of sensation which enables any perception to take place: in
order to see, there must first be light. Plato implied this order when he stated
“there is a third thing in perception so plain that it is easily overlooked:
light.”2 He did not, however, examine the medium of sensation that makes
perception possible. For that, we would have to wait two millennia for Levi-
nas to phenomenologically describe the medium of sensation and its sustain-
ing elements.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty has done more than any other thinker to advance
our understanding of perception, going so far as to challenge the still-domi-
nant Cartesian paradigm of epistemology and even shifting the ontological
paradigm from disembodied Cartesian self-reflexive consciousness to corpo-
real reflexivity in contact with “the flesh of the world.”3 Merleau-Ponty, of
course, advocates the primacy of perception, but does assign a fundamental
role to sensation in Phenomenology of Perception. In the first section of his
Introduction to that work (“The ‘Sensation’ as a Unit of Experience”), he
relegates sensation to empiricism and reductionism. In his last work, The
Visible and the Invisible, however, he elaborates on “levels” as invisible
support for the visible and elaborates perception’s very ground of sensation.
With his life cut short, we can only wonder how Merleau-Ponty might have
developed a phenomenology of sensation from there.

Levinas, however, begins directly with a phenomenology of sensation and
its “elements” (light, warmth, air, night) and ties perception directly into
sensation. As Lingis observes in his introduction to Levinas’ Existence and
Existents: “Is not every perception of things a perception of the sense of
things?”4 Levinas pushes this view even further in that same work: “Reality
is made up of elements.”5 Although not perceived in the same way as things
or objects, the elements of sensation supply the medium that sustains percep-
tion. Levinas provides a new perspective in his philosophical analysis, previ-
ously overlooked. Instead of analyzing the distance that characterizes our
perception of objects, Levinas addresses our immersion in the elements of
sensation that make perception possible.

Here we can see Levinas’ fundamental shift in phenomenological percep-
tion itself—closing up the distance necessary to perception to our being
sustained in immersion. The distance necessary for the perception of objects
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is Merleau-Ponty’s inheritance of the distance between consciousness and its
objects in Edmund Husserl’s intentionality. Likewise, the distance of inten-
tionality characterizes Jean-Paul Sartre’s consciousness as always in the
world as “consciousness of something” necessitates distance at the founda-
tion of perception and of thought. Levinas fills this distance with immersion
in sensation and marks a radically new beginning for phenomenology, episte-
mology, and especially ethics. Similar to the shift in perspective from per-
ceptual distance to elemental immersion and contact, Levinas finds the origin
of subjectivity not in the Cartesian subject’s own original self-awareness but
begins in contact with alterity. Levinas discovers that the self actually begins
with the other and establishes a thorough philosophical paradigm shift.

SENSIBILITY IN SENSATION: ENJOYMENT

Elucidating what has been overlooked in perception, Levinas articulates the
elements of sensation that underlie and support any perception. In our rela-
tion to the elements as immersion, our eyes adjust to the level of the light,
water buoys up the long-distance swimmer, air currents sustain the tight
circle of the hawk overhead; the rhythmic gait keeps the runner or power
walker going; the rhythm of hammering sustains the nailing of shingles to the
roof; the weight of the earth supports the weight of all material objects.
Although we may not always be conscious of them, they sustain our activ-
ities. The elements are something that we cannot help but feel in our constant
contact with them.

Furthermore, the elements come with their own teleology: sensation be-
gins with the elements and returns to them. Levinas characterizes the mode
of sensibility as enjoyment, which results in the closed elemental sphere of
contentment and satiety. In enjoyment, perceived things revert into elements;
things end with the given, which envisions no future or possibility. To find
sustenance in the elements runs counter to the traditional view of the ele-
ments of nature as harsh, forbidding, and having to be battled against. Break-
ing with the tradition, Levinas finds that instead of having to eke out an
existence against the elements, they support and sustain our activities and
supply their own a telos of enjoyment. This elemental medium itself is
boundless, characterized by an apeiron that is neither infinite nor ethical.

SENSATION IN ETHICS

But for Levinas there is also an infinite realm of sensation—the realm of
ethical alterity. Here, the other places an infinite obligation on me and “con-
tests our contentment” in our enjoyment of the elements. With alterity, Levi-
nas breaks with a merely descriptive phenomenology of sensation when he
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describes the encounter with the other as an “ethical epiphany,” as a break
with everything, including the elemental. Nonetheless, sensation can be seen
at work even more deeply into our sensibility here.

There is an even deeper level of feeling involved in our encounters with
the others than with things, one that elicits our immediate response which
constitutes our ethical responsibility. I must drop everything (including Mar-
tin Heidegger’s tools) and respond to the other’s needs. This truly categorical
command takes priority over any hypothetical imperative of personal desire
or even Kant’s categorical imperative of universal reason. Here, ethical sen-
sation precedes any empirical or phenomenological perception of the particu-
lar person. In fact, Levinas claims we are always predisposed to these en-
counters with the other even before they occur, as the other’s face carries the
trace of God’s infinite and preexistent alterity. In terms of sensation, I am
first affected by the other’s commands, and only afterward do I place the
other in some empirical schema as to gender, ethnicity, eye color, physical
stature, socio-economic status, etc. In this way, the face of the other is not
one perception among others: empirically, to note the color of someone’s
eyes in these cases of urgency would be “unethical” (or at least a secondary
observation). Again, the proper medium of ethics is sensation or feeling, not
perception, whether empirical or phenomenological. Levinas formulates the
primacy of ethics succinctly when he declares that “ethics precedes
ontology.”

Our encounters with alterity show the intelligibility of feeling and sensa-
tion without resorting to rationalist constructs in two ways: first through
contact with the other (again, closing the distance in perception) and then
with the affective orientation guiding our response. We first sense the other’s
pain and are called out by it, and then our response is directed by the imme-
diacy of feeling (not a formula or principle) commanding us to respond. In
our response comes our ethical responsibility.

It is often said that we cannot understand others’ feelings or that we
cannot read their minds. Levinas, however, claims that all of us carry our
feelings on our faces, displaying them for all to see (as in such common
phrases as “if looks could kill” and “his eyes bored into the back of my
skull”). Our feelings are not interior but exterior, not closed off but in plain
sight. Lingis argues: “how visible is the sense of being vulnerable.”6 As
every newspaper editor and local television news producer knows, “if it
bleeds, it leads.” Pain and feeling are wincingly visible and compel our
responses. Hollywood’s tear-jerkers play on this perceptibility of feeling
(although often on a shallow level): cue the violins and our hearts melt.

But can we really feel others’ pain? In a sense, Ludwig Wittgenstein is
right to argue we do not feel the other’s pain directly: we do not say “I have a
pain” the same way that we say “I have a hat.” We cannot pass the pain
around to one another the same way we would pass around a hat.7 And it is
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true that your toothache is not my own. I cannot feel the agony of your
aching tooth in my own mouth. But your pain does affect me; it afflicts me
(dentists are well aware of this contact with others’ pain; they suffer from the
highest rates of depression and suicide among medical professionals). Every
parent with a sick child knows this receptivity for the other’s pain; we even
feel it for children we do not even know, even if we have no children our-
selves. Their distress is distressing, contesting our contentment.

In Fells Point, on the other side of Baltimore’s corporate Inner Harbor,
the small shop and tavern owners request that patrons refrain from giving
money to the local “panhandlers.” The encounter with the other takes only a
few seconds; one stops and gives money, or one moves along without doing
so. Either way it is a disturbing event. Even if I give money, I can never give
enough. The ethical disruption lasts beyond the moment of the encounter.
The other in his absolute alterity has contested our contentment in looking
forward to dinner or drinks. Thus, the shop owners are not only more ethical
than we ever suspected: they are Levinasian, well aware of the ethical prima-
cy that disturbs us in our relations with others. Here there is clearly a conflict
between business and ethics, and perhaps even in ethical accounts of fairness
as in John Rawls’ often compelling sense of justice or in the Kantian reci-
procity of equal and rational alter-egos. For Levinas, the other is not an alter-
ego, someone equal to me. The other, in fact, always stands above me.

This example supplies a meaningful contrast in what is fundamentally
human in the history of existential thought—ethics or ontology. For Heideg-
ger, the network of equipment (Zeug) discloses Dasein’s fundamental onto-
logical connection to the world and to Being. Levinas’ battle cry “ethics
precedes ontology” challenges the primacy of Heidegger’s of interconnection
of Zeug to Being. Both thinkers would agree that in the encounter with the
other’s destitution, the network of smoothly running relations and expecta-
tions is disrupted and reveals a deeper, a priori relation. But for Levinas,
what is revealed is not simply Being but an infinite ethical relation beyond
any ontological totality. The encounter with alterity brings an inescapable
ethical dimension of the human, a dimension that Dasein’s ontological rela-
tion to Being cannot convey so fundamentally. For Levinas, our first relation
with the world is not through Heidegger’s equipment or tools that I or any
other can use (again, a self-same approach that overlooks alterity as the
source of ethics). Although Heidegger begins with an analysis of tools them-
selves, Levinas argues that tools are first found in an elemental medium:
“They take form within a medium (milieu) in which we take hold of them.
They are found in space, in the air, on the earth, in the street, along the road.
The medium remains essential to things. . . . This medium is not reducible to
a system of operational references and is not equivalent to the totality of such
a system.”8 For Levinas, the totality of Being is outstripped by the infinity of
ethical alterity.
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We are always vulnerable to the other’s vulnerability. We are predisposed
to this feeling; it runs deep in us. As every military drill instructor knows,
recruits have to be deprogrammed in order to become killers.9 According to a
retired lieutenant colonel who has studied the psychology of killing, only two
percent of the population has a propensity for killing; they are the ones who
go into commando units.10 Far more of us share the solicitous sensibility of
the Dalai Lama, Mahatma Gandhi, or Martin Luther King Jr. than the heart-
lessness of the mercenary. The other approaches me unarmed, and this ap-
proach disarms me. My response, not merely demanded but commanded by
the other, constitutes my responsibility. I can turn my back on the other, but I
cannot do so with any ethical justification. If I turn away from the other, I
turn away from ethics. I also lose the possibility of becoming an ethical
subject myself by refusing my responsibility. To not respond to the Other is
to be irresponsible and to relinquish the possibility of my ethical humanity,
which can only emerge in the light of accusation in the other’s needs, not in
the sui generic nominative. Left to myself, I would have no ethical respon-
sibilities, but I would have no ethical life. Like Wittgenstein’s private lan-
guage, private ethics is simply impossible.

The face of the other is irreducibly other and resists reduction to my
consciousness as self-same. For instance, it is impossible for me to see my
face as another’s face. It would be quite a startling experience to look into the
mirror and see a face that is completely other than my own. Gazing into the
mirror, I can see how my face has changed over time, but what I see is never
really foreign to me. The face in the mirror does not look back at me; it can
cast no commanding gaze upon me. My reflection cannot disturb me. It is a
simple self-reflection, the visual analog of rational thought originating in the
self-reflection Cartesian thought. But the face of another carries the trace of
God’s infinite ethicality and alterity, which is in no way reducible to myself.
In this way, ethics is not a ledger sheet of equivalencies. The other always
stands above me; it is not a question of fairness or reciprocity. My ethical
obligations are infinite; I can never do enough.11

The look from another human face immediately commands me, burdens
me with its exposure, vulnerability, and nakedness before I can make any
judgment about the other’s worthiness of my attention or respect. Although
the directives of alterity do not work on my rational faculties, they are felt,
even understood, pre-rationally. These commands take place on the immedi-
ate level of sensation and feeling. The approach by the other in naked vulner-
ability disarms me.12 Imagine unexpectedly encountering someone who is
naked. Our first reaction to this nudity is not how to exploit it, but to offer
protection and support, to offer them some cover.13 Despite the obvious
amount of continuing, if not developing, empirical exploitation in the world,
again our first response is ethical, not exploitive or predatory.
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ACCUSATIVE ETHICAL AGENCY

In his new approach to subjectivity, Levinas finds that it is the other that
distinguishes me instead of the Cartesian self-consciousness of the nomina-
tive. In Levinas’ view, we are not, and cannot be, the source of our own
subjectivity. But how is it possible for subjectivity to begin in the accusative?
On a very basic level, like it or not, we come from others. Freud’s compelling
reading of the Oedipus myth grapples with this impossible desire to be the
source of our own creation. Further, language itself, the medium through
which so much of life and possibly all thought occurs, is never only mine
alone, in the nominative. Language itself is for the other. I come to language
as “another,” as “any other” must do. I can gain proficiency in language or
even “master” it, but the medium is never mine alone. As Wittgenstein cor-
rectly noted, there is no private language. And not only is language public, it
is itself an accusative medium in which all of us participate as others, as
another. A strictly nominative language for myself alone is unthinkable.
Although the nominative takes place through language, language itself is
accusative, originally for the other.

Despite being called out in the accusative, Levinas still speaks of sove-
reignty in subjectivity. He, however, continues to emphasize the primacy of
exteriority over interiority; sovereignty is not a position but as a
“deposition”:

It is I who support the Other and am responsible for him. One thus sees that in
the human subject, at the same time as a total subjection, my primogeniture
manifests itself. My responsibility is untransferable, no one could replace me.
In fact, it is a matter of saying the very identity of the human I starting from
responsibility, that is, starting from this position of deposition of the sovereign
I is self-consciousness, a deposition which is precisely its responsibility for the
Other. Responsibility is what is incumbent on me exclusively, and what, hu-
manly, I cannot refuse. This charge is a supreme dignity of the unique. I am I
in the sole measure that I am responsible, a non-interchangeable I. I can
substitute myself for everyone, but no one can substitute himself for me. Such
is my inalienable identity of subject. It is in this precise sense that Dostoevsky
said: “We are responsible for all men before all, and I more than all the
others.”14

Protagoras’ proclamation that “man is the measure of all things” can take on
yet another meaning. The human is still the existential locus of meaning but
not in the free initiatives of Sartrean subjectivity or because of Kantian
autonomy. This human measure originates with others, not myself. The other
usurps my freedom and autonomy, but not my subjectivity, which is now
seen to originate in subjection to alterity’s commands. It is only through
being called out that I become subjected, that I become a subject. In our



Randolph Wheeler170

contact with the others’ pain or joy, the other’s exposure exposes me. My
vulnerability to the other’s vulnerability lays bare my susceptibility to the
responsibilities placed on me. This responsibility commands me even more
deeply than Kantian duty or the categorical imperative. My own responsibil-
ity for alterity is not the same as it would be for any other person (nor are the
others responsible for me; I am not another for them). I am the only one
responsible here; no one else can stand in for me. I stand alone in Levinas’
uniquely rigorous account of our singular subjectivity.

Developing the theme of the accusative agency in Otherwise than Being,
Levinas speaks of a radical passivity in his ethical agent, “a passivity of
passivity.”15 Although alterity seems to forfeit the possibility, Levinas’ radi-
cal passivity retains sovereignty. Perhaps this should not be so surprising, as
there is often a degree of restraint or subjection in previous historical doc-
trines of sovereignty. For instance, in later accounts of sovereignty beyond
Hobbes’ initial “sovereign exception,” Kant and Nietzsche both find sove-
reignty to be a self-imposed “devotion.” For Kant, this self-mastery is in
devotion to the autonomous law that the subject places on itself to thwart its
selfish desires. And Kant’s rational will comes full circle in the third formu-
lation of the categorical imperative in which it “is commanded to be in
command.”16 Nietzsche sees sovereignty in our devotion to what is great and
eternal, often outside of oneself (although it is difficult to claim a thorough
development of alterity in Nietzsche’s doctrine of self-overcoming, it is
nonetheless a self-overcoming). What Levinas argues for is a paradoxical
sovereignty in passivity that can never escape the other. This subjectivity
begins in complete subjection to exteriority. I am always there for the others;
this is my inescapable, unending ethical responsibility. I am never done with
others or with my responsibilities to them. In a reversal of Sartrean freedom,
we could say that for Levinas we are “condemned to sovereignty.”

My contact with others produces a compelling feeling or force of what is
required for their needs, but not an idea or principle, as for Kant. Levinas is
able to retain the commanding force of the ethical imperative while separat-
ing this force from Kant’s rational form. For Levinas, the ethical stands
before, above, and beyond the rational. It is easy to see that in many cases,
the rational does not equate with what is ethically required. Without thinking
about it, caregivers respect persons with Alzheimer’s disease who cannot
accede to reason. The force of the ethical imperative outstrips the formal
limits of reason. Levinas claims that he shares an imperative architecture
with Kant. Yet all the details are changed, which changes everything. Instead
of beginning with an interior rational principle (archē), Levinas begins with
the an-archē of exteriority, which brings its own imperative directives that
direct our appropriate responses, whether to things (“As material or gear the
objects of everyday use are subordinated to enjoyment—the lighter to the
cigarette one smokes, the fork to the food, the cup to the lips. Things refer to
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my enjoyment.”17) or to other persons (“The other alters me” and “I am
another”). This infinite “anarchy” goes beyond Kant’s singular “monarchy”
of a reason and its subsequent kingdom of ends.

Although Levinas goes beyond reason and its directives, he does not
leave us rudderless. He discovers the immediate directives for ethical sen-
sibility in feeling: our affectivity receives alterity’s imperative commands,
which guide our responses. Before any rational deliberation on what we can
do to help, we first “understand” that we must help—better: we “feel” that we
must help, with immediacy and urgency. We drop everything; we empty our
hands to aid the empty-handed. First, our feeling is commanded, which car-
ries a strong original orientation; only secondarily is our rational capacity
engaged. What I can do follows from what I first must do . . . this understand-
ing occurs immediately, before any reasons can be formulated.18

To bring Levinas’ ethical subject into sharper relief, the responses called
for in my responsibility to alterity specify my subjectivity; they single me
out. Only I can be responsible for the others; no one else can replace me here
or relieve me of this responsibility.19 For Kant, my duties are largely the
same as anyone else’s. Kant’s rational agent is a generic one that is not called
out specifically but does what anyone else should. It was Max Scheler who
pointed out the problem in Kant’s generic ethical agency: the moral impera-
tive for someone who is an expert swimmer or someone in a wheelchair is
exactly the same when someone calls to them for help in the water. Levinas,
however, singularizes my response to the other. As the other calls me out, it
is I alone, above all the others, who must respond. My relation for others is
one of substitution, Levinas explains, but no one can substitute herself for my
responsibility.20

Further, it is feeling, which is so often claimed to be vague or distorting,
that shows me to be singled out. Although Wittgenstein and others may
question whether we can feel others’ pain, it is safe to say that there is no
question of my feeling being distinctly my own (after all, I can say with
certainty that the beetle is in my own box). Although they arise in contact
with exteriority, my feelings are wholly my own. Concepts can be exchanged
from one person to another, but feelings are my own and affected immediate-
ly. In this way, we discern their meaning or directives straight away.21

Through the medium of feeling, Levinas extends the territory of the ethi-
cal imperative. It is part and parcel of our responsibility to respond not only
to the rational but to the irrational imperatives that press upon us. What is at
the heart of Levinasian exteriority and alterity that calls for our response is
feeling, which is beyond and the very foundation of reason. Far from distort-
ing our ethical directives, feeling concentrates and unifies our forces so that
we can become singular, responsive, and responsible ethical subjects called
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out beyond all the others, beyond reason, and even beyond Being. Instead of
a self-generating subject, there is a surprising distinctness to this subject
whose ethical existence is dependent on others.

Just as there is no possibility of a private language, there is no possibility
of a private ethics. Alterity supplies the antidote for ethical egoism in Hobbes
and goes beyond the ethical alter-egoism of Kantian reciprocity. Instead of
leaving us with a moral subject bereft of individuality as we might expect in
the radical passivity of alterity, we find the most radical responsibility, a
most unique sovereign subjectivity in which no one else can take on my
responsibility. This subjectivity originates in the accusative of the other,
whom I must support. Only in my response, in this responsibility, can I
become who I am.
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Chapter Twelve

Does Faith Trouble Philosophy?
On Franz Rosenzweig’s Method and System

Herman J. Heering

Twentieth-century philosophy was originated by Jewish thinkers—or rather,
by thinkers of Jewish descent: Sigmund Freud, Albert Einstein, Edmund
Husserl, Ludwig Wittgenstein and most members of the Vienna Circle,
Jürgen Habermas and other members of the Frankfurt School, Karl Popper,
Franz Rosenzweig, Martin Buber.1 All of them bore Christian names, and
were hardly disturbed by that, for they were all Jews of assimilation. Rosenz-
weig (and to a lesser degree Buber) was an exception among them, but for
several years2 even he was undecided whether his book The Star of Redemp-
tion was “a Jewish book” or a general system of philosophy.3 The non-
Jewish world, for its part, was not troubled by similar doubts, and The Star is
not mentioned in any history of modern philosophy. Only Jewish scholars,
Christian theologians and some specialists have taken it seriously. Is that
because Rosenzweig’s philosophy is troubled by faith, and the solemn halls
of philosophical truth can be entered only by pronouncing the shibboleth of
non-faith? But what does truth then mean? Rosenzweig later accepted that
this was indeed a Jewish book, but insisted that it had also to do with general
philosophy; nevertheless, he became less interested in its theories, for the
“Jewish way of life” had become more important to him.

The fundamental reason for Rosenzweig’s hesitation lies in the fact that,
until those nightly discussions in 1913 with Eugen Rosenstock, who made
clear to him the insufficiency of “general” philosophy for understanding
life—the insufficiency but not the superfluity—Rosenzweig was just a phi-
losopher. The Star is only an intense attack on Hegel (subject of Rosenz-
weig’s doctoral dissertation); the exorcism of his philosophy, however, is not
complete, and it is performed with the help of Hegel’s brother in philosophy,
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Schelling. Rosenzweig never disavowed philosophy. How did Rosenzweig
relate philosophy to religion—or rather, to faith (for he abhorred the term
religion, and therefore also shunned the term “philosophy of religion”), or
still better: how did he relate God to philosophy? Is philosophy just the
handmaid of theology? Does the philosophy of The Star fall into the pit of
pure apologetics? Is its underlying structure nothing but fides quaerens intel-
lectum? Buber may have been right when he said that “Der Stern der
Erlösung ist ein säkulares System—nicht ein ‘System der Philosophie’ wie
Rosenzweig selbst später meinte, aber das System einer—der
gegenwärtigen—Begegnung von Philosophie und Theologie.”4

Although Buber is not very consistent in this characterization, he means
that Rosenzweig’s philosophy is not an ontology in which the essence or
essences of being are stated, but a phenomenology of the relations of reality,
and especially an inquiry into the relation between two general views of
reality, philosophy and theology—or, epistemologically speaking, between
reason and faith. It is no easy job to clarify this relation. Six different lines of
relation—or, should we say, six layers of thought, can be distinguished in
Rosenzweig’s oeuvre:

1. The speculative line of absolute idealism (Hegel, more specifically
Schelling) is never completely eradicated.5 A dialectical ontology
forms the texture of The Star of Redemption. This dialectical ontology
is not essentially one unfolding principle but the triadic interplay of
irreducible elements. And its epistemology is not based upon cosmic
reason but upon revelation. Nevertheless, revelation and “sound rea-
son” do not seem to diverge very much.6 Here Rosenzweig can make
use of formal logic and of calculi of the infinite. That he altered the
dual structure of dialectics into the triadic structure of God, world and
man—a trialogia entis—is not essential. Conspicuously, history—
which had captivated Rosenzweig in his student years—receives little
space and attention in this ontological structure. In the theological
interpretation of this ontological dialectic, creation, revelation and re-
demption so definitely have the upper hand that the specific events of
human history lose real importance.7 This is confirmed by the small
role played by the war and even by the fate of his fellow soldiers in
Franz’s letters from the Balkan front.8 It is history which separates
Christianity from Judaism.9 The philosophical scheme of The Star
might be understood as a Jewish interpretation of the Hegelian
scheme. There seems to be little conflict between the two.

2. The second line of relation is that of empiricism. Rosenzweig claims
to be a “pure” and absolute empiricist,10 but in this claim he appeals to
Schelling and not to British empiricists. He ignores, therefore, all the
philosophical and theological troubles of empiricism. He even ignores
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Kant’s refutation of it. The intellektuelle Anschauung, the possibility
of which Kant explicitly denied, is accepted by Rosenzweig without
hesitation. “Die Erfahrung entdeckt im Menschen, so tief sie eindring-
en mag, immer wieder nur Menschliches, in der Welt nur Weltliches,
in Gott nur Gottliches.”11 This experience is dependable. In all its
extension experience touches upon reality. God also is Tatsache, fact
(the German term contains some additional nuances).12

The remarkable thing is that these facts of God, man and world can,
according to Rosenzweig, be known before (or without) specific reve-
lation. They are dealt with already in Part I of The Star as elements or
elementary facts of common existence and general knowledge. There
must, therefore, be a natural knowledge of God (e.g., among the
Greeks), or “a revelation before the revelation.” I do not believe that
Rosenzweig’s view of the Greeks is right, nor that his conception of
Islam is fair. Historically these chapters in Part I are forced and uncon-
sidered, more essayistic than philosophical, their function seeming to
be to undergird the necessity of specific revelation, which is the theme
of Part II. Nevertheless, there is a point in Part II which is as right as it
is fascinating: that in the history of philosophy one of these elements
has always dominated the other two—the physis or world among the
ancient Greeks, God in medieval thought, and man in modern think-
ing. Revelation relates these elements and thereby gives them life.

Is this still empiricism? Every philosophy and theology has to be
built upon experience, and, I think, the English empiricists use a much
too narrow concept of empeiria. There is such a thing as experience of
death, experience of hope, of the holy, moral experience, etc. But
distinctions should be made, e.g., between apperception, perception,
experience. The empiricist line of Rosenzweig’s thought is promising,
but has not been handled critically. This line is also at odds with the
speculative line. Experiences can be described, not argued and con-
structed as speculative truths can. Rosenzweig, following in the foot-
steps of Schelling, was therefore looking for a “narrative philosophy”
and indeed, there is a narrative trend in the whole book. But he forgets
Schelling’s warning that only the past can be narrated, therefore as
long as history is not completed philosophy can not be wholly narra-
tive.13 I doubt whether philosophy can live in pure narration. Its crite-
ria are arguments—and arguments are not narrative; nor are they ex-
periential.

3. Jewish thinking always insisted upon rationality, and Rosenzweig ea-
gerly follows that line. Observe, however, that for him ratio is Ver-
stand, not Vernunft. Queer enough, what he granted to experience,
namely metaphysical knowledge, he refuses to reason. He does his
best to steer clear of absolute idealism. Still, reason can rationalize
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experience. Any man can experience God. Reason cannot prove
Him—but since His revelation is experience this is not necessary.
Reason cannot go beyond experience—it is experience of revelation14

which supplies the ground which can be built upon. Reason can nach-
denken, not bedenken or ausdenken.

Besides, we have to consider that for Rosenzweig reason is both
theoretical and practical reason. Understanding always implies insight
into how to live one’s life. Though philosophy is more than ethics, as
faith is more than morals, it is never without ethics; ethics may even
be the touchstone of philosophical truth. “Gottes Herniedersteigen zur
Welt ist Gebot und Verheissung, aber nicht Nachricht und Beschrei-
bung. Gott orientiert die Welt.”15 Reason, though dependent on reve-
lation,16 has its own, natural function. Rosenzweig knows of the
cleavage between natural reason and reason enlightened by revelation.
The “no” he writes in reference to Muhammed—“Er wusste nicht,
dass alle Offenbarung mit einem grossen Nein beginnt”17—is also
spoken to natural man and natural reason. Enlightenment by revelation
also seems to have negative effects upon reason, and it may be asked
whether enlightened reason is more or less rational than natural rea-
son. How is it continuous with natural reason?—In any case, Rosenz-
weig does not advocate an irrational faith; nor does he resign himself
to an atheistic reason. Faith’s arguments are rational.

4. The fourth line is what Rosenzweig does in the exposition of what he
calls the new thinking, das neue Denken. What does he actually mean
by this term?18 It is anti-hegelianism, anti-idealism, certainly. It em-
bodies the horror of objective, impersonal, therefore inhuman thought,
which considers or even constructs ideas and rationality over the
heads of humanity. It refutes thinking without responsibility. It re-
minds us that the subject who philosophizes is not apersonal, super-
personal, objective or even absolute reason, but man, mortal, fallible,
creaturely man.19 Philosophy is the way man tries to understand his
world and orientate his existence within it. Objective idealism could
even claim to comprehend war and death; twentieth-century man
knows too much—and too little—to make such a claim. Rosenzweig
was the first existential thinker of our age.20 Although he was never an
existentialist in the Sartrean sense, his existential point of departure
was strong enough to enable him, a few months before his death, to
salute Heidegger as his spiritual companion.21

But the category of existence had not yet been explored at that time,
and the inventory of Heidegger or Sartre would not have satisfied
Rosenzweig. He never could explore existence in its solitude—that
was for him the old petrified Greek standpoint. For him correlation
was the central category.
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Thus “the new thinking” could be deemed “absolute empiricism,”22

making use of common sense,23 it could be called “the philosophy of
experience”24 or narrative philosophy.25 The world, one’s fellowmen
(the nation especially), God, are always present in one’s heart, life and
blood. Responsibility is thus the fundamental category of existence.

Great stress is laid here upon the function of language.26 Rosenz-
weig shared with Rosenstock his great interest in language; language
is intercourse, as against the monologic structure of pure thinking.
And as Rosenzweig always spoke or wrote to a specific adressee or
audience, language or speech is essentially responsibility. Language,
in its turn, is fed by hope. Tragic man is silent; hope not only makes
man live but also makes him speak. In return the word of God and of
man gives hope. Thus “das neue Denken,” Rosenzweig’s philosophy
of language, becomes “the messianic method of knowledge.”27

By including in his philosophy not only the speech of man but also
the word of God, Rosenzweig stamps revelation into a philosophical
category. Or rather, das neue Denken brings philosophy to the point
where it realizes the necessity of revelation, or, in other words, to the
point where philosophy needs the help of theology. We may ask: Isn’t
this new thinking the abdication of philosophy? Does not faith cause
reason to resign? This transition needs closer investigation.

5. The fifth line of relation between faith and philosophy is a further
specification of what has been said just now—and is in strong contrast
with the speculative and rationalistic line. It is the conception that
reason (or philosophy) itself arrives at the understanding of its own
limits, where it is compelled to halt and pass the torch of thinking’s
estafette to faith (or theology). I know of only one non-Jewish philoso-
pher whose work is in the same vein and of the same structure: Blaise
Pascal. His Pensée 272: “There is nothing so conformable to reason as
this abdication of reason,” and its counterpoint, Pensée 277: “The
heart has its reasons, which reason doesn’t know,” could, in all its
complex paradox, have been written by Rosenzweig. It marks the dead
end of reason, revelation’s great “no,” and reason’s urge to continue.

Reason’s dead end, for theoretical reason cannot make true its claim
that it covers the whole of existence. In modern terms, philosophy too
is “truncated action.”28 Faith rightly troubles philosophy. Every phi-
losophy which claims to be able to go beyond these limits is itself built
upon some other form of belief—e.g., the belief in the omni-validity
of reason. Revelation’s “no” is definitive.

Nevertheless, theology is no rival of philosophy. Both are structured
by the Logos, which is a Dialogos. It is only the sovereign pretension
of reason which is rebuked. Thinking goes on where this self-
absolutizing reason falls short. Heidegger admitted “dass die Wissens-
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chaft nicht denkt,”29 or even “dass die seit Jahrhunderten verherrlichte
Vernunft die hartnäckigste Widersacherin des Denkens ist.”30 In a
more positive way Levinas admonishes us to think beyond our think-
ing.31 And he reminds us that metaphysics in principle always did this.
Rosenzweig himself did not put all his cards on practical reason. He
did not totally disavow theoretical reason, and thus comes near to
Anselmus’ (and Karl Barth’s) program fides quaerens intellectum. But
is this philosophy or theology? Rosenzweig himself generally refuses
the middle term “philosophy of religion.”32

Before the Enlightenment the dichotomy “philosophy or theology”
would not have been a serious problem. Since the “age of reason” it
has been one. Since then, reason has been confined strictly to the
general cognitive function, the insights of which can be shared and
controlled by common experience and logic. A further step was taken
when Kant denied to “sound reason” the capacity of metaphysical
insight. In that sense, Rosenzweig returned to the pre-Kantian philoso-
phy of Leibniz and Mendelssohn but also followed the post-Kantian
Schelling; his decision not to publish his booklet Vom Kranken und
gesunden Menschenverstand must have had something to do with his
doubts in this respect. Rational and religious knowledge are of a dif-
ferent nature. Therefore philosophy and theology are different, even
though both strive for an interpretation of reality which “holds true” in
logic and in actual life, and both use arguments to this purpose—and
arguments by nature must appeal to common sense, even if these
arguments do not originate in it. But reason can, at most, give reasons
for how things are; that things are and why things are goes beyond its
ability to explain—it is up to revelation and faith to argue that. Hence,
the thrust of Rosenzweig’s thought is exactly what he himself indi-
cates: philosophy should seek the aid of theology (see especially Part
II of The Star of Redemption). Similarly, theology needs to be firmly
rooted in common human experience. Rosenzweig puts this most
clearly in 1925, in his postscript to The Star (entitled “Das Neue
Denken”): “Die theologische Probleme wollen ins Menschliche
übersetzt werden und die menschlichen bis ins Theologische vorge-
trieben. . . . Gott hat eben nicht die Religion, sondern die Welt
geschaffen.”33

To me this statement formulates the real relation between faith and
philosophy. Vorgetrieben (pushed forward into) suggests that it is all
man’s activity. Revelation, however, means that we strike a reality and
a truth which no eye has ever seen, no ear has ever heard, what never
entered the mind of a man, all that God has prepared for those that
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love him (1 Corinthians 2:9). Revelation is not a top-experience, but a
shock-experience, which makes man reconsider everything and reori-
ent himself; it asks for teshuva [repentance].

Nevertheless, revelation does not fall upon man as a stone. It is an
appeal, which man has to answer. But how can man distinguish the
false and the true appeals? Man has to be convinced. So we argue with
ourselves and with everybody around. Arguments are always intersub-
jective. Rosenzweig means exactly that when he writes that “the theo-
logical problems have to be translated into human ones.” Only in that
way can philosophy and theology compete in giving the best interpre-
tation of reality and the best orientation to man. In other words, theol-
ogy is not only fides quaerens intellectum, it is also intellectus inter-
rogans fidem.

6. Up to now we have no more than hinted at the sixth line in Rosenz-
weig’s thought: his dialogical philosophy.34 This term covers more or
less everything that has been said about the other five lines. On the
other hand, the term “dialogical philosophy” can only be understood
in the light of the problems raised under those other headings. The
common denominator of all these problems is the central issue of
dialogical philosophy. For its claim is that thinking happens “on
speaking terms,” that is to say, it is always interpersonal and dialogi-
cal, as against idealism, Husserl’s transcendentalism and Heidegger’s
and Sartre’s existentialism. The question remains, however, whether
“dialogical philosophy” is not a contradictio in adjecto, since after all
it is still the philosopher who accounts for all his relations and di-
alogues in his personal philosophy.

It must be acknowledged that Rosenzweig himself rarely speaks of
dialogue.35 But nobody can deny that dialogue is the central category
both of his philosophy and theology and of his educational theory and
practice (the Lehrhaus). There is no less I-Thou-relation in The Star
than in Buber’s Ich und Du,36 although Rosenzweig refused to let
everything depend upon that relation.37 Theunissen considers this di-
alogical relation to be the transcendental foundation of knowledge, as
in the transcendental ego in Husserlian phenomenology. But he admits
that its philosophical status is weaker than transcendental egology.
Personally, I follow Theunissen in his statement of both the necessity
and vulnerability of dialogical philosophy. This position implies the
conception of reason as reasoning man, reasoning with somebody
else, whether another individual or God.

We might have arrived at the end of our investigation about faith possibly
troubling philosophy. The question behind all we have said has nevertheless
remained unstated and thus yet unanswered: does this conception of philoso-
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phy hold for general man and common reason, or only for Jewish thought
and the Jewish heart? Does the introduction of theology, where philosophy
reaches its limits, not limit this thinking to those who live in the light of
biblical revelation—just as Pascal and others (whose philosophy was formal-
ly similar to that of Rosenzweig) advocated a revelation which, in its con-
tents, was Christian? We return to Rosenzweig’s hesitation, mentioned at the
beginning of our article, whether his Star was a Jewish book or just a system
of philosophy. In Heidegger’s view, the two conceptions are mutually exclu-
sive: “a Christian philosophy” to him is like “a wooden iron.”38 We will
consider later whether he is right in saying so. But Rosenzweig recurrently
mentions that the Jewish heart of itself understands revelation; “die Bibel und
das Herz sagen das Gleiche,”39 he wrote, and in context this must mean the
Jewish heart. Or is that too narrow an interpretation? Elsewhere Rosenzweig
writes: where Christians found their faith on feeling or experience, Jews find
it in their blood.40 Where Christians have to bezeugen (to witness), Jews have
to zeugen (to procreate).41 Thus, what Jesus is to Christians, the nation is to
Jews;42 the Jewish nation to him is his Glaubensgrund.43

To non-Jewish believers this is not acceptable. They will maintain that the
foundation of faith can never be the Jewish nation but God’s revelation to the
Jews and the world. The Jews are God’s elected people, but wherever elec-
tion is not answered, it is not realized and it is no reality. And then: The Jews
are elected to proclaim God’s love to the world. The election is not exclusive
but inclusive. It is confirmed not by birth but by repentance, teshuva. This
does not imply that election is an individualistic affair: the visible and invis-
ible community of God’s children cuts across all nations and races, however
much they are indebted to the nation first elected. On the other hand, Chris-
tians only too often have succumbed to the temptation of letting God make
an absolute new start in Jesus Christ, forgetting or even denying that Jesus
cannot be understood except as wandering in, and renewing, the tradition of
the Jewish nation and its Torah. And does not Christian thinking make the
same mistake: ultimately limiting truth in space to the church, in time to the
history of Jesus? Indeed it did. It often even betrayed its Jewish ancestry. In
that respect my difficulties with Christian orthodoxy are infinitely heavier
than those with Jewish orthodoxy.

Now Rosenzweig did not leave it at that. In the third part of his Star of
Redemption he divides the tasks between Judaism and Christianity—the for-
mer to preserve the truth and live in the light of the Star, the latter to go out in
its light to pave the way for God’s Kingship in the world. He mentions the
dangers which befall both—introvert quietism in Judaism, extravert imperia-
listic worldliness in Christianity—and he is right in his characterisation. Still
this division of labour does not satisfy me. Even Adam in Eden’s garden was
not permitted to labour the soil without also guarding it, so how could we,
Jews and Christians, be content in performing only one of our religious
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duties? Rosenzweig himself formulates this as follows: “Meine Ansicht ist
kurz gesagt die von vielen anderen ja geteilte, dass die europäische Kultur
heute zusammenzustürzen droht und dass sie nur gerettet werden kann, wenn
ihre Hilfe kommt von den übereuropäischen, übermenschlichen Mächten.
Dass diese Mächte, von denen das Judentum eine ist, dabei sich, gerade wenn
ihnen die Hilfe gelingen wird, aufs neue europäisieren und säkularisieren
werden, . . . darüber täusche ich mich wahrlich nicht.”44 Rosenzweig intro-
duces here, in 1922, the term Säkularisierung, which was to resound so
urgently in Bonhoeffer’s letters from prison, twenty-two years later, when
Rosenzweig’s anxiety about Europe’s civilization had become reality. The
discussion about the meaning and implication of this secularization has been
going on ever since. Generally speaking, it implies that the Torah is not just
an inner-Jewish cultic affair, but that life itself is charged with responsibility
for man and creation. In Christianity, secularization will stress the humanity
of Jesus as the personification of God’s command and forgiveness. For both
Jews and Christians life may focus in what, in the light of Isaiah 53, could be
called messianic existence.

Does faith trouble philosophy? Or does it save philosophy from human
pride and pallid theory? Or does it just put philosophy in its place? We
followed Rosenzweig’s lead and do not regret it. If philosophy is what the
word says: love of wisdom, and of wisdom only, it is a good thing that faith
disturbs it with love and justice.
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Chapter Thirteen

The Relevance Of Karl Jaspers’
Philosophy Of Religion Today1

Anton Hügli

For a long period, as he himself admits, the topic of religion and theology did
not interest Karl Jaspers.2 It was only in 1931, in Philosophie, that he public-
ly pointed out the importance of faith—philosophical faith—for the “philo-
sophical doctrine.”3 After the Second World War, the question of faith be-
came a topic that decisively shaped his teaching activity in Basel. 4 It was
with a lecture on philosophical faith that Jaspers, at that time a guest lecturer,
presented himself in Basel in 1947.5 The position he took on the question of
faith led him in 1953, on the occasion of the Swiss Theological Meeting, to a
public confrontation with Rudolf Bultmann and his program of a demytholo-
gization of the New Testament.6 Four months before his eightieth birthday,
Jaspers summed up his long-standing struggle with the question of faith, in
the great late work on the philosophy of religion, Der philosophische Glaube
angesichts der Offenbarung (1962).7

To what extent is Jaspers’ philosophy of religion still relevant today? I do
not speak here of “relevance” as this is understood in opinion polls. I do not
wish to investigate how many of Jaspers’ books are still being bought today,
nor the extent to which Jaspers is quoted and his ideas received in compari-
son to other philosophers. Instead, the question is: Are there good reasons
today for reading Jaspers’ philosophy of religion anew, and perhaps more
thoroughly than in the past? In order to answer this question, I must begin
with ourselves, with our intellectual situation today.

We are told (or at least, we have been told up to now) that we live in a
secular world. The times are over in which the whole of societal life, both
private and public, was oriented unquestioningly to God and the churches.
Science has bidden farewell to all metaphysical presuppositions; the state
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derives its legitimacy exclusively from the will of its citizens; church and
state have separated; religious arguments are now out of place in public
debate. Belief in God has become a private matter, one option among others.
The basic right to freedom of religion does indeed still allow one to profess
one’s faith publicly and to orient one’s life to this faith—but only on the
presupposition that one observes the laws and does not disturb other persons
too much.8 One who wishes to talk about religious matters can do this in a
private dwelling, in a group of like-minded people, or in one’s church.9 The
secular world’s Enlightenment hope in progress affirms that ultimately, be-
lief in God will no longer be an option that anyone finds worth pursuing. In
the meantime, however, we are regrettably compelled to live with the fact
that we exist in a pluralistic world that is split into a multiplicity of religious
orientations and worldviews. And the best path to a modus vivendi in this
situation is to restrict oneself in public life, and above all in political life, to
the lowest common denominator, namely, to the question how we can live
together, rationally and justly, in the sphere of the basic reasons that are
shared by everyone. This program is called political liberalism.

The awkward—some go so far as to say the disastrous—feature of the
secular world is that its alleged autonomy has feet of clay: the religious
question, which it tries with all available means to fight off, keeps on break-
ing out afresh. This happens in very various ways. Sometimes, it is spectacu-
lar, as when fundamentalists who are willing to carry out acts of terrorism
strike again, or are on the point of erecting a new theocracy even more
abominable than the last one; sometimes, it is soft-footed, as when sociolo-
gists claim to observe that despite a massive exodus from the churches and
despite the empty church buildings, a need for religion is growing once more
in broad sectors of the population. Intellectual claims are also being made on
behalf of religion, on several levels at once: in constitutional theory, when
constitutional lawyers hold that the secular state is based on presuppositions
that it itself cannot provide, or when adherents of communitarianism demand
a state that is based on a view of the good life that is shared by all the
citizens; in moral philosophy, when ethicists express doubts about whether
an autonomous morality possesses enough motivating power, if its religious
roots are cut off; in philosophy, when spokesmen of the zeitgeist like the
prominent Jürgen Habermas seek a dialogue with the Pope “in consciousness
of what is lacking,” and when there is no end to the publication of philosoph-
ical writings on the topics of knowledge and faith, or philosophy and relig-
ion. In other words, the delusion of progress has now been followed by a
post-secular sobering up, and with a rehabilitation of the religion that the
secular world proclaimed dead, or that it passed over in silence.

However, all the attempts to make the voice of religion audible once
again suffer from a fundamental dilemma: If we do not want to follow the
terrifying example of many countries of today’s non-Western world and
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relapse into a society lacerated by clashes about faith and wars of religion,
the positive achievements of secularization must not be undone. The state
must remain religiously neutral. It cannot derive its legitimation from an
appeal to the voice of religious authorities; this can come only from the
common will of its citizens. The religious authorities may and should speak
out in civil society, but in the case of deliberations in the political institutions
“that take legally binding decisions, their contributions can play a part only
after undergoing a transformation.”10 In keeping with the demand made by
political liberalism, “transformation” here means that the religious messages
must be translated into the language that is spoken and understood by every-
one, for only thus translated can they be heard in the political arenas. A
political liberal would argue that one who appeals to the truth that God has
revealed to him, or that his church teaches, would not find acceptance among
those whose God is indifferent or even hostile to his God. Even if someone
publicly proclaims that his God commands us that we must all love each
other, because we are all children of God, he will not bring about a more
peaceful attitude in those who do not want to be the child of this God.
Accordingly, one who wishes to gain a hearing among those who believe
differently, or who do not believe, must make use of the language of the
public sphere. For example, he must speak of human dignity when what he
means is that we are God’s children; and he must speak of “that higher being
whom we venerate”11 when what he has in mind is the Christian God. But
are we not well aware, at least from the sphere of literature, of the axiom
traduttore traditore, “the translator is a betrayer”? And does this axiom not
apply equally well to the sphere of religion? Do not such considerations
compel the believer to betray precisely what is most important to him, name-
ly, to make known his God to all the world—as this God appears to him?
What is the point of all the talk about human dignity, if it entails the disap-
pearance of what is truly important to him?

It is precisely here that the dilemma of our time lies, a dilemma that
political liberalism has only served to intensify: one bows down reverently
before religion, but wherever it shows itself, it ought to do so not as what it
is, but in a secular disguise—as what it is not. The individual is guaranteed
the right to choose his religion freely, and this freedom is protected as a high
good. But when he wants to talk about what he has chosen, he is told that he
must spare other people for such words and remain among those who share
his views. We do indeed tolerate the fact that people have different faiths, but
we cannot really stand these differences. It is hard for us to stomach what is
different. And we are stuck on the horns of this dilemma in our post-secular
world. The spokesmen of the zeitgeist note this dilemma with consternation
and are content to hope that this reservation, which leads to an act of transla-
tion, could initiate a “learning process” that might even be successful, pro-
vided that both sides—the secular and the religious—know how to bear the
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burdens of translating and being translated that they impose on each other, 12

and provided that they meet each other on the level of mutual
acknowledgment.13

But why should they do this? The conscientious secular person might
perhaps do so out of fear that he had overlooked an argument that could be
won only in this way; but what does the religious citizen gain? At best, the
feeling that he is acknowledged by other citizens as a citizen with equal
rights. But how much does this mean to him, if being acknowledged by his
God is much more important to him than being acknowledged by the totality
of human beings? And if the former is in fact more important to him, does
this not make him a representative of the religious fundamentalism that,
according to Habermas, the liberal state cannot allow, and with which one
can have dealings only on the political and juridical levels? 14 If that were
true, we would be confronted by an enormous problem: every affirmation
that one must obey God rather than human beings has its provenance in the
Abrahamitic religions of revelation, and the Jewish and Islamic thinkers of
the Middle Ages, with their either/or of “law and philosophy,” recognized
what this affirmation means with regard to the relationship between religion
and politics. So did the Christian church father Tertullian, who located the
fundamental decision in the alternative between Athens and Jerusalem—the
political society in which the philosophers and human wisdom are in charge,
and the religious society that follows the divine law. As long as faith in
revelation lasts, this antithesis too will last. All that an attempt at harmoniza-
tion can do is to conceal it.15

This insight brings us to point in the contemporary debate at which there
could also be an increased readiness to listen anew to the voice of Karl
Jaspers. His philosophy of religion—more precisely, his theory of ciphers—
is more than half a century old, but it is a credible answer to the liberal
dilemma. Jaspers follows the principle that there must not be any limits to
communication and dialogue, and no interruption of communication. He
looks for the “ground on which people from every background of belief
could encounter each other to talk meaningfully about the world, to acquire
their own historical tradition anew, to purify it and to transform it, but not to
abandon it.”16 He shows that religious faith still has existential significance
for us, and demonstrates that it can be understood and adapted philosophical-
ly even in a post-metaphysical age. His absolute will to communicate makes
him all the more profoundly affected by the insuperable barrier that he en-
counters in the form of belief in revelation. My thesis is that the contempo-
rary relevance of his philosophy of religion lies in the fact that he has tackled
with complete consistency this double challenge: namely, to open himself
philosophically to religious faith, and to wage the struggle with belief in
revelation. This, however, will convince the reader only when we look at the
main features of the great philosophical work of Jaspers’ old age.
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IN SEARCH OF COMMON GROUND

Jaspers saw the fundamental condition of the modern age with perfect clarity:
the modern world, which is shaped by modern science, is unthinkable with-
out the clear-cut distinction between knowing and believing, between scien-
tific knowledge and religious or metaphysical faith. If we wish to know about
the facts of this world, the only path is that of modern, methodologically
disciplined science. Although this leads in every case only to particular an-
swers, these can in principle be grasped by everyone and communicated
universally. We can all agree on what science proposes, as well as on ques-
tions concerning the security of our existence, in the sphere of politics, mo-
rality, and economics. But we are more than subjects who engage in science
or participate in science; and we are more than beings who are driven by
existential interests.

We see that such matters do not exhaust the totality of our being as soon
as we are caught up by the question of what we actually are: Where do we
come from, where are we going, and what ought we to be in the totality of
this world? With these questions, our consciousness changes, since they are
of such a kind that no science is able to answer them. Science always con-
cerns objects in this world, never the world as a whole. If we stand in the
world and attempt to define what this totality is, it dissolves into a plurality
of totalities that encompass us: I find that I am an existence (Dasein), a
biological being, and I pursue what I take to be my interest and my happi-
ness. As a thinking person, I am impersonal consciousness, I participate in
that which is common to all those who think, and I differ from them only
through the degree and extent of my share in universal knowledge. Ultimate-
ly, however, I am only one point here, and anyone else could take my place. I
am an individual only as a member of a social fellowship that is held together
by ideas. But neither these totalities that encompass me, nor the world as that
which encompasses all these totalities, can ever become an object of the act
of knowing,17 because even in such an act of knowing an unknown remnant
would still be left over—namely, the “I” that performs this act of knowing.
This is why the world, as it presents itself to the knowing “I,” cannot be the
ultimate reality. We are, so to speak, the eye that sees the world but does not
see its own self. And this is why the world, as it appears to the knowing “I,”
cannot be the ultimate reality. The true totality would be a totality that en-
compassed both myself and the world, and that did not have a knowing “I”
outside itself. It would be both that which is known and that which knows.
Jaspers gives the name “transcendence” to this comprehensive “one.”18

Transcendence enters into our consciousness as soon as we begin—
thanks to the comprehensive selfhood that Jaspers calls a “possible exis-
tence,”19 which alone (beyond all other modes of being) makes us an “irre-
placeable” being “for which there is no substitute”—to ask where we come
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from and where we are going, since it is ultimately only on the basis of
transcendence that these questions can be answered. According to Jaspers,
this explains the undeniable need human beings have to make for themselves
images and ideas of transcendence and to lead their lives in view of transcen-
dence. There is no human existence without transcendence. Jaspers is funda-
mentally convinced that the idea that someone has of transcendence deter-
mines who that person will become.

What is the source of this knowledge that Jaspers has? And where does
this knowledge itself stand in the distinction between believing and know-
ing? He calls it a basic knowledge, which he describes as follows. It is no
longer science; it is not already philosophy, but it lies on philosophy’s bor-
der.20 With this knowledge, we light up the “sphere that is common to us
human beings, in which we communicate to each other what we think and
want, and that which exists for us.”21 Hitherto, certain “matters of faith that
were taken for granted” and were defined by their contents formed this
common sphere, but this has collapsed and we live on the basis of origins that
are infinitely various and are separate from each other. When a matter of
faith that once was taken for granted disappears, it cannot be restored. Nor
can we sit at a drawing board and produce new matters of faith of this kind.
This means that we must discover a new framework of communication that is
no longer defined by its contents and is not based (like earlier frameworks)
on presuppositions of metaphysics, ontology, or revelation, “which either
tolerated each other without in the least understanding each other, or else
fought passionately against each other as a result of their lack of understand-
ing.”22 “The presupposition for understanding” today can only be “a formal
basic knowledge that is generally obligatory in its communication,” and that
stretches out the framework so widely that “no historical origin of faith
would be lost or would have to surrender itself.”23 This basic knowledge
“elaborates the forms in which we ourselves are for ourselves in the world, in
a manner comparable to the forms or categories in which absolutely every-
thing that the consciousness can conceive appears.”24 It can never be finished
once and for all, but must always be tested anew; on this point, it is compar-
able to science. It will however, never possess the character of a “compelling
science,” since it moves on the borders of what can be known objectively. It
is a draft, a schema. This draft “brings our consciousness closer to that which
we truly want but are not able to put precisely into words.”25 Since the draft
is always general, no decision in favor of this or that content can be deduced
from it—every decision is absolutely historical.

For Jaspers, it is clear that the basic knowledge is itself no faith, but there
is a faith at work in it, albeit a faith without contents, which does not exclude
any faith with a different content.26 “It is only faith in the possibility of
unrestricted mutual understanding. It is the faith that says: Truth 27 is that
which connects us.”28 This is why the basic knowledge is more like “the
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stretching out of one’s hands. The longing is to unfold this basic knowledge
(which is the precondition of a general connecting) oneself, in the connec-
tion.”29 We are impelled to do so by the reason (Vernunft), which is the
“power present” in everyone who thinks, the power that will give the think-
ing person no rest and that wants everything to be understood.30

JASPERS’ DOCTRINE OF CIPHERS

Now that we have clarified the character of the basic knowledge that Jaspers
outlines, let us return to his principal distinction between the world and
transcendence and to the absolute need for human existence to establish a
relationship to transcendence. In phenomenological terms, there is an infinite
wealth of notions, images, and concepts of transcendence, in which people
have expressed their “origins of faith” in the course of history. The myths of
the people are the first stage of these notions of transcendence, followed by
the ideas of the one and only God, the personal God, the incarnate God.
Originally, people not only believed in these notions and ideas; they also
believed that this faith itself was a knowledge and that what was thought of
in these notions was physical reality in the world. Thanks to the purer con-
cept of knowledge that has been acquired through the modern sciences, we
realize today that there cannot be a knowledge in this field in the sense of a
science. Indeed, when we honestly acknowledge the basic philosophical idea
(most clearly developed by Kant) that it is in principle impossible to grasp
transcendence, we are compelled to admit that there will never be an answer
to the question of what transcendence “really” is, and that it is impossible to
take too seriously the second commandment in the Bible: “Thou shalt not
make unto thee any graven image.”

But how can we live with this not-knowing? And what are we to do with
the images of God that we have inherited, if all of them are incorrect?

It is precisely here that Jaspers’ doctrine of ciphers takes its starting point.
It is undeniable that the religions’ myths and ideas of God, just like the
metaphysical speculations of the philosophers about the primal one, the abso-
lute, and the totality of the world, belong to the facts of the world that we
experience. Hence they can be investigated—historically, sociologically,
psychologically, or in some other way—just like other facts. If, however, we
see them from the perspective of the impartial observer only as these facts,
we learn nothing about transcendence. All that we learn is what human
beings have believed and how they have conceived of transcendence. We
begin to understand only when we are awake and the “basic question” is
triggered in us: Where does the world come from? Who are we?31 This may
happen when we are confronted with a situation from which we see no
escape, a situation in which our being or our non-being is at stake,32 for
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example, in view of immeasurable suffering or of a guilt that cannot be made
good.33 When we are seized with despair in such situations (which Jaspers
calls “borderline situations”), and we no longer see any meaning in what we
are doing, we can suddenly realize, when we search for help or consolation in
these images and ideas, that they open what we might call a window onto
transcendence, and that the light that falls on us from this window guides us
on our path.34 We can experience this new brightness as a calm that enters
into us, a calm in which we become certain of what we must do here and
now. It is as if these images and ideas had a further, deeper meaning that lies
beyond every meaning that can be explained, a significance that transcends
our subjective opinion and our will, something that addresses us in the depth
of our soul and transforms us.35

Where this takes place, according to Jaspers, a cipher is involved. Every-
thing that appears in the world (including my empirical inner world) can be a
cipher—an event, a flower, a stone, a picture. Jaspers writes in his autobiog-
raphy that the sea, with its infinite horizons, became a cipher of transcen-
dence for him when he was a little boy, the cipher of a reality that lies behind
the infinite breadth of the horizons that keep on opening up.36 Where this
happens to us, as thinking beings, we have a deep need to understand and
fathom what that which we experience as a cipher means for us.37 But we can
do this only by attempting to formulate and communicate our interpretations
of its meaning, and to make certain of them in the dialogue with the other.

The ideas and images of God that have come down to us are attempts of
this kind, by human beings of the past, to make the transcendence communi-
cable they had experienced in ciphers. The contents of these ciphers were the
ultimate authority for people at that time. But “now they need an authority
over them that decides whether truth speaks through them at this moment and
within these boundaries.” This authority is “philosophizing and the life prax-
is of existence.”38 When we attempt to reread anew the traditional images
and ideas, filtered through this superior authority, and to make them our own
by philosophizing (in the awareness of their character as ciphers), they in
turn can become new ciphers that affect us profoundly.39

Jaspers gives us examples of how ciphers are read, by allowing us to
share in his own struggle with the great European and non-European ciphers
of the divinity. One particularly memorable example is his interpretation of
the biblical story of Job.40 The Jews unquestioningly believed in a personal
God. For Job, he becomes the great “Thou” against whom he can level
accusations because of all the terrible things that have happened to him—to a
man who is truly righteous. This provokes the opposition of his theologian
friends, to whom it seems impossible that God could be unjust. At the close
of the story, God himself gets involved in this debate. He turns on the theolo-
gians, but he does not agree with Job either. He asks him a question of his
own: Where were you, Job, when I laid the foundations of the earth? For
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Jaspers, this speech is a new cipher of transcendence, the cipher of a God
who transcends all accusations and all human ideas about a personal God, a
God whose unknowability and unfathomability must be accepted. This story
appears prima facie to be about a debate between Job and his theological
friends, in which each side endeavors to prove its case and to have its case
accepted by the other side. In reality, however, as Jaspers interprets it, it is a
battle about the true understanding of God, where one cipher stands against
another: the cipher of the personal God who can be accused, on the one hand,
against the cipher of a God who transcends the human category of personal-
ity, on the other. We could call this a purer image of transcendence. 41 For
Jaspers, it is the ciphers themselves that do battle with each other, and Job’s
real fight is his inner struggle to determine on which side he himself wants to
stand, and can stand.

But what is the point of the ciphers, if the truth transcends every cipher,
and no cipher can be the ultimate cipher? Would not a simple silence be the
most appropriate way to draw near to transcendence? Or to take the Buddhist
path of a thinking beyond all ciphers, a thinking that destroys itself in order
to make space for a ‘truth’ that is attainable only through life-long, con-
sciousness-altering exercises in meditation and contemplation?”42 This ques-
tion confronts us with a basic decision. The question whether or not I wish to
go beyond the ciphers means ultimately: Do I want the world, or do I not
want it? Here, according to Jaspers, one must make a fully clear decision
about “where one stands and lives.” For Jaspers, it is clear where “we West-
erners” stand:43 we do not want to deny the world, but to live in it. We want
this world, while at the same time wanting to get beyond the ciphers—“we
love those speculations that make us free and, as it were, allow us for one
second to feel the place, where the ciphers cease to exist.”44 But we are finite
beings tied to meaning, and we can experience the meaning of what we do
and think in this world only through ciphers that make known to us (in an
ambiguous manner) what ought to be important to us.45 It is only by means
of them that we can assure ourselves of transcendence.46 Each cipher is like a
transparent stone through which a gleam of the light of transcendence shines
on us, and this means that each cipher is equally precious. However, not
everyone is capable of seeing the light that is hidden in a cipher, and this
means that ciphers always exist only for each individual. Where one person
sees a very bright light, another finds everything opaque and dark. And we
never know whether a cipher may perhaps be a deceptive will-o’-the-wisp. A
cipher is completely dead when someone believes that he already possesses
transcendence by possessing the objectivity of the cipher, when an object of
this world is already thought to be transcendence. This is the deeper reason
why Jaspers holds that the doctrine of ciphers is incompatible with faith in
revelation, and that there is an unbridgeable antithesis between faith in the
God who becomes incarnate and philosophical faith.
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Since no cipher satisfies us fully, our yearning for the true light leads us
to search continuously for other ciphers as yet unknown to us, which might
perhaps help us to attain an even greater brightness, an even purer image of
transcendence. But we learn about these other ciphers only when we enter
into dialogue with other people and ask them about the ciphers in which
transcendence has manifested itself to them, across all the boundaries of time
and cultures. Our task is to understand these ciphers ourselves and to exam-
ine whether we can make them our own, or must reject them.47

Our lot in life means that the ground on which we stand a priori, and from
which we undertake this examination, is the historical ground of our own
culture. Jaspers believes that for us Westerners, this common ground is the
Bible as “the literary expression of the unique religious experience of a
millennium.”48 Alongside Greek antiquity, the Bible remains the indispens-
able source of our world of ciphers, the precious good that must be salvaged
for the future, since it is only in one single historicity that we can live
existentially.49 This is not because we possess superior knowledge, but be-
cause we know that “the unique common absolute truth” cannot exist for us
human beings, and that even when we “take inner existential paths that are
essentially different,” we can achieve greater clarity about our own path only
in the confrontation and struggle with these alternative paths. 50

THE PRESUPPOSITIONS THAT ALLOW
US TO READ CIPHERS

In order to take the first step toward understanding ciphers and realizing their
intellectually comprehensible meaning and its consequences, we need the
philosophical method of reading ciphers that Jaspers exemplifies in his writ-
ings. But each one must take the decisive second step for himself—it is here
that Jaspers the philosopher of existence speaks. One must keep on asking
which cipher one wants to wage one’s life on.51 This testing requires reason
and truthfulness. Reason prescribes the method, in view of the decisive goal:
we must leave nothing out and forget nothing, and so continue to stay ahead
with the One. If we do this honestly, no cipher can satisfy us on its own.

Let us take as our example Jaspers’ discussion of our attitude to the
misery and the evil in the world. Rage at the creator of the world is one of the
ciphers in response to this; the idea of a world harmony is another cipher.
Each of these claims to be the only true cipher. “But is not rage linked to
dishonesty, when it absolutizes itself? And is not the rejection of rage dishon-
est, when it fails to hear the truth that lies in the language of rage? Is not the
idea of harmony dishonest, when it covers things up? And is not the rejection
of harmony dishonest, when it treats the harmony in the world as null and
void?” The result of this examination is that there is no response to the
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question of the misery and the evil in the world that is free of contradictions
and takes account of all the facts. “Every construction of being in a cipher of
the totality breaks down if it claims to comprehend this totality. All that
remains is the comprehending of the incomprehensibility.”52

This example illustrates how ciphers are read on the basis of reason and
with a sound methodology. The aim is liberation, by enabling us to become
masters of the ciphers. Instead of letting ourselves too quickly be taken
captive by a cipher, we bring into play the factors that argue against this
cipher: In our example, we play off rage at the unjust God against praise of
the world’s harmony. We can rely only on reason, which shows us that both
answers are wrong because they lead us to make a judgment that transcends
our knowledge, and that we therefore cannot ever make.53 False generaliza-
tions will no longer lead us astray, once we have realized that whenever we
attempt to think of transcendence, we are held fast in the categories of our
understanding, which is directed to the realities of this world; we are held fast
in our ability to draw distinctions, and are consequently not in the place we
were attempting to reach by means of thought—that is to say, the transcen-
dence that supersedes all divisions.54 Where we thought we had the truth, all
that we have is a cipher.

But how are ciphers to guide us, if our methodical examination invariably
ends with seeing through ciphers as ciphers, and playing them off against
each other? We are left dangling in the air, unless—beyond logic—the sec-
ond step too is taken: the “ethical decision,” the “reality of the existence on
which the eloquence of these ciphers has an effect.”55 Reading accepted
ciphers is no substitute for the decision; it is only a preparation for our
decisions, or a remembrance of them. But how can a cipher guide us in our
decisions—and this is what Jaspers maintains—if we ourselves must decide
by which cipher we want to let ourselves be led? Jaspers’ answer is a further
cipher: ciphers speak to us, and there are ciphers “that we find attractive, and
others that we find repulsive; ciphers that help us to recognize ourselves, and
others where we feel: it is not I who excogitate such ciphers.”56 Listening to
ciphers thus means reflecting on “what we truly are and want to be,” on
whether or not we can accept the ciphers on the basis of our “being.” This is
why the decision in favor of a cipher is always a decision in favor of some-
thing that has already been decided for us. Jaspers often repeats that it is as if
I were given to myself as a present or (in the opposite experience) as if I
lacked myself.57

The meaning of ciphers and speculations about being lies exclusively in
their existential significance, and this means that the criteria of truth, which
go beyond logic, are also existential. According to Jaspers, ciphers “can be
true only in connection with the truth of the thinking person. Their truth is
manifested in the way in which this person loves, is affected, chooses, acts,
behaves.”58 Ultimately, therefore, criticism of the ciphers is always “self-
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criticism, because it is only in one’s own self that there is the experience of
what happens with the thoughts in me. In my reflection, I assess their effect, I
acknowledge or reject the states of mind and feelings that rise up in me with
these thoughts. I shed light on them, I make them my own, or I give them
admittance or fight against them.”59

BACK TO OUR INITIAL QUESTION

I have postulated that Jaspers’ doctrine of ciphers is relevant today. Wherein
does this relevance lie? Let me recall the dilemma of our post-secular world,
sketched out above: we have made our home in the merely rational thinking
of the sciences, reduced reality to the investigable world of facts, and emp-
tied the public sphere of all contents with a religious significance. We have
thereby cut ourselves off from transcendence and expelled the existential
questions that move us into the communicationless subjective inner sphere,
in which it is up to each one to determine how he gets on with his God. With
his doctrine of ciphers, Jaspers opens the window again onto that which is
other. He shows that the idea of transcendence is not a subjective fantasy, a
cranky eccentricity, but is rather an intellectual necessity—which, however,
manifests itself to the individual only if he gets involved with the inherited
myths, images, and metaphysical ideas in their full concreteness, not in a
translated form that is empty of content, but in that form in which they have
spoken to people of the past.60

Jaspers thus gave to philosophy in the post-metaphysical age its object
back, and with his new way of reading the old texts, he found the language
that makes it once again possible to speak of transcendence while still re-
specting its distance and unattainability. He has made us more aware of the
valid meaning of ciphers, and of what we are doing when we read them. He
thus offers the religions an instrument whereby they can understand them-
selves better.61 He frees us from untested speculations, from the dictatorial
thinking that lays claim to power, from the fetters of language, and from
subjection to one’s own ideas. The question of the true nature of transcen-
dence is the common point of reference that unites all who enter into this
dialogue;62 it is the One—for all. What separates them is the fact that ulti-
mately, each individual must find for himself the cipher in which transcen-
dence shows itself to him. This is the war of the ciphers that—to speak in
ciphers—must be waged in human beings.63 As long as we live, this war of
the ciphers cannot be brought to an end. But no matter how fundamental the
differences between what individuals believe in may be, they can be counted
as rational differences, as differences within the boundaries of reason.
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This has decisive political consequences. Since there are only ciphers for
the individual human being in the sphere of faith, and no objective truths for
everyone, no one can claim a privilege, a preferential position, or even an
interpretative monopoly in questions of transcendence: transcendence is
equally distant from everyone.64 There are no teachers of transcendence,
only pupils—and everyone can be a pupil. Peace between the religions seems
possible on the basis of this insight, but not the rotten peace of a misunder-
stood tolerance that merely puts up with the existence of the other. This is a
peace that demands struggle and intellectual debate, a peace in which every-
one depends on the other, because it is only in the debate with the other that
we can achieve greater clarity about our own path. Those who share this faith
form a worldwide invisible community. They are united by this faith alone,
not by specific contents of faith. It would be fatal to seek unity via contents,
even within one single church. That would mean politicization; it would
mean regarding this invisible community as a state, since it is only in the
state “that one must come together as a totality.” It is only in the state that
“Everyone is a citizen, no one is excluded. No one can exclude himself.”65

We must, however, not fail to mention the demands that this task makes
of the individual. It demands the will to find one’s own path to transcendence
anew, over and over again. It demands the honesty that holds fast to the strict
distinction between that which one can know and that which one cannot
know, but can only believe; and it demands the courage and the strength to
endure the objective uncertainty that is linked with all the questions of faith.
We must resist the inherent urge to seek objectivity and stable places that one
can hold fast in this world. We must refuse to yield to our desire to identify a
phenomenon of empirical reality—a text, an authority, or a person—with
transcendence itself, or with the voice of transcendence. This intensifies to
the uttermost the seriousness of one’s own decision.66 Are not such demands
too lofty to be the foundation of a new worldwide thinking. Does Jaspers’
philosophy make excessive demands of the human being?

Jaspers would say: It is not I who make the demands, it is human exis-
tence itself that makes these demands of us, or more precisely, it is the
intellectual and real situation into which the human being’s own thinking and
acting “have brought him, although he neither wanted this nor suspected
it.”67 And truthfulness demands that we admit this, no matter how hard it
may be for us.68 We may be crushed by the excessive demand, but it can also
cause all the powers of existence and of reason to put forth their shoots from
us.69
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Chapter Fourteen

Philosophy, Prophecy, and
Existential Hope

Marcel in the Broken World of the Twenty-First Century

Jill Hernandez

Imagine a country run by an egomaniac; someone who is nepotistic, xeno-
phobic, often irrational, yet persuasive, adored by a core group of citizens,
and lauded and funded by the elite right. Imagine the role of philosophers in
that country—how they use their abilities to highlight, engage, and provoke
deep discussion about moral and political issues in that same country in
which free speech is under threat, and a free press is called the “enemy.” The
image you have in mind might be that of Nazi Germany, and you might have
been thinking about how Gabriel Marcel called philosophers to be gate-
keepers between humanity and truth, to facilitate a commitment to preserving
the dignity of humanity while under attack, and to ensure that concrete phi-
losophy was truly engaged with the issues that threaten existential well-
being.

Although there are obvious political and social differences, certainly, be-
tween the time in which Marcel wrote and today, the political tensions be-
tween the pursuit of truth and party expediency that subsist in today’s social
environment bear striking similarities. Philosophers in this modern age face
similar obstacles—not only for their roles in the university and higher learn-
ing, but in society and the public sphere. This chapter uses the work of
Marcel to argue that philosophy’s main function in this challenging time for
the free exchange of ideas is to be a gate-keeper by fulfilling what he deemed
the prophetic call of philosophy: to call out action that denigrates, to concern
itself with concrete moral action that fights against the ameliorative devasta-
tion of suffering in the world, and to clearly highlight, communicate, and
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exemplify hopeful action. (Marcel thinks of this call as “prophetic” because
it requires historical knowledge, but also an ability to project future possibil-
ities to others.)

This chapter will discuss the gate-keeping function of the philosopher for
Marcel, will demonstrate why Marcel thought the philosopher’s call is (at
root) prophetic in a secular sense, and will argue that the prophetic gate-
keeping required of philosophers is always a project for ethics, with an
ultimate end to confer dignity back to those who suffer. If the prophetic call
is a call to moral action, that action will orient the self toward humanity.
Moral action oriented outward, when married to authentic, meaningful self-
hood, can provide an existential, ethical indubitable—that connected lives in
a community can find and create meaning (even in the face of suffering) by
being cooperatively conjoined, adapted, and oriented toward something other
than itself.1 In short, philosophy’s gate-keeping means it provides engaged,
sustaining hope to the world.

PHILOSOPHERS AS GATE-KEEPERS;
GATE-KEEPERS AS PROPHETS

While it is impossible here to give a comprehensive assessment of the
existential ground of human dignity (and so, of morality) in Marcel’s work, if
I can sketch out an outline of how philosophy can respond to Marcel’s call to
concretely respond to that dignity by mitigating the impact of atrocities to-
day, I will have succeeded in providing fodder for future conversation about
engaged philosophy in the twenty-first century. Philosophers, as gate-keep-
ers, should want morality to function to guide and explain behavior that
relates for and about others, and so to develop an ethics that evidences the
relation between participants of human action. The gate-keeping function of
philosophers centers on their commitment to truth, at least truth of a particu-
lar sort. Whereas most thinking in the world relies upon primary reflection
(for Marcel, means/ends reasoning that is necessary to solve problems), the
world itself is not a problem to be solved but is centered upon relationships
(which require secondary reflection, which is about meaning rather than
function). Philosophers are uniquely situated to remind the world that mean-
ingful life is a mystery upon which to reflect, and so they are obligated to
demonstrate what has true existential value. The words of the philosophers in
this present age, then, will stand in constant juxtaposition against the ever-
growing fetish of materialist technological advancement that seeks power at
all costs.

The fetish fails to capture that there is nothing within power which can
truly dominate or even grasp reality.2 This is reflected today in the fact that
people are so fascinated by the power of human technology that they make it
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an end in itself and are unwilling to subject it to any values, even the value of
truth. But to reject the value of truth logically undermines the alleged truth of
every world view, even that of Nietzsche, in which reality is nothing but the
will to power. (The irreconcilability of the will to power and the will to truth
is itself one manifestation of our broken world, on Marcel’s view.)3

Truth for philosophers, in a climate of competing, alternative facts, must
transcend the commodification of whomever is attempting to get their candi-
date elected, whomever is putting themselves at the apex of control, and
whomever is selling the next best gadget to ostensibly bring people together.
Although a notorious luddite and curmudgeon about technology in general
(Marcel refused for years to use a typewriter, even, though before his death,
he finally acquiesced to allowing one in his apartment for his transcriber), his
warnings seem prescient even decades after he died—a sort of prophecy for
the gatekeepers. He writes, “Technical progress seems to many to be the
necessary and infallible way to obtain human wellbeing and happiness, and
the latter is identified with pleasure and satisfaction on a material level” The
result of all this progress is what Marcel calls a “broken world,” a “world
divided” and “at war with itself.”4

By “broken,” “divided,” and “at war with itself” Marcel is referring to
existential states of being in which we treat others (and are treated by others)
as mere objects, functions, and problems to be solved. But, he also means
that our brokenness leads to literal schisms and war. Marcel’s generation
lived through the rise and ultimate deployment of nuclear weapons, and our
generation (like his) constantly faces the threat of their use. The possibility of
world war, Marcel understood, is a state of being in which humanity can
actually eradicate itself. “The fruits of our amazing technological progress
are weapons of mass destruction possessed by many states whose relation-
ships with each other are primarily in terms of power, often blatantly mani-
fest in the desire of conquest.”5

The contemporary despair, the existential groaning of the age, seems to
be a stage past the “widely diffused pessimism” that Marcel identified as
rampant in his time, and is the natural consequence of the continued devolu-
tion of the broken world. This modern age differs from Marcel’s at least in
that technologically-enhanced weapons (chemical, biological, nuclear, and
digital) are proliferated among state and non-state actors. Ours uses atrocities
and the threat of atrocities to subject others into submission. And this age
uses the fear of acute suffering to commodify whatever is being sold to the
mass public.6 Philosophers today have the benefit of recent history and a
knowledge of power structures, however, as tools with which to stand in the
gap, between those who would perpetuate atrocity and those who would
suffer from it. On a smaller scale, philosophers are able to name the inevita-
ble despair that comes to those who put their faith in material things, since
there is no material thing which is capable of helping the powerless contend
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with the fundamental loss of meaning in the world. Techniques to solve all
problems lead to devaluing or even ignoring the urgent human demand
which prompts a person to be a philosopher—to seek truth about meaning of
existence and reality as a whole.

But philosophers must do more today than seek truth. Philosophers are
those, for Marcel, who respond to a call about truth—a call which incorpo-
rates the vocation of naming evil, fostering meaning, and providing hope to
the world. Herein lies the prophetic nature of philosophy’s gate-keeping. In
Creative Fidelity, Marcel writes, “Hope consists in asserting that there is at
the heart of being, beyond all data, beyond all inventories and all calcula-
tions, a mysterious principle which is in connivance with me. . . . I assert that
a given order shall be reestablished, that reality is on my side in willing it to
be so. I do not wish: I assert; such is the prophetic tone of true hope.”7

One reason why philosophy is, among other callings, best suited to com-
municate hope, is that (for Marcel), philosophy’s focus is fundamentally
concrete, about the world outside of the thinker. Marcel writes that “strange
as it may seem, in this matter it is true to say that it [vocation] comes both
from me and from outside me at one and the same time; or rather, in it we
become aware of that most intimate connection between what comes from
me and what comes from outside, a connection which is nourishing or con-
structive and cannot be relinquished without the ego wasting away and tend-
ing towards death.”8 Let us remember that for the philosopher, everything is
in some way a trial, “How could the philosopher fail to be almost over-
whelmed by the disconcerting multiplicity of the empirical data which has to
be taken into account, for the fear of falling into arbitrary implications?
Nevertheless, [the philosopher must] overcome such fears; there is such a
thing as philosophical courage.”9

The courage of philosophers requires the ability to communicate effec-
tively to those who are not philosophers, which also, in part, requires philos-
ophers in this century to examine how we do philosophy. Framing hope, for
example, around the formal constraints of a self-imposed reason inverts the
way we relate to others. Rather, for Marcel, the situatedness of the other
produces a normative encompassing tie between persons, the result of which
is a conceptual and pragmatic connection between my act and those it im-
pacts. Since hope requires a community, philosophy that is distinct from the
concrete suffering of, and loss of meaning for, others has a value akin to
intelligent navel-gazing. If the philosopher is committed to truth, and gate-
keeping is a consequence of this commitment, the philosopher must also act
to foster ties between others, “The other, in so far as he is other, only exists
for me in so far as I am open to him, in so far as he is a Thou. But I am only
open to him in so far as I cease to form a circle with myself, inside which I
somehow place the other, or rather his idea; for inside this circle, the other
becomes the idea of the other, and the idea of the other is no longer the other
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qua other, but the other qua related to me.”10 Being open to the other and
fostering ties between others is a distinctive leadership quality that the phi-
losopher today can embrace, and, it seems should embrace if philosophy is
able to effectuate meaningful change in response to the world’s problems
today.

Philosophical leadership might demand the philosopher to ask, in the
words of the legal scholar in Scripture, “Who, then, is my neighbor?” For
Marcel, the question is slightly altered, “Who, then, is the other?” Marcel
would argue that the other is the one to whom I can relate in such a way as to
be present—and this presence is unbound to the situation of the other—
indeed, my presence is even more important for the person who is not able to
reciprocate because of her situatedness. Marcel writes,

I should be more inclined to say that circumstances may, and even must,
inevitably arise in which I shall become aware of an anxiety which appears,
upon reflection, to extend infinitely beyond these circumstances themselves,
for it possesses a permanent nature, in that it is not bound to this or that
present. Furthermore, as soon as it is formulated, it extends to all the beings
whom I may consider to be participating in the same experience that I am. It is
anxiety for all of us; and this is tantamount to saying that it is not at all a
question of man in general—a mere fiction invented by a certain rationalism—
but rather of my brothers and myself.11

Marcel isn’t merely rejecting general, unspecific obligations to others. Rath-
er, he rejects abstractions which create distance between the self and others.
Moral difficulties ensue when I abstract away my obligations to others on the
basis that I am not related to the other. Circumstances do not dictate who is
related to me; rather, my ability to participate in the situation of the other
connects me to the other such that I am obligated.

But, to what extent are philosophers called to participate, and to whom
are philosophers obligated? Philosophy, Marcel observed, is a vocation
which relies upon a subjective framework of experiences that ought to pre-
scriptively engage with the world through hope. Existential hope, then, is the
message that philosophers uniformly project to the world, but the way that
they succeed is by facilitating an intersubjective “communion” with others—
especially in a time in which secular values of life, dignity, and health are in
crisis globally.12 Poetry, art, and music all are subjectively experienced but
share the power to transcend such “structural matters” to be present to non-
aesthetes. Marcel contends philosophy similarly requires that a wide range of
experts communicate goods to others, so that the voice of the philosopher is
about and entwined with the end goal of providing fresh hope for the
world.13 The prophetic voice of philosophy, then, resides in its ability to
ultimately transmute suffering through existential hope. If hope is a trans-
muted good, philosophy can help override atrocious harm.
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The path to transmuting suffering through hope is difficult, since hope for
Marcel involves the ability to provide opportunities for flourishing. The im-
plication is that hope is contrasted with mere wishing, mere desire. Desire
seeks assurance and finds the “facts” it needs by seeing what it wants to see.
Hope, communicated properly in truth to the sufferer, is not optimistic. Hope
tells the sufferer what is, and tells the sufferer if meaning is possible given
the possibilities at hand. Desire is always narrowly focused and is not open to
other options. Desire seeks one goal, and nothing else will do. Hope may
assert itself and even be prophetic: it is essentially open to what may come,
and recognizes that even though reality is fundamentally on its side, the way
in which this fact may eventually show itself is uncertain.14 Desire expresses
what it thinks will provide fleeting satisfaction. The prophetic nature of hope,
however, resides in its ability to see past the here and now, and to provide
existential sustenance, “If time is in its essence a separation and as it were a
perpetual splitting up of the self in relation to itself, hope on the contrary
aims at reunion, at recollection, at reconciliation; in that way, and in that way
alone, it might be called a memory of the future.”15

Philosophers are uniquely positioned to communicate hope to those who
suffer, because philosophers are called to face their own contingency, and
protest against problematizing human existence. Our broken world, Marcel
contends, rests on our immense refusal to reflect (for example, on the pur-
pose and impact of all our techniques) and imagine (for example, the horren-
dous consequences of a nuclear holocaust or the abysmal poverty of most of
humanity). When we refuse to reflect and imagine, the vanity of humanity
allows us to become entangled in the grip of desire and fear.16 To succeed in
communicating hope to this broken, entangled world, the philosopher must
set hope up as a way through-which we can protest against our self-induced
fear, and the global silencing of human dignity. Hope communicated, in the
face of dignity silenced, makes a demand on the community to reestablish an
image of humanity as beings with “essential dignity” through integrity, avail-
ability, and freedom.17 His basic claim is that humans long for “fullness,” for
a rich individual and communal existence that is affirmed through such uni-
versal values as love, peace, beauty, justice, and truth—they are the counter-
points to the broken world, typified by selfishness, alienation, and atomiza-
tion. In an academic examination there are clearly formulated rules and the
stage has been set in advance (for example, when we alter an argument to
ensure its validity), whereas in the real world there is nothing of the kind
despite the real world being the domain in which philosophers should have
the most impact. In reality, the stage always remains to be set; in a sense
everything always starts with zero, and the philosopher is not worthy of the
name unless she not only accepts but wills this harsh necessity, and uses her
considerable gifts to provide hope to those who can no longer engage in
meaning-making.18
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Ethics, then, as the pursuit of truth of value and being, resides in the
concrete, rather than in transcendent principles. What this means for philoso-
phy’s prophetic call is that it too cannot be formalized objectively. Truth
cannot be anonymous; it cannot be separated from the inner struggle and the
spiritual development of the individual philosopher. In such an ontology, our
responses in terms of anxiety, concern, guilt, and decision will not be ex-
cluded from the field of philosophical research by limiting the latter to a
dispassionate, intellectual apparatus forged into conformity with phenome-
na.19 Rather, the philosopher’s reciprocity with a broken world, armed with
the prophetic voice of hope, is not grounded in an a priori conception of
moral reasons nor without an understanding of power relations in the world.
A philosopher deals with realities that are “present” to his or her self and “not
really separable from it,” and so there is an organic connection between
presence and mystery.20 For Marcel, every human presence is mysterious
when it is joined to the self in some way. For an image of this mysterious
presence, Marcel utilizes the feeling and character of “the presence near one
of a sleeping person, especially a sleeping child,” and more generally of the
proximity of any vulnerable unprotected person.21 On one hand, (problemati-
cally), the person is simply an object completely in our power. But, as a
mystery (as a Thou with whom we have ultimate union, we see him or her as
“sacred,”22 who must be related to on the basis of their dignity).

Morality, then, is fruitless if the self seeks only to foresee tangible happi-
ness without the orientation of the self toward humanity.23 Those who are
suffering, however, are often unable to create individual existential meaning
and sustaining it can be impossible—let alone being able to form substantive
relationships with others toward community. Those who are in boundary
situations instead must rely on those who have the privilege of being able to
create meaning for themselves. Authentic presence that is required of those
who have such privilege depends upon their ability to connect and identify
with the vulnerable—a reciprocity, a being with others who may not be in a
position to give anything. The terms of reciprocity mandate, for Marcel, that
when others are reduced, so am I:

On the other hand, the anxiety I feel is all the more metaphysical inasmuch as
its object cannot be separated from me without I myself being annihilated. It is
doubtless true to state that except for the problem of “what am I?” there are no
other metaphysical problems, since in one way or another, they all lead back to
it. And in the last analysis, even the problem of the existence of other con-
scious beings is reduced to it. Indeed, a secret voice I am unable to silence
assures me that if others are not, then neither am I. I cannot grant myself an
existence, while accepting that others be deprived of it; and here “I cannot”
does not mean “I have not the right,” but rather, “it is impossible for me.” If
others elude me, then I elude myself.24
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Existential ethics flips ideal moral theory on its head: what is morally pos-
sible comes from what is lived (rather than from principles) and what is
morally obligatory is grounded in the plight of others who are hopeless and
their plight is directly tied to my own, as a philosopher. I am directly obligat-
ed despite proximity. If those who are able to act only rationalize about
whether they should, the only likely results are indifference or dejection.

There is one potential danger in a philosophical gate-keeping model of
discourse about atrocities. Philosophers, as gate-keepers, are solitary in their
action. They are solitary in their resoluteness, and strive for consistency in
their own journey while they act to build up the other. Marcel condemned
abstract, solipsistic philosophy in the strongest terms, “A gravely erroneous
conception of philosophy . . . has helped to strike it with barrenness; this
erroneous conception consists in imagining that the philosopher as such
ought not concern himself with passing events, that his job on the contrary is
to give laws in a timeless realm, and to consider contemporary occurrences
with the same indifference with which a stroller through a wood considers
the bustling of an ant hill.”25 The philosopher’s call particularly is focused
outward (although, understood only after the philosopher has processed her
call inwardly). Terence Sweeney explains that for Marcel, “To be called is
not a solitary event but an unfolding drama of self-creation in response to
interior exigencies and exterior summonses.”26

The relational model of ethics imagined by Marcel is threatened by a
politically pluralistic model, in which trust and friendship are undermined by
scaling his view to include all differences among all people that we could
interact with on a global scale. This can create a paralysis of action similar to
abstraction, in which we distance ourselves from personal responsibility for
suffering in the world by claiming distance from it. Similarly, multiple actors
in political situations could argue that scaling a relational-model is pragmati-
cally impossible, but such a view misses what Marcel wants for philosophy.
Rather, philosophers ought not be daunted by the threat, since they are able
to speak to collectives while attending to the needs of individuals. We do not
ignore the needs of the global other by claiming solidarity with those who are
proximate to us, just as we resist conforming to those who remain unaffected
by the other. The focus instead should be about the facticity of those to whom
the philosopher testifies, “The proper audience for philosophers are those
who experience a deep metaphysical uneasiness or anxiety about the funda-
mental questions of their existence. . . . Philosophers are those who are
driven by a deep inner demand for more open and receptive kinds of experi-
ence filled more with the light of truth and containing some answer to those
ultimate questions and therefore some satisfaction of their metaphysical un-
easiness.”27 Philosophy invites discord and difference, but insists on truth.
The gate of truth opens to advocate for those who cannot do so for them-
selves, through a resoluteness of the will to unity.
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The prophetic voice of philosophers that Marcel sets up stands in contrast
to the gate-keeping of the powerful, in which ideas of the weak and power-
less are suppressed. When Marcel writes that, “The responsibility of the
philosopher is much less to prove than to show . . . where to show is to make
ripen and thus to promote and transform,”28 he demands that philosophy’s
showing result in active, receptive, present help to the suffering. But, where-
as the gate-keeping of the powerful aims toward benefitting the powerful, the
practice of philosophy comes at a cost to the philosopher. The spirit of truth
is, simply, the philosopher’s willingness to face the truth29 in order to see the
true value of things. Giving of oneself to advocate for others—even when, as
Marcel thinks, we are obligated to do so despite our self-interest30 —isn’t
kenotic self-sacrifice. Rather, it is the recognition that we are each contin-
gent, in need of the other, so we can live with and for the other. To be a
responsible philosopher one must never “be dissociated from his responsibil-
ity towards other men . . . a philosopher worthy of the name can develop and
be properly defined only under the sign of fraternity.”31 To bear witness to
justice or peace or any other ideal seems “possible only insofar as the idea is
embodied in a historical situation.”32 No one would sacrifice themselves for
an abstraction; peace or justice must be embodied in human persons or com-
munities of persons to be worthy of our fidelity.33

Marcel knew the challenges of the philosopher-prophet. Philosophers
then “tended ultimately to exclude . . . the idea that the mind can, as it were,
objectively define the structures of reality and then regard itself as qualified
to legislate for it. My own idea was, on the contrary, that the undertaking had
to be pursued within reality itself, to which the philosopher can never stand
in the relationship of an onlooker to a picture.”34 Rather than stand silent,
gaping at the aesthetic dissonance of the suffering occurring today, philoso-
phers instead are called to be gate-keepers, prophets of hope, to speak truth
and confer meaning to those witnesses of concrete atrocity today, who are
choked in the maw of collective helplessness.
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Chapter Fifteen

The Unifying Force of Emotion
Human Nature, Community, and the World

Nikolaj Zunic

The thesis of my chapter is quite simple. I wish to argue that feeling is the
source of unity in human life, whereas a certain kind of rational comportment
has the tendency to divide and separate, even to alienate. The nature of this
unity is multiform, being given expression in three pivotal areas: human
nature, human community and the human being’s relation to the world. The
main inspiration behind this thesis is the thought of Gabriel Marcel. The best
way, however, to begin my reflection on this topic is to present three con-
crete, not uncommon situations that will serve us well pedagogically.

In the first scenario, imagine a man named Karl who is an ambitious and
successful lawyer for a large law firm. He handles very important cases and
influential clients and works extremely hard, putting in long hours, including
evenings and weekends. Karl is paid handsomely and has garnered a remark-
able reputation in the law and business worlds for his outstanding accom-
plishments, a standing which puts him at the top of his game. However, over
time all the stress and worry start to take their toll on Karl. He eventually
experiences strange things happening to his body and mind: extreme exhaus-
tion, insomnia, panic attacks, depression and anxiety. His perfect world starts
to crumble and fall apart. He loses control of his life and believes that all is
lost. Despair starts to take root in his person.

Now picture a second scenario. Trevor and Lisa have been married for a
couple of years. They are former high school sweethearts. At that time, in
high school, when they first started dating, Trevor was the captain of the
football team and Lisa was president of the student council. They were both
very popular at school. Years later they married, presumably because they
loved each other. However, as time went on their relationship started to
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deteriorate. Trevor was very critical and judgmental of Lisa, always pointing
out her flaws and imperfections. He was never satisfied with anything that
she did. Nonetheless, Trevor still desired Lisa sexually and because he was
an imposing figure he usually got his way in the bedroom, even if Lisa was
not in the mood. Although their sexual appetites were regularly satisfied,
virtually always at Trevor’s instigation, there were no children in this mar-
riage because of their regular use of contraception. Lisa was terribly sad and
lonely in this marriage; Trevor, by contrast, was irritable, angry and self-
righteous. It was inevitable that Trevor and Lisa would get a divorce and go
their separate ways.

Finally, I propose a third scenario. Samantha is a bright and sophisticated
young woman, a recent graduate of a prestigious college. She is very well
educated and has by all accounts a promising future ahead of her. The prob-
lem is that she is deeply disturbed by existential questions about the meaning
of life. She feels lost and aimless and doesn’t have a sense of the direction of
her life. Furthermore, because she studied the natural sciences, she knows
that the universe has no intrinsic meaning; we are simply products of The Big
Bang and evolution. Since she was not raised in a religious household and
has no faith in God or the spiritual realm, she believes that death is really the
end of life, that there is no afterlife or heaven, certainly no immortality.
Samantha earnestly believes that we are simply biological entities and noth-
ing more and once our bodies cease to function we go out of existence. All of
these thoughts brewing in her mind instill in her a profound uneasiness, a
ceaseless agitation, that could be described as a state of not feeling at home in
the world.

These three fictitious, hypothetical situations illustrate a common under-
lying problem: each of the persons featured here experiences a feeling of
radical detachment, estrangement, and alienation. In the first case, Karl the
lawyer is so preoccupied with his career aspirations that he ignores the im-
pact that his workaholic lifestyle is exerting on his body. Eventually his body
rebels and manifests physical illness, which shocks and scares Karl who is
not used to these kinds of abnormal sensations and symptoms. In the second
case, Trevor and Lisa, although married and living with the impression that
they love each other, demonstrate conflict and a disharmony between them-
selves. There appears to be a disconnect between their ideas of what their
relationship is all about and how the relationship exists in reality. There is an
incongruence between thought and reality, speech and truth. It is not surpris-
ing that this false understanding of their marriage union ultimately succumbs
to its disruption. And in the final example, that of the intelligent and savvy
Samantha, there exists a feeling of alienation from the world. Samantha,
despite and perhaps because of all her intellectual learning, cannot discern
this life as meaningful and valuable. It all seems so pointless and absurd. She
is truly detached from the context of her life in the world.
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These experiences of division and separation have two elements in com-
mon: (a) they are caused by a certain intellectual disposition adopted by the
persons in question; and (b) they exhibit or reveal themselves in negative
feelings. One could argue that it is precisely the peculiar role which the
intellect plays in directing and controlling these individuals’ lives that occa-
sions the negative emotions of fear, anxiety, betrayal, loss, anger, alienation,
and despair. Expressed differently, the experiences of separation are feelings,
albeit painful ones. The feelings underlie the divisions that arise between
Karl and his body, between Trevor and Lisa, and between Samantha and the
world. However, the only way that these feelings could be judged to be
negative—that is, painful, hurtful, empty—is because they have a positive
correlate. That is to say, feelings are negative only in contradistinction to
positive feelings. Aside from the self-evident truth that positive feelings are
positive because they make us feel good, we can recognize that if negative
feelings are negative because they inhere in various experiences of fragmen-
tation and disassociation, then the opposite must be true for positive feelings,
that is, positive feelings are positive precisely in so far as they inhere in
experiences of unity. A positive feeling is one which evinces some kind of
human unity. This phenomenological analysis shows us that feelings seem to
be quite fundamental human experiences. They seem to have something to
do, in a quite basic way, to how human beings relate to their own bodies, to
other human beings, and to the world. But what exactly is a feeling? How do
we make sense of the nature of feelings?

We can learn much about the nature of feelings and how they are intrinsi-
cally unifying forces in human life from the thought of Gabriel Marcel who
focused on feelings as paramount human realities. It first needs to be said that
feelings are something felt or experienced, rather than things that are thought.
The most important way to elucidate the essence of feelings is to contrast it
with that which it is not. Feelings are not thoughts or ideas; feelings and
thoughts are two different things. When I feel sad, for example, I am not
thinking that I am sad. The thought that I am sad is something distinct and
different from my actually feeling sad. Numerous other real world examples
can be cited to illustrate this distinction. Teachers try to inculcate excitement,
passion and interest in their students for the subjects which they teach but
usually only impress upon their students the notion that they should be excit-
ed, passionate and interested.1 Being interested or excited is a feeling, not a
thought. Similarly, many religiously devout persons are taught to behave and
live in certain ways congenial to their religious traditions, but often only have
an intellectual comportment toward these teachings. For instance, it is a basic
tenet in Christianity that one should love one’s enemy, yet most Christians
have difficulty moving beyond the doctrine that they should love and em-
brace warmly the person who has harmed them. It is another thing entirely to
actually love one’s enemy, which is so much more than the thought or duty to
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act in this way. In other words, I could know that I should love my enemy
without actually loving my enemy; the love is not to be equated with the
thought. If this distinction between feeling and thought is correct, then we
can situate the reality of feelings in the body rather than in the mind. It is my
body which feels, whereas my mind thinks or reflects. Marcel is adamant that
feeling has something fundamentally to do with my body, as this passage
from his Metaphysical Journal tells us: “I am inclined to think that there can
only be a body where there is the act of feeling.”2 Not only does feeling
inhere in the body, but feeling reveals my body to me. I am a body only
insofar as I feel.

The Western philosophical tradition shares this view that feelings are
associated with the body. However, although intrinsically bodily, emotions
are also regarded as produced or accompanied by some mental operation.
The ancient Stoics taught that emotions were judgments which moved the
body in certain ways;3 medieval philosophers argued that emotions were
produced from the inner sense called the cogitative sense (also called “partic-
ular reason”) which alters the body in response to certain external stimuli;4

and in modernity, Descartes defines emotions as modifications of the body
caused by judgments.5 It is interesting to observe the role that judgment
plays in these traditional theories of feelings. On the one hand, it is consid-
ered obvious that we experience emotions, such as fear or jealousy, because
of situations that we judge to be fear-inducing or jealousy-inducing. That is
to say, emotions do not just arise spontaneously and for no good reason; they
are prompted by our judgments about the nature of the objects and circum-
stances we encounter in life. One way of putting this is that there is always a
reason why one experiences feelings. On the other hand, judgments aid the
philosopher to categorize and classify emotions. Words and concepts are
attached to feelings; descriptions are given about what emotions are. For
example, Aristotle provides an entire taxonomy of emotions in his Rhetoric.
Anger, Aristotle writes, is a desire, accompanied by pain, for what appears to
be revenge for what appears to be an unmerited slight upon oneself or one’s
friends.6 Aristotle also provides definitions and discussions of a slew of other
emotions, such as friendliness, hatred, fear, shame, kindness, pity, envy, and
emulation. It is not startling to discover that philosophers have a penchant for
understanding and categorizing emotions, giving them labels and descrip-
tions and defining their objects and nature.

Marcel is much more circumspect in his reflection on feelings. The two-
fold division of feelings into the idea or definition of the feeling and the
feeling itself gives rise to two distinct but interrelated problems. When we
contrast the mind and the body like this, suggesting that the judgment inheres
in the mind and the feeling in the body, then it appears that we are relying on
a dualistic model of human nature. We stated earlier that feelings, for Marcel,
are not thoughts, an assertion that suggests that feelings are at odds with or
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separated from thoughts, that the body is distinct from the mind. But this
division only exists if we assume a peculiar attitude toward our emotions, an
intellectual posture which seeks to cognize their essence. When we endea-
vour to turn our emotions into ideas, then we distort the emotion itself and
create an unfortunate dualism in the process, that being between the idea of
the emotion and the emotion itself. This first problem leads naturally to the
second dilemma. When Marcel analyzes the domain of feeling, he is loathe
to give us a classification of emotions, the way that other philosophers have
done so. He does not ascribe names to particular feelings in order to help us
to understand what they are and how to identify them. Why does he not do
this? For two reasons. First, a feeling, strictly speaking, cannot be spoken of
abstractly. A feeling is rooted in a person’s body and as long as it is a feeling
it is bodily. However, the moment that we start to talk about it, we are no
longer treating the feeling as a feeling—that is, feeling qua feeling—but have
removed it from its proper setting in the body and are now treating it as a
universal concept which anybody can come to understand.7 Marcel is ada-
mant that feelings are specific to the bodies of individual persons. To use
Marcel’s language, feelings are concrete, not abstract. Second, it is a com-
mon human experience to be in error with respect to one’s feelings. We often
have mistaken ideas about what exactly we are feeling. Am I really hungry
right now or am I simply telling myself that I am hungry? Do I really love my
wife or am I deceiving myself? Am I truly a patriot of my country if I am not
prepared to sacrifice my life in the line of battle against the foe? One of
Marcel’s fundamental principles is this human tendency to deceive oneself or
to be mistaken about what precisely one is feeling. We may think we know
how to categorize and describe our feelings, but all too often we reveal in
different ways that our ideas are not in harmony with our real feelings or that
our ideas may not accurately reflect what our feelings happen to be. Feelings
seem to give rise to errors in their interpretation as ideas. On this point
Marcel asserts: “Yet we all admit that we may be misled about what we
experience.”8

Given these considerations, then, Marcel’s conclusion is that feelings are
not meant to be cognized or turned into ideas or mastered by intellectual
thought. Whenever we attempt to capture our feelings in thoughts we distort
the feelings and as a consequence lose the feeling itself. For example, when I
love a person, I should not attempt to intellectualize this feeling, to try to
conceptualize and define it, for to do so would result in the evaporation of the
feeling of love itself. This explains why the answer to the question, “What is
a feeling?” is not straightforward for Marcel. Does this mean that we cannot
understand feelings at all, that we should never try to comprehend feelings or
attempt to communicate them? Not at all. In this context Marcel writes about
two different kinds of reflection: a primary and secondary reflection.9 These
are two different ways or modes of understanding. Primary reflection is an
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intellectual comportment which analyzes reality and in so doing dissects and
splits it apart. It is through primary reflection that the bifurcation between the
mind and the body—this being the crux of Cartesian dualism—comes about.
However, secondary reflection produces a synthesis and unity. It brings
things together and harmonizes them, rather than pulling them apart. Marcel
tells us that secondary reflection inheres in a certain unity that is achieved
with respect to me and my body. When I recognize that my body is not
something foreign to me, something that I have or possess, as an object, but
that I am my body, then secondary reflection emerges from this datum of my
unified human nature. One could argue that secondary reflection is nothing
other than my recognition that I am my body. I need to see this, to acknowl-
edge this, to feel this truth. Marcel is clear on this point when he writes: “My
body is my body just in so far as I do not consider it in this detached fashion,
do not put a gap between myself and it. To put this point in another way, my
body is mine in so far as for me my body is not an object but, rather, I am my
body.”10 When I cease to regard my body as something other than me, then I
begin to understand what I am.

The unique nature of this kind of understanding that emerges from secon-
dary reflection, from the unity of the body and the soul, is nothing other than
feeling. I feel that I am my body, not that I intellectually cognize this datum.
Yet this feeling is a form of understanding, what Marcel also calls an “illumi-
nation.” This feeling, furthermore, is so fundamental to me that I am abso-
lutely certain of its truth. Marcel refers to this feeling of my being my body
as an “existential indubitable,” the certitude or assurance that I am my body.
Certitude, of course, is a feeling of being certain. To a Cartesian thinker, this
kind of certitude, anchored in feeling, is most perplexing. But the insight that
Marcel is trying to convey with this doctrine is that when I am a properly
unified being, that is, when my mind and body are one, which is to say that “I
am my body,” then this feeling is one that I cannot contradict or doubt at all.
Not only can I not doubt it from some intellectual position, since I am unified
with my body and am not at variance with it, but most importantly I exist as a
unified whole without any internal opposition to this reality. This feeling of
absolute assurance or certitude is hope. Is Marcel contradicting himself by
attempting to name a feeling? Could he possibly be mistaken about catego-
rizing this feeling as hope? Well, no, because this feeling of the “existential
indubitable” is the most rudimentary reality in my being and is the basis of
all positive feelings. If this feeling is truly one of assurance and certitude,
then it is self-evident that one could not be mistaken about it. Hope is pre-
cisely this feeling of assurance and its locus is in the unified body.

There are many things that could be said about hope in this Marcelian
context. However, I would like to point out only three main ideas that are
relevant for our reflection. First, Marcel emphasizes that hope has to do
basically with the very substance or being of the human person. Hope is truly
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embedded in the unified human being; one could say that hope has an anthro-
pological meaning. Marcel writes: “The soul has existence through hope
alone; perhaps hope is the stuff of which the soul is made.”11 Second, hope is
the overcoming of despair and dejection. Hope is the feeling that life is worth
living, that my existence is good, that there is a positive impulse at the basis
of my being, despite all the negativity and evil and darkness of the world.
Marcel asserts that hope does not calculate and take into account facts. When
one hopes one does so in the face of and despite all the bleakness of empiri-
cal realities. Hope resides in the domain of what Marcel calls “the unverifi-
able,” which is to say that we do not check or verify or test whether this hope
is justified or whether it is acceptable or reasonable to hold. Another way of
expressing this point is to say that hope cannot be measured. Lastly, hope has
a temporal dimension. It is not static, but is embedded in a movement. This
movement is one of time, for hope is future-oriented, but it is also a move-
ment of human life itself as on a journey toward a destination. When I am
grounded in hope I am aware that my life is not under my control and that
there is a force in the world which is pushing me along certain paths and
leading me in certain directions. My life, in other words, has purpose and a
destiny. This aspect of hope, namely, that hope is directional, is its indissolu-
ble link with love.

A very important doctrine in Marcel’s philosophy is that hope cannot be
severed from love, that hope and love are one. But what exactly is love? For
Marcel, love is intersubjectivity, the union of persons. Love is the mutual
openness and presence of persons. When I love someone I feel that my very
being is linked to my beloved’s being, that we are one. Naturally, intersub-
jectivity is a mystery, meaning that we cannot comprehend this relation
epistemically, but can only come to understand it by means of participating
in it. If hope is ensconced in the unity of my own existence, that is, that “I am
my body,” then love is the revelation that my existence is not localized in me,
but that it is found in the other, as a kind of decentered identity. Love, like
hope, is a feeling, which, to repeat, is bodily. This feeling is not passive, but
active as a form of receptivity. When I feel love I am receiving the other into
myself. Marcel argues that the best metaphor for describing the nature of
feeling is as a welcome for somebody into one’s home. The French expres-
sion “chez soi” captures this sense perfectly, for it means “to receive in one’s
own prepared place of reception.”12 One welcomes the other in the place
where one resides, where one feels at home. And to welcome somebody is an
act, not a passive state of suffering or undergoing. To love one must be open,
or to use Marcel’s term, “available” to the other, allowing the other’s pres-
ence to enter the confines of one’s existence. This intermingling of personal
existence between lovers is the highest form of participation, in contrast to
detached existence. What all of this suggests it that the purposiveness inher-
ent in hope, as a directional movement, pushing me along at the foundation
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of my being toward certain ends, finds its terminus in love, in the union of
persons. Hope, in other words, is intrinsically intersubjective, which means
that the goodness and meaning of my existence is nothing other than to be
one with others, to recognize that I am bonded with others in the deepest
recesses of my being.

At this juncture of our reflection we can better see what precisely the
problem was in the first two imaginary scenarios I presented at the start of
my chapter. In the first case, Karl, the busybody lawyer, projected certain
ambitions and goals in his life, but did so at the expense of ignoring the
imperatives of his body. He detached himself from his body while pursuing
abstract ideals of wealth, influence, and success. In his heart lay an inveterate
fear that if he did not achieve certain ends then he would amount to nothing.
Unfortunately, his world came crashing down with his nervous breakdown,
plunging him into despair. If only he could have opened himself up to the
hope that resided in himself, in his very bodily existence, this tragic outcome
could have been avoided. In the second case we had the married couple
Trevor and Lisa who thought they loved each other, but in reality they were
not really in love. Love is not a mental concept, an epistemic belief, but a
feeling that the lover and the beloved are one. It was precisely this feeling
that was missing in their relationship. If only they had opened themselves up
to each other and welcomed each other into the space of their intimate souls.

What should we say about the third case, the scenario involving Samantha
who feels alienated from the world and who cannot discover the meaning of
her existence in the world? Samantha suffers from a spiritual lethargy which
has evolved from her refusal to receive the being of the world into her own
person. Her life is empty, listless, shallow. All the while she thinks a great
deal, using her intellect and all her learning to reason out the logical conclu-
sions from her scientific premises. She feels that there must be a meaning, a
purpose, a value to her life, but she refuses to acknowledge the validity of
this feeling and thus is trapped in a vicious circle of desiring meaning, but
being unwilling to embrace it. The feeling that is at the root of all aspirations
for meaning in life is nothing other than a movement from a self-enclosed
posture to a life-giving unity with being itself. It is this movement from the
closed to the open self that marks the advancement to the acknowledgment of
the full value of one’s existence. The word that Marcel gives to this overcom-
ing of existential emptiness is joy.

Joy is a plenitude or fullness of being, that is, an overflowing superabun-
dance of positive feeling. One feels alive, connected to the source of one’s
existence and buoyed by a sea of peace and relaxation. To elucidate what joy
is Marcel contrasts it with satisfaction or enjoyment. A satisfaction, such as
taking pride in one’s accomplishments in life, is a self-centred or ego-cen-
tered experience. One is focused on oneself and imprisoned in one’s own
petty desires and velleities. The etymological root of the word “satisfaction”
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is the Latin satis meaning “enough or adequate.” When one is satisfied one
has had enough, or to put it differently, one’s lived experience has been
sated, absorbed, consumed. One can now rest contentedly or complacently in
one’s satisfactions because one does not feel the need to do more, to seek
more, to live more. But joy never attains to a perfected end, as if joy could
ever fill us up to the brim of our existence. Joy is inexhaustible and constant-
ly giving because it ushers from the very source of our being. To be joyful is
to exalt, to celebrate, to dance and sing. Exaltation knows no bounds, which
is why joy cannot be a mere satisfaction or enjoyment, a retiring into oneself.
Joy gives expression to the gift which is our very being. The path to joy is to
receive life as a gift and blessing, to shake off the pride which deems one to
be in control of one’s life, and to pay homage to the source which put one in
this world.

In a world such as ours in which the masses are trapped in an iron cage of
bureaucratization, economic globalization, and abstract intellectualization,
all of which leave people with empty hearts and confused minds, this feeling
of joy must be the most elusive and mysterious experience there is. Do
people today know what joy is? Do we know what joy truly is? If there is one
thing that we can say with certainty is that joy is not a thought, but a feeling;
not a concept, but an emotion. The joy of existing, the gaudium essendi, is, in
its very essence, the reality of being all together.13 What this means is that
one feels unified with all of creation. One feels that one belongs to the entire
world, including the people with whom one lives. A profound feeling of
togetherness pulses through one’s body. This joy is simultaneously an illumi-
nation of one’s existence in truth. One has finally discovered the truth of
one’s place in the world when one feels to be together with all things. The
feeling of joy evinces the highest and most complete kind of unity and in so
doing overcomes the dread and anxiety which plagues so many people in our
world. In this sad and broken world, we are desperately in search of light and
illumination to dispel the darkness all around us. Marcel’s words speak for
themselves: “The spirit of truth is nothing if it is not a light which is seeking
for the light; intelligibility is nothing if it is not at once a coming together and
a nuptial joy which is inseparable from this coming together.”14

NOTES

1. The classical view of philosophy as originating in a feeling of wonder or awe is one that
is usually not emphasized in university philosophy courses today and is one that is even tougher
to inculcate in students who generally seem to approach their studies in rationally calculating
ways, instead of from a spirit of enthusiasm and deep personal interest.

2. Gabriel Marcel, Metaphysical Journal, trans. Bernard Wall (London: Rockliff, 1952),
270.

3. See Richard Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of Mind: From Stoic Agitation to Christian
Temptation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).



Nikolaj Zunic224

4. Thomas Aquinas, The Treatise on Human Nature: Summa Theologiae 1a 75-89, trans.
Robert Pasnau (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2002), Q. 78, a. 4.

5. René Descartes, The Passions of the Soul, trans. Stephen Voss (Indianapolis: Hackett,
1989).

6. Aristotle, Rhetoric, trans. W. Rhys Roberts, in The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed.
Jonathan Barnes, volume 2 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), Book 2, Chapter 2, p.
2195: “Anger may be defined as a desire accompanied by pain, for a conspicuous revenge for a
conspicuous slight at the hands of men who have no call to slight oneself or one’s friends. If
this is a proper definition of anger, it must always be felt towards some particular individual,
e.g., Cleon, and not man in general. It must be felt because the other has done or intended to do
something to him or one of his friends. It must always be attended by a certain pleasure—that
which arises from the expectation of revenge.”

7. Gabriel Marcel, Metaphysical Journal, 306–11.
8. Ibid., 305.
9. Gabriel Marcel, The Mystery of Being. Volume 1: Reflection and Mystery, translated by

G. S. Fraser (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2001), 77–102.
10. Ibid., 00.
11. Gabriel Marcel, The Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel, eds. Paul Arthur Schilpp and Lewis

Edwin Hahn (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1984), 192.
12. Gabriel Marcel, The Mystery of Being. Volume 1: Reflection and Mystery, 118.
13. Gabriel Marcel, The Mystery of Being. Volume 2: Faith and Reality, translated by G. S.

Fraser (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2001), 119.
14. Ibid., pp. 177–78.



225

Chapter Sixteen

Love, Leisure, and Festivity
Josef Pieper on the Passions of Love and the

Contemplation of God

Margaret I. Hughes

The thought of Thomas Aquinas is rarely considered a fruitful source for
Existentialism. As William Barrett writes, “present-day Thomists have on the
whole remained singularly unconvincing to their contemporaries.”1 This is,
in part, because interpreters of Thomas’ philosophy often give the appear-
ance of claiming to have a closed system which encompasses all of reality
clearly and distinctly, and Thomas’ writing appears to confirm such an asser-
tion by its apparently dry technicality. Josef Pieper, a twentieth-century Ger-
man philosopher, however, does much to correct this misconception, and so
offers the possibility of a fruitful conversation between Thomists and Exis-
tentialists. Pieper, without disregarding the consistent and coherent meta-
physics of Thomas, emphasizes the way in which his philosophy opens us up
ever more deeply into the mystery of being and the goodness of that mystery.
Pieper does this, I would like to suggest, through his explication of Thomas’
account of the passions of love, which allows for a deeper understanding of
the goodness of being and contemplation, and so of man’s relation with
reality.

For Thomas, the human is oriented to reality and is fulfilled by his rela-
tion to all that is, which we see in the characteristic powers and desires of a
human being: the intellect and will. The intellect is the relation of the subject
to the truth; the will is the relation of the subject to the good, so that his
fulfillment comes in knowing what is true and being united with what is
good. “True” and “good” are transcendental attributes of being, such that all
that is, is true and good. So through the intellect and will the human is
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ordered toward all of reality. But the human being is a corporeal as well as
spiritual being, and so cannot be understood apart from his passions. The
passions are movements of the sensible appetite that the subject undergoes in
response to the objects that he encounters through his intellect and will. The
passions shape and are shaped by the activity of the intellect and will, such
that the human relation to reality cannot be understood without also under-
standing the passions, especially love. Love is the primary passion; it pre-
cedes all other passions and is the terminus of all other passions.

“The name ‘love,’” Thomas writes, “is given to the principle movement
towards the end loved.”2 That is, love is the motion toward an end, and the
end is the apparent good. So, love is a motion toward what is good. Since all
action has an end, all that a human does is first and foremost out of love.
Thomas identifies three passions that are all species, or perhaps, stages of
love: love, desire, and delight. The first is “is nothing else than complacency
in that object;” which leads to desire for that object, and finally, “there is rest
which is ‘joy.’”3 Thus, the passions of love, which are the experiential, felt
response to the good, consist of a complacency in the apparent good, a desire
for that good, and a final resting in the good.

The final good for human beings, ultimately, is knowledge of all of reality
through knowing the essence of God for its own sake, which is contempla-
tion. As Thomas writes, “If therefore the human intellect, knowing the es-
sence essence of some created effect, knows no more of God than ‘that He
is’; the perfection of that intellect does not yet reach the First Cause, but there
remains in it the natural desire to seek the cause. . . . Consequently,
for perfect happiness the intellect needs to reach the very Essence of the
First Cause. And thus it will have its perfection through union with God as
with that object, in which alone man’s happiness consists.”4

While this account of love and contemplation is profoundly important for
Thomas’ understanding of the human being and his relation to reality, it tells
us very little about what it is like to be a human being—it describes neither
love nor contemplation. As Nicholas Lombardo writes, “[Thomas] does not
describe the subjective experience of emotion: his primary interest is the
metaphysics of affectivity, and not the experience of affectivity.”5 Further-
more, if complacency and rest, the beginning and end of the passions of love,
are taken in their contemporary, everyday meaning, then it seems as though
even love is part of a closed system, since complacency and rest both seem to
connote simply a lack of activity and a sort of stupor that closes off the
subject from the world. With complacency on one end of love, and rest on
the other, it sounds as though the experience of love is to be closed off from
the world, to move from inactivity to activity to inactivity again. And, such
an understanding of love and the pursuit of the human good makes contem-
plation seem mechanical and robotic, as if all of reality could be grasped
clearly and distinctly.
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Josef Pieper, however, offers an experiential description of the passions
of love that Thomas identifies, and does so in a way that illuminates the
meaning of complacency and rest, such that, if Pieper’s description is correct,
it points to the mysterious goodness of being, which we encounter in contem-
plation. Those experiences are the experiences of leisure and festivity. Lei-
sure, which is an open and attentive stillness, is complacency in the good;
festivity, which is the joyous reception of the good, is resting in the good.
Both are intensely active, but that activity is deeply internal because it is
outward looking, so that to experience leisure and festivity is to experience a
love that opens oneself to all of reality, which is the contemplation of the
mystery of being.

In what follows, I would like to examine Pieper’s account of leisure and
festivity to suggest that they correspond to Thomas’ account of complacency
and rest as love, and then to show how this description of love points to the
goodness of being, such that contemplation is, in fact, a loving gaze on all
that is, which makes contemplation an experience of openness and rejoicing
in the mystery of being. My hope is that looking at Pieper in this way will
show that Pieper offers a fruitful account of Thomas’ philosophy for Existen-
tialist reflection.

LEISURE

Pieper rediscovers the proper meaning of complacency in his investigation of
leisure because, he argues, leisure is something more than simply a break
from work, which suggests that complacency could also be something other
than not being active. He contends that leisure is an active stillness, a holding
oneself poised for an encounter with and receiving of reality.

Pieper’s notion of leisure is illustrated by an account he gives of a boat
trip across the Atlantic: “At table I had mentioned those magnificent fluores-
cent sea creatures whirled up to the surface by the hundreds in our ship’s bow
wake. The next day it was casually mentioned that ‘last night there was
nothing to be seen.’ Indeed, for nobody had the patience to let the eyes adapt
to the darkness.”6 Because the impatient passengers did not have a disposi-
tion of leisure, they were not able to be still and quiet for long enough to see
the fish, and so could not be moved to the other passions of love, to desire
and delight. They were not complacent.

In leisure, the subject regards the world with a “‘relaxed’ looking.”7 The
leisurely man has his eyes open and ready to receive whatever reality should
bring to him, and so he is attentive. He does not, however, try to force this
bringing. Instead, he remains still, allowing himself to undergo whatever
comes his way. Leisure is this combination of attentiveness and stillness. In
his desire to receive reality as it is, he removes his own deliberate activity,
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other than the deliberate effort to remain still and open to the world. Before
he can be moved and so receive reality, he must be quiet, otherwise it may be
that he is the one causing the motion rather than being caused to move by the
world.

Complacency, then, as the first passion of love, is not what it sounds like
to our ears: it is not mere self-satisfaction nor is it a sort of comfortable
warmness that ignores the world with all of its suffering and horrors. Com-
placency is not cutting oneself off from reality; it is quite the opposite.
Instead, it is the disposition of leisure, of quieting oneself so as to be open to
reality. It is a willingness to receive what comes, as it is, without interference
on the part of the receiver.

FESTIVITY

Leisure, which allows for the perception of reality, when joined with an
experience of something good, leads to festivity. For genuine festivity, Piep-
er writes, “The celebrant himself must have shared in a real experience.”8

While the festive subject must be receptive to reality, he also must experi-
ence that reality in a way that leads to joy. Indeed, this is what Pieper means
when he quotes John Chrysostom: “Festivity is joy and nothing else.”9 For a
subject to be festive, something must meet him in his receptivity and move
him so that he experiences joy.

But, Pieper writes, “There can be neither joy nor festivity” without “the
feeling of receiving something beloved.”10 Festivity is receiving what is
good and rejoicing in it; it is the culmination of the disposition of receptivity
in leisure. When the subject with a leisurely disposition open to reality en-
counters an object that attracts him so that he attains it and is united with it,
then he is festive. Festivity is reveling in the experience of the attainment of
what is loved, which is good. In this way, festivity is much like the third
passion of love, delight, which is the resting in the desired good.

While festivity does have external trappings as an outgrowth and expres-
sion of joy, it is first and foremost an interior occurrence. Food and music
and dancing and other outward “doings” mark the feast, but these alone do
not make the feast. Contra Rousseau’s exclamation, “Plant a flower-decked
pole in the middle of an open place, call the people together—and you have a
fête!”11 Pieper insists that there must be a reason for the feast. That is, we do
not desire to feel joy. We desire the reason for the joy.12 The reason for the
joy is the reception of the good.



Love, Leisure, and Festivity 229

Festivity, then, like leisure, is not “doing.” Rather, it is the consummation
of the active stillness of leisure in the joyful reception of the good. In that
way, it is rest. It is rest, not because activity ceases, but because it intensifies.
“Rest” is the cessation of searching for the good and is, instead, the intensifi-
cation of the reception of the good. It is enjoying the good that is present.

COMPLACENCY, REST, AND THE ACTIVE
OPENNESS TO BEING

This intense inner activity of being open to and receiving reality is possible
because it is good to be. The experience of authentic leisure and festivity
points to the goodness of being.

Pieper’s description of leisure and festivity, of complacency and rest,
have in common an active openness to all of reality that requires seeing the
world as good. “Leisure,” Pieper writes, “lives on affirmation.”13 A person
can be at leisure, can be open to the world, only because he sees it as good; if
reality were bad or a threat to him, he would close himself off from it so as to
protect himself. The affirmation that feeds leisure is not necessarily directed
toward any one object, or rather, it can be directed to all types of objects. It is
the affirmation of the good of existence in general. Only because he recog-
nizes this good is he able to hold himself still in the anticipation of encoun-
tering that good.

This affirmation of the good of being is consummated and lived out in
festivity. While the immediate cause of festivity is one event or object, the
delight that comes from the possession of the object extends beyond that
particular object. Pieper writes:

Whenever we happen to feel heartfelt assent, to find that something specific is
good, wonderful, glorious, rapturous—a drink of fresh water, the precise func-
tioning of a tool, the colors of a landscape, the charm of a loving gesture, a
poem—our praise always reaches beyond the given object, if matters take their
natural course. Our tribute always contains at least a smattering of affirmation
of the world, as a whole.14

At the heart of love is the affirmation of the goodness of a being. When a
subject delights in a true good, he must, of necessity, delight in its being. He
affirms that it is good that it exists. Underlying that delight is the affirmation
that it is good to exist; that being is good.

The experience of complacency and rest, of leisure and festivity, of love,
then, implies that goods can and do exist apart from the subject’s own exis-
tence. Leisure and festivity, as Pieper has described them, are not compatible
with a conception of the world in which the subject’s choices alone establish
what is good. A world in which all good is constructed does not allow for
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awaiting and receiving what is good and so excludes the possibility of leisure
and festivity. Pieper’s descriptions of leisure and festivity require a recogni-
tion that it is good to be.

CONTEMPLATION AS RECEPTION OF THE
GOODNESS OF BEING

This acceptance and reception of the good through intense inner activity is
contemplation, which, Thomas writes is the end and highest activity of hu-
man beings. Contemplation is knowing the truth, which is knowing reality,
for its own sake, and so contemplation is knowing the good as good. Con-
templation, Pieper adds, is “a loving gaze.” In making this observation, he
points out that while contemplation involves both the intellect and the will, it
also, and very importantly, involves the passions.

Contemplation is a kind of knowing that is simply for the sake of know-
ing. The subject allows that object to enter into him through his intellect, and
he savors it in his intellect without toiling or straining to do something else
with it. Because there is no further purpose for the knowing, contemplation is
the intellect’s end.

But, it is only experienced as the end of the intellect because the will
desires the possession of reality, such that the intellect’s rest and intensifica-
tion is also that of the will. Only then does the subject experience the delight
or festivity that is the joy in the reception of what is good. As Pieper writes,
“Happy is he who sees what he loves.”15

Because contemplation is rest, this contemplative kind of loving is a
particular kind of loving that involves a particular manner of regarding the
good. In contemplation, the object is seen as “meaningful in itself.” It has a
meaning on which the intellect may dwell. Something that is meaningful in
itself is not viewed as something meaningful for something. It is not even
meaningful for contemplation. As soon as the meaning is subordinated to
some other purpose, it is no longer meaningful in itself. Once a thing is seen
as “good for something,” it is no longer seen simply as good in itself—its
goodness is referred to and derived from some other good. Something that is
meaningful in itself “does not, of course, signify [something as] meaningful
apart from man” but rather something that “in a unique way has relevance to
man and his existence.”16 What is most relevant to a man and his existence is
the object of contemplation through which he achieves his existence most
fully.

But the joy in the contemplation of one object leads to a wider view of the
good of all of reality. Reality, that upon which man gazes as his end, accord-
ing to Pieper, is an “infinite object.” It has an “illimitable horizon” because it
is a creation of God, who is without limits. All of reality is like a light that



Love, Leisure, and Festivity 231

dazzles. It is hard to see, not because it is too dim, but because it is too
bright.17 Of course, a human being is active in pursuing that light, in being
receptive to the light of reality and taking actions to discover it, but the
actions and understanding of a man will never fully illuminate reality at its
very source, because that source is God. As a spiritual being, man is suited
for transcending reality, but he is also a finite spirit.18 His finitude does not
allow him to encompass all of being immediately and exhaustively. Instead,
he is continually discovering it. Reality appears to him as “an unfathomable
abyss, but it is an abyss of light.”19

Thus, man’s end, the contemplation of all of reality through the contem-
plation of God, in fact is not static nor is it ever complete. Instead, the
contemplation of God is to be drawn into the mystery of God. A mystery is a
mystery precisely because there is something about it that is knowable, even
though, no matter how much of it is known, there will always be more to
discover. This definition of a mystery applies to Being and reality: “the world
and Being itself are a mystery and for that reason inexhaustible.”20 But,
because the contemplation of God never reaches bottom, it requires both an
ever attentive openness—leisure—and which, at the same time—is ever re-
ceiving what is good—festivity. Thus, Pieper’s descriptions of leisure and
festivity help us to see that Thomas Aquinas’ account of love as the center of
the human passions, points, not to a closed and complete philosophical sys-
tem, but rather to an understanding of reality as a wonderful mystery, which
humans may contemplate joyfully.

NOTES

1. William Barrett, Irrational Man: A Study in Existential Philosophy (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1960), 27.

2. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica IaIIae, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican
Province (London: R. & T. Washbourne, 1914), q. 26, a. 1.

3. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica IaIIae, q. 26, a. 2.
4. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica IaIIae, q. 3, a. 8.
5. Nicholas Lombardo O. P., Logic of Desire: Aquinas on Emotion (Washington, DC:

Catholic University of America Press, 2011), 247.
6. Josef Pieper, Only the Lover Sings: Art and Contemplation, trans. Lothar Krauth (San

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990), 32.
7. Josef Pieper, Leisure, the Basis of Culture, trans. Gerald Malsbary (South Bend, IN: St.

Augustine’s Press, 1998), 9.
8. Josef Pieper, In Tune with the World: A Theory of Festivity, trans. Richard and Clara

Winston (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 1999), 24.
9. Pieper, In Tune with the World, 22.

10. Pieper, In Tune with the World, 25.
11. Pieper, In Tune with the World, 23; quoting Jean Jacques Rousseau, “Letter à M.

d’Alembert” Oeuvres complètes, vol. II, 86.
12. Pieper, In Tune with the World, 22.
13. Pieper, Leisure, the Basis of Culture, 33.
14. Pieper, In Tune with the World, 26–27.



Margaret I. Hughes232

15. Pieper, Happiness and Contemplation, trans. Richard and Clara Winston (New York:
Pantheon, 1958), 70.

16. “A Plea for Philosophy,” For the Love of Wisdom: Essays on the Nature of Philosophy,
trans. Roger Wassermann (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2006), 113.

17. Pieper, Happiness and Contemplation, 109; “Philosophy and the Sense for Mystery,”
For the Love of Wisdom, 308.

18. “What Does It Mean to Philosophize?,” For the Love of Wisdom, 50.
19. The Silence of St. Thomas, trans. John Murray S. J. and Daniel O’Connor (New York:

Pantheon, 1957), 96.
20. “Philosophy and the Sense for Mystery,” For the Love of Wisdom, 307.



233

Chapter Seventeen

Feeling Distant, Feeling Divine
The Transformative Import of Difference in

Nietzsche and Irigaray

James Abordo Ong

Insofar as religious existentialism redeems feelings from their being perpetu-
ally cast as either subordinate or inimical to reason and knowledge, it does so
in a fairly distinct and decisive way. Existentialism as a broad intellectual
movement began from thinkers who realized that even as Descartes’ scientia
or Hegel’s world spirit purports to comprehend and explain the whole of
reality, it must fail to explain that of which we are most certain—namely, our
concrete existence as living individuals (or more precisely, each person’s
immediate lived experience of their own existence). To bring existence in
this sense to the forefront of philosophical inquiry, existentialists have had to
turn their attention to feelings. Anguish, anxiety, hope, and guilt, for exam-
ple, become focal points for philosophical reflection because they are what
typically comes over us when we find ourselves in those lived experiences or
situations that illuminate what is so peculiar about human existence—for
example, the arbitrariness of birth, the loneliness of death, the ubiquity of
chance, and the inevitability of fraught or failed endeavors. When we try to
make sense of these situations as and when they unfold in our own lives, we
are not casting for general explanations for how or why these events occur,
which is all that reason or knowledge affords us.

This points to why feeling becomes a rich source of illumination among
religious existentialists in particular. Unlike their secular counterparts, relig-
ious existentialists still have deep (even if at times ambivalent) regard for
those dimensions and interpretations of human experience that involve mat-
ters of faith. They are therefore well poised to ruminate on those feelings that
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play a distinctive significance in our lives precisely insofar as they are in-
choate, ambiguous, fluid, or opaque. Such feelings do not engender knowl-
edge by providing facts or evidence pertaining to human nature or human
behavior, but rather by triggering or unraveling those questions of meaning
and meaningfulness to which our ancestors have typically turned to religious
Scriptures and traditions for answers, or solace when no answers could be
had. So within religious existentialism, the redemption of feeling is a precon-
dition for spiritual renewal: insofar as shared frameworks of meaning and
interpretation are now more likely to arouse anxiety, suspicion, bitterness, or
despair than to foster faith, fortitude, friendship, or peace of mind, religious
existentialists have had to probe the feelings that mark our inner lives to
examine and understand how we can begin to reconnect ourselves to our own
and one another’s humanity as concrete existents.

In this chapter, I examine two distinctive feelings that I find in the writ-
ings of Friedrich Nietzsche and Luce Irigaray—specifically Nietzsche’s pa-
thos of distance and Irigaray’s wisdom of love. I show that on Nietzsche’s
and Irigaray’s analyses, the pathos of distance and the way of love (respec-
tively) signify feelings which are triggered by specific encounters with per-
sons who embody and express their difference in a way that must often
transcend our understanding. Both Nietzsche and Irigaray lean on the meta-
phor of distance to capture the relationship engendered between two subjects
in such encounters. It is by virtue of this exceptional manner in which a
person embodies or expresses their difference, I argue, that they can wield a
deeply transformative impact on others, albeit such that the latter (the people
they affect or transform) awaken to the powers and possibilities within their
own lives and thus become what they are rather than merely becoming like
others. Both Nietzsche and Irigaray elucidate this process of transformation
by reinterpreting and reimagining it as being akin to it. This facet of their
thought is what emboldens me to endorse them here as having made mean-
ingful contributions to religious existentialism.

As a crucial preliminary, it is worth clarifying what kind of difference
triggers the pathos of distance and the way of love. Difference refers to what
each person embodies or expresses insofar as they are constantly in the
process of becoming (whatever they might become). Nietzsche describes this
process as taking place beneath the surface of consciousness, and thus as
something that often remains either unknown or misunderstood, even by the
very person in whose life this process is always and ever unfolding. Irigaray
offers a similar point in describing the difference engendered in love as
“unthinkable”: “Such a difference resists every thematization and a represen-
tative thinking can only misjudge it, forget it.”1

Although this conception of difference obviously raises difficulties not
only for self-knowledge, but also for the prospects of being understood by
others, Nietzsche has also shown that what we often take ourselves to know
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of this process must be merely a narrow selection of what actually happens.
Once we grant this possibility, we also begin to appreciate the stakes in-
volved—to wit, insofar as we nevertheless continue to rely on what we take
ourselves to know about ourselves and other people, we are essentially set-
tling on interpretations that generally distil what is common among the
multifarious experiences and situations we encounter; for Nietzsche this
amounts to affirming what appears necessary and intelligible by the lights of
prevailing words, concepts, categories, and ways of thinking and feeling,
albeit at the cost of denying or diluting life. Moreover, within this scheme of
interpretation, the only difference we perceive are those mediated by those
abstractions and oversimplifications through which we make sense of our-
selves and one another.

How might encounters with difference unfold under such schemes of
interpretation? According to Nietzsche, what engenders the most desperate
bitterness against existence among modern men is their powerlessness
against other men. Among those whose lives turn out badly, for example,
encounters with difference must trigger envy, vanity, revenge, or ressenti-
ment. Under the grip of these feelings, the powerless fall back on their
protective and healing instincts: they strive to deflect or countermand what-
ever is causing us distress. To the extent that they do not have the physiologi-
cal power to do this, they must avail themselves of other remedies—in partic-
ular, the remedies that logic, language, and consciousness provide. Through
logic, language, and conscious thinking, feeling, or willing, they can relieve
themselves of distressing feelings and move on to other feelings that make
them feel better about themselves—e.g., by framing their experiences in a
way that puts them in a good light vis-à-vis others. This is what Nietzsche
thinks the feelings of pity and vanity do for us, just to take two examples: we
use conceptual schemes that allow us to frame difference in terms of opposi-
tions, like bad versus good, ugly versus beautiful, and frame our experiences
in terms of whichever concept redounds to that drive that happens to be most
developed in us—be it our drive for knowledge, for pleasure, for social
power, or for security or comfort.

Let us now consider how difference, as Nietzsche and Irigaray conceive
of it, engenders feelings that are different from the ones I just described. In
my own reading, the pathos of distance is the feeling that exceptional indi-
viduals have of the incommensurable qualitative difference between them-
selves and others by virtue of the high degree of spirituality that they embody
and express. I would now like to characterize what it is like to experience this
pathos within the dynamic of a relationship between two concrete individu-
als. In keeping with terms that Nietzsche is rather fond of, I will call the
noble individual who bears the pathos of distance the “tempter.” I will call
the individual who is receptive to the noble individual’s difference or singu-
larity “the attempter.”
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With regard to the tempter, the defining features of the pathos of distance
derive from the fact that “in the end one experiences only oneself.”2 Two
things are worth noting from this passage in relation to the existentialist
tradition. First is the concept of being in our experience. Religious existen-
tialists stress the importance of concrete lived experience by way of contrast
to the reductions, abstractions, and generalizations through which we make
sense of those lived experiences, say, when we must describe them to others
or when we distill them into just those facets that fit into what we believe
about ourselves, or into how we would like to stand relative to other individ-
uals.3 In line with this contrast, Nietzsche compares what it is like to be in
our experience to how an expectant mother relates to the child in her womb:
she must “know nothing of what is taking place, wait, and try to be ready”4

while “the spontaneous, attacking, infringing, reinterpreting, reordering and
shaping forces” within her develop and bring forth what is new. Under such
conditions, the tempter exemplifies what Nietzsche refers to as a “perpetually
creative person, a ‘mother’ type in the grand sense of the term, someone who
doesn't hear or know anything but the pregnancies and child-beds of [her]
spirit anymore, who simply has no time to reflect on [herself] and on [her]
work and to make comparisons.”5

The second thing worth noting is the idea of experiencing only oneself.
This means that the tempter makes an even more modest claim on the extent
to which she knows what others have experienced. “What we most deeply
and most personally suffer from,” Nietzsche points out, “is incomprehensible
and inaccessible to nearly everyone else.” No act of bearing witness or cry
for help would suffice as conditions for one to understand another person’s
suffering because one “simply knows nothing of the whole inner sequence
and interconnection that spells misfortune for me or for you!”6 Bearing the
pathos of distance therefore involves a fair degree of innocence or ignorance
not only with regard to who one is, but also with regard to who other individ-
uals are. The tempter would be navigating her relations with others more
from a guess or a gamble than from a claim to know them. “In guessing and
keeping silent,” Zarathustra says, “the friend shall be a master: you must not
want to see everything.”7 Guessing “the hidden and forgotten treasure” in
others, the tempter’s concern for them “is a kind different from that of the
sociable and anxious to please: it is a gentle, reflective, relaxed friendliness,”
as though “to gaze into what is different does [her] so much good.”8

A similar sort of indeterminacy (i.e., knowing neither ourselves nor the
other) attends how the pathos of distance strikes the attempter. Here, we must
suppose with Nietzsche “that every act ever performed was done in an alto-
gether unique and unrepeatable way, and that this will be equally true of
every future act.”9 As the attempter “stands in the midst of his own noise, in
the midst of his own surf of projects and plans,” he is also likely to encounter
individuals whose singularity touches him in an exceptional way: it neither
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merely pleases him nor makes him feel weak and insecure, but rather makes
him yearn for his better self.10 Such singularity can wield an almost magical
influence on the attempter: he feels richer in himself, newer than before
because the tempter’s singularity, instead of drawing further attention to
itself, awakens the spirit that the attempter harbours within him—i.e., “the
life that itself cuts into life.”11 The attempter now longs to lie still, like a
mirror, so that he may simply reflect, or embody and express, who he is
becoming, and “so that [his] fruitfulness shall come to a happy fulfilment!”12

What comes over the attempter is not a clear vision of some goal or purpose,
but rather “hopes that still remain nameless,” albeit ones with enough force
to channel his desires and wills into new directions. This is how the attempter
experiences the tempter’s concrete presence—i.e., as a singularity that can
neither be reduced to binaries and categories nor compared with other sub-
jects on those terms because of the plenitude of life or power that the tempter
embodies and expresses.

With the foregoing illustration, we see how becoming what one is, partic-
ularly as it proceeds from the pathos of distance, contrasts with the more
mundane kinds of change that one undergoes either in emulating a person on
account of some of her qualities or achievements or in pursuing an ambition
with a fairly determinate end or goal. In either of these cases, the aspiration
for change is driven by a set of representations about oneself and the other
(i.e., the person being emulated or the future self one is aiming to become)
that one could compare according to some criterion or fit into some category
that opposes or excludes others. The force and significance of the pathos of
distance, on the other hand, lies precisely in how it precludes such compari-
sons, oppositions, and exclusions. If one can compare, oppose, or privilege
oneself vis-à-vis another individual, this already implies or presumes prox-
imity—i.e., more certainty or determinateness regarding oneself and the oth-
er than distance allows. Importantly, inasmuch as the tempter’s singularity
precludes comparisons, oppositions, and exclusions, it facilitates a dynamic
relationship wherein the attempter neither compares nor diminishes himself
vis-à-vis the tempter but rather affirms whatever powers he has on his own
terms, or with respect to his own tasks, challenges, sufferings, and
misfortunes.

Luce Irigaray transposes Nietzsche’s trope of distance as a marker of
difference into her own account of religious or divine experience in terms of
how the other awakens us, “by their very alterity, their mystery, by the in-
finite that they still represent for us.” Like Nietzsche, Irigaray emphasizes the
significance of not knowing the other in engendering such awakening:

It is when we do not know the other, or when we accept that the other remains
unknowable to us, that the other illuminates us in some way, but with a light
that enlightens us without our being able to comprehend it, to analyse it, to
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make it ours. The totality of the other, like that of springtime, like that of the
surrounding world sometimes, touches us beyond all knowledge, all judgment,
all reduction to ourselves, to our own, to what is in some manner proper
to us.13

In elaborating on this account of religious experience, Irigaray nevertheless
charts a course that deviates from that of religious existentialists. Whereas
religious existentialists tend to dwell on the kind of subjective experiences
wrought by the fact that we all die alone, Irigaray redirects our attention to
the fact that we all awaken to life in our mother’s womb—and in the case of
males in particular, in the body of an other that is different from them. Being
human, on this picture, involves being related to a living other to whom one
owes one’s physical and spiritual growth. So although Irigaray retains the
experience of transcendence that figures in the writings of religious existen-
tialists, she situates this experience squarely within the context of a subject’s
relation not only to themselves but also another of a different sex. She calls
the feeling or attitude that mediates the relation between the subject and the
other the “the wisdom of love.” The wisdom of love consists in a drawing
near the other that nonetheless preserves the distance that separates any two
individual subjects. Irigaray calls this mode of engaging the other “ap-
proach.” Approaching the other contrasts with appropriating the other—i.e.,
treating the other as the object of our love instead of another subject who is
different from yet equivalent to ourselves. To approach, she writes, involves
“becoming aware of the diversity of our worlds, and creating paths which,
with respect for this diversity, allow holding dialogues.”14

Like Nietzsche’s pathos of distance, Irigaray’s “wisdom of love” engen-
ders a distinct process of transformation. Part of what facilitates this transfor-
mation is the fluid spontaneous dialogue through which two interacting sub-
jects realize their respective singularities. She describes this transformation
as “being on the way,” a process of becoming that never reaches its end. She
then goes on to suggest that compared with the dialogue that a subject holds
with the speech [or language] of a people, of a culture:

Being on the way is more dark, more subtle, which is not to say that it will not
provide beacons for other paths. But these paths will not exist without a de-
scent of each one into oneself, there where body and spirit are still mingled,
where the materiality of a breath, of an energy, of a living being is still
virgin. . . . There where it is so difficult to reach, and even more difficult to
save something to safeguard oneself in order to preserve a return, an exchange,
not submitted to external imperatives again closing the opening [of one’s
interiority], not subjected to an already coded speech that has not made its way
into clearings of proximity to oneself, to the other.15
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Here, the possibility of touching, illuminating, or transforming one another
through dialogue hinges on each person’s ability to reach inside themselves
for that spark of life that must animate two subjects’ going near one another.
To render this point more concrete, consider the difference between these
two types of conversations. On the one hand, a conversation where you
report what you did that day (as you might have once done for your parents)
or where you play the role of what you’ve been told is being a nice or
responsible friend or partner (say the nice things you’ve learned from parents
or friends, from watching movies, or from what’s made your partner happy
in the past). On the other hand, a conversation where you come up with what
to say of yourself or of the other in the moment, where your words are
minted fresh from your mind and breath because you were paying attention,
actively listening, being fully present to the other. You are neither aiming to
please nor making sure that you make sense; you are just expressing yourself
such that the feelings and emotions sparked by your unfolding interactions
are what draw the words you say, rather than the other way around. You are
drawing or reaching inside yourself to express and share part of that inner
world that must remain invisible to the other, and you must occasionally
lapse into silence to give the other the opportunity to do the same.

Parallel to Nietzsche’s distinction between two ways of inhabiting en-
counters with difference, Irigaray contrasts the fluid spontaneous dialogue I
just described with the reifying and regimented speech that often prevails in
our interactions with others. As a mode of expression and communication,
regimented speech transmits ideas, meanings, and feelings, albeit in codes
that can often take the life out of an exchange. Coded exchanges often turn
on meanings, and thus pre-empt the blossoming or unfolding of what is new
in the becoming of two subjects and their relationships. Fluid spontaneous
dialogue, by contrast, makes an immediate claim on our attention and re-
sponse such that it pre-empts our falling back on those old scripts, patterns,
and repertoires that assure us of being understood. “In an exchange between
two,” Irigaray writes, “meaning quivers and always remains unstable, incom-
plete, unsettled, irreducible to the word.”16 These elliptic meanings flow out
of, but also fuel, the life of the dialogue and the process of becoming that it
facilitates for two subjects. Meaning, then, is “that which attracts us to one
another—an attraction, a desire, a wanting to do or to say for which we still
have to invent the words while continuing to listen to those of the other.”17

On this picture, speech does not derive from some idiolect, or interior
thought process, that supposedly informs what each subject is going to say; it
is rather invented in direct and dynamic response to the other.

Love in this case becomes “a living intermediary” in contrast to the ab-
stract intermediaries we often carry around in our heads. So Irigaray writes:
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In fact every speaking should always remain unique. Man is “a speaking
animal” if he creates speech in order to say himself, to say the world, to speak
to the other. The obligation to speak “like everyone else” or according to what
has been taught does not awaken, or quench, human consciousness. If the
subject does not have, in himself, the source of his movement, he loses his
quality as subject. He is a mechanism started up by an energy already fabricat-
ed, not free.18

This once again points up the contrast between existing as a subject qua
living experience and being caught up in the rules and routines to which
society habituates us. At this point, it would be helpful to go back to Nietzs-
che’s distinction between base and noble souls. How do noble souls differ
from base souls? I’ve suggested that the difference lies in the plenitude of life
or power that the noble soul embodies and expresses. In the present context,
this means that noble souls do not need the security that shared language or
meanings, common rules or customs, provide. They are comfortable with
uncertainty, or with not knowing the kinds of things that ordinary people
must know in order to cope with reality, or in order to navigate their relations
with others—e.g., answers to questions like “Did she understand me?”; “Did
I give the right response?”; “What information is required in this-or-that
situation?”; “How much of what I feel can I share without looking foolish?”;
“What exactly does she want me to say?”; “How must I present myself so
that others would like me?”

I do not mean to suggest that we can once and for all forgo asking these
kinds of questions, because we cannot do that even if we wanted to. Insofar
as we do not get entangled in such questions, it is not because we choose not
to, but because we are deeply entangled in life, its movements and rhythms
not only within ourselves, but also within the dynamic of our relations with
other people. I have also already suggested that what makes this mode of
engaging others redemptive is that it engenders self-overcoming: we develop
“ever higher, rarer, more remote, further-stretching, more comprehensive
states”19 by virtue of our deep immersion in our lived experiences and
interactions.

Irigaray has a similar conception of how the wisdom of love, and the
dialogue it facilitates between two subjects, are redemptive. For her, “the
human as such is characterized by a specific way of entering into relation
with a human different from oneself, a specific way of transforming instinc-
tive attraction into a desire attentive to the Being of the other.”20 This desire
keeps alive the relational dimensions of human life and opens out to a jour-
ney of self-discovery and self-transformation mediated not by language, rea-
son, or consciousness, but rather by an ongoing dialogue and co-presence
with the other. Importantly, for Irigaray, this is a mode of being and becom-
ing human that we have yet to realize and sustain, particularly in men’s
relationship with women, and in women’s relationship with one another. I
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can only hope that should life circumstances afford us the opportunity to
undertake this journey, we shall be bold and foolish enough to forgo the
comforts of the familiar and venture into what we do not know that may yet
become.

NOTES

1. Luce Irigaray, The Way of Love, trans. Heidi Bostic and Stephen Pluháček (London:
Continuum, 2004), 99.

2. Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for Everyone and Nobody, trans.
Graham Parker (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), Third Part—The Wanderer. Here-
after TSZ.

3. Religious existentialists emphasize the immediate living experiences of concrete exist-
ing individuals in their situatedness in life. So Miguel de Unamuno calls our attention to “the
man of flesh and bones;” Paul Tillich enjoins us to investigate “Reality as men experience it
immediately in their actual living;” and Gabriel Marcel proposes the concept of exigence, a
deep-seated interior urge to bring our full presence to the situations we encounter. This empha-
sis on lived experience acknowledges that there is always more to our subjective experiences
than what we are ever able to press into the principles of logic, the concepts and categories of
language, or the operations of conscious thought.

4. Friedrich Nietzsche, Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality, edited by Mau-
demarie Clark and Brian Leiter, translated by R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1997), § 552—Ideal selfishness. Hereafter D.

5. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science: With a Prelude in German Rhymes and an
Appendix of Songs, ed. Bernard Williams and trans. Josephine Nauckhoff. (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2001), § 369 – Our coexistence. Hereafter GS.

6. Nietzsche, GS 338 – The will to suffer and those who feel compassion
7. Nietzsche, TSZ First Part – On the Friend
8. Nietzsche, D 471 – A different kind of neighbour-love
9. Nietzsche, GS 60 – Women and their action at a distance

10. Nietzsche, GS 335 – Long live physics!
11. Nietzsche, TSZ Fourth Part – The Leech
12. Nietzsche, D 552 – Ideal selfishness
13. Luce Irigaray, “Approaching the Other as Other” in Luce Irigaray: Key Writings, ed.

Luce Irigaray (London: Continuum, 2004), 24
14. Irigaray, The Way of Love, 68
15. Ibid., 53
16. Ibid., 28
17. Ibid., 53
18. Ibid., 62
19. Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil; On the Genealogy of Morality (The Com-

plete Works of Friedrich Nietzsche Volume 8), eds. Alan D. Schrift and Duncan Large and
trans. Adrian del Caro (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2014), § 257 in Book IX of
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