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Introduction :The Beginning of Moral
Philosophy as a Philosophical Problem

One of moral philosdpy& most tenaciougjuestions concerniss begnning. For
instance, should it be located in the discovery, ohénjastification of moral truty
As discovey precedes justificatiofchronologicaly speaking) it seems justifiabléo
argue thatnoral philosophyshouldbegin withthediscovey of moral truth whenan
important moral insighteveals itself to us or forces itself uponfasthe first time
Yet, one might object that the recognition of morathalready presupposes a moral
subject, someone whs susceptible to it, who already has sgustified knowledge
cone@rning duties, norms or valuel other words, noral experienceis always
responsiveln the absence ohoral sibjecivity, nothing would be of any value, and
the world would be devoid of moral significance.

Moreover,anotherquestion concerning thigeginning of moral philosophy may
also vex us. Should we start from established morality, that is, from the moral
consensus which manages to maintain itself and is guiding contemporary moral life,
or from experiences of uneasiness or discontent? Should established morality be
contested and criticize or rather consolidated, reinforced and legitimized by moral
philosophy?l will point out that in contemporary moral discourse something like a
consensus sapientiutmas emerged among moral philosophers, which basically
consists of the idea that it is the goalmbral philosophy to strengthemdjustify
established morality, and to secure and immunize it against experiences of chronic
discontent. The basic objective ofg¢Hbook, however, will consist ithe effort to
contest some of these established truths which are mistakenly considered beyond
contestation. Instead of reconstructing and consolidating established miorthiéy
fAristoteliard optionso to speakin terms of ancient Greek moralifiy) will opt for a
fiSccraticd approach, challenging whas mistakenly taken to be sedfident,
exposingthe establishedonsensus tmstances obbfuscatedmoral truth which it
seemaunable to incorporate.

The basic contention put forward in this book is that both the logical and the
chronological kBginning, of moral philosophgs well as of morality as suds to be
found in the subversive experience of laughter. It is in the experience of laughter that
the vulnerability of established morality finds itself exposed, that moral truth reveals
itself to us, and that moral subjectivity is in fact produced. | presume that this
remarkable claim demands some preliminary elucidation before being elaborated
more fully in the subsequent sections and chapters of this book.

Moral philosophy isa particular branch of philosophical reflectiavhich
focusseson morality as such. Basically, it nfronts us with the questiowhy we
consider a certain act or a certain state of affairs justified, problematic or even
repukive from a moral point of view. The basic difference between ethics and
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morality, between moral philosophy and moral opinion is said to reside in the fact
that, in the case of moral philosophy, moral judgements are accompanied by an effort
to justify or gound them, that is, by a wedbnsidered, more or less systematic moral
account. However, as opinions often happen to be accompanied by some kind of
justification or other, while moral philosophies often contain some elements which
remain ungrounded or awplained, | consider the difference between morality and
moral philosophy of a relative and gradual rather tloéna principal nature.
Furthermore (but this will be more fully explained elsewhere), | consider moral
subjectivity to be the outcome or produathrer tharasthe starting pointof moral
experience. And finally, it is my conviction that the question regarding moral
philosophys beginning is too often thwarted by the fact that the ndbeginningis
interpreted in terms of an absolute origin or ground, edmemMmoralitgs (or moral
philosophys) point of departuremust rather be considered to be ofituated
historicalandresponsivenature Moreover, the beginning of morality something

which iscontinuouslyrecaptured and resumed onceeatain moral regime managye

to establish itself.

Yet it cannot be denied that the history of morality displays some decisive
ruptures or instances of discontinuity in which a certain moral regime suddenly finds
itself fundamentally contested and chafled by unprecedented and incompatible
moral experiences. Its apparent smlidence suddenly finds itself exposed to
subversive laughter, an experience which, under certain historical conditions, might
even announce the commencement of a new moral epbih.cBmmencement,
however, is never a transition from the immoral to the moral, or from primitivism and
deficiency to enlightenmetitalthough once the new regime has finally established
and secured its domination, its prehistory often tends to be refgdwtway. It is
quite clear that this must be considered a strategy ejusgification rather than an
effort to discern the true nature of the change. What is at stake here is a transformation
of the basic wayn which moral truth is experiered, articulated and interpreted.
Somehow, the basic conditions of moral life have changed and unprecedented forms
of moral subjectivity and moral experience are produced. It is not a transition from
immorality to morality, however, noan absolute commenoent or a creatiomex
nihilo. Rather it is an answer to a question, a solution to a problem. It is the
replacement of certain basic forms of moral subjectivity by others which are
incompatible with it, and efforts by the old regime to incorporate theiteace them
turn out to be of no avail.

But perhaps the most remarkable aspect of my claim, and the one most urgently in
need of preliminary clarification, will be the connection between morality and
laughter. At first glance, the very association of tlve might seem ridiculous in
itself. Morality seems to exclude, rather than to imply laughteseems a perfectly
serious philosophical (or theological) genre. Let me therefareigionally explain
why and how | consider them to be connected, altht¢uglbulk of the argument will
of course be elaborated more carefully (and, |1 hope, more convincingly) in the



remainder of the book. | already indicated that mor@lityeginning is of a relative
nature and that there is no absolute transition from themmwal to themoral.
Morality is a world we enter. Even a completely transformed morality is a response to
something els which was already there. Moral subganteformed or constituted by a
moral ife already existingin which they inevitably becomiavolved. It is, to use an
image borrowed from Ricoeur (1975), like a conversation which had already been
going on for quite some time before we entered it, and which is bound to be continued
should we disappedrom the scene. We take the floor when others have already
spoken.

But why should morality be something to talk about and to discuss, and even to
contest, rather than something which could or should be taken for granted? What
incites us to participatenithe debaté andin some cases even to become moral
philosophers ourselves? The answer is to be found in ourntéstowith the
discourse obthers. Had it not been for the unsatisfactory nature of the conversation
already existing, we would never hasemmenced speaking ourselves. For some
reason or other, we consider current moral discoursesided and defective. We
sense that it presents us with a reduced and distorted picture of the moral world.
Something is absent or forgotten, something stillaiasi to be said, a basic truth
seems to be neglected. We reject, but at the same time remain highly dependent on the
discourse which already came into existence before we ourselves became involved in
it. Most of the concepts and arguments we rely on ireffart to recover concealed or
forgotten aspects of moral truth were already introduced by others. We did not coin
them ourselves, but borrow thesitherfrom the very discourse weare to reject as
basically defectiveor from previousor contentiousgerres of discourseln other
words, although established discse might seem to conceal important aspects of
moral life, it at the same time enables and allows us to address the issues at hand more
adequately: We would not have noticed the importance of these hidden or forgotten
issues, nor would we have been atdeformulate them, had it not bedar the
existence and the defectiveness of what is already established, had it not been for the
efforts at articulation already made by our predecessors or contemporaries. Moral
philosophy, therefore, is a secondary motispeechi a series of critical glosses on
the speech of others, its merits and its defects. It ismdtna philosophiabut rather
a way of readingr listening Moral philosophy is never merely medthical but
always proves to be normative in thede Metaethics can serve as a temporary
technical device, but eventually our personal commitntentmoral truthi our
U U s ¢ fas Soerates callediitis bound to reveal itself.

Now there areseveral strategies for exposing the defects of the dissafithe
others, one of which is critical argumatton However, under certain specific
historical circumstances, the apparent-sglflence of established mab discourse
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1 cf. Gadamer (1960/1990): we speak a language already spokerets;, otb use words,
concepts and arguments borrowed from others, instead of inventing them ourselves. Even the
guestions we raise in response to its deficiencies are triggered by the discourse we enter.
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has gained suciominance, such a capacity of resistance or incorporation, such an
ability to conceal its basic vulnerabilityhat its validity simply seems beyond
contestation. Notwithstanding the moral suligbgsic discontent, har sheremains
unable to challenge the dominant discourse effectively by means of critical argument.
Or, to borrow a phrase from Michel Foucault, individuals findmselves faced with

a certairrationality, a moral regime that dominates moral discourse to such an extent
that they cannot offer any resistance without raising the suspicion of being
unreasonakl. They (that is, we) find ourselves confronted with a discourse quite
unable to recognize its own deficiencies. Although we are forced to accept its basic
claims, our chronic discontent nevertheless persists. That is, although we are forced to
participaten this discourse, we remain basically ambivalent, and our attitude towards
established morality contains both a Yes and a No.

Then, all of a sudden, the basic vulnerability of the dominant regime dawns on us
or is revealed to u$ andthis is the expeeince of laughter. Although given the
circumstances established morality cannot be criticized, it can be ridiculédhus
commenceour effors to articulatea neglected and disregarded moral truth that had
been forcing itsélupon us and vexing us, although we remained unable to discern its
significance for quite some time. Moral criticism, and the subsequent dawning of a
new moral discourse or moral regime, is preceded by the experience of laughter. All
the crucial rupture the history of morality were accompanied by and madelpessi
by laughter. Itthallenged andndermined the dominant forms of moral subjectivity,
constituted by the old regime, and allowed for unprecedented forms of moral
subjectivity to emerge artd constiite themselves. True laughter is the ground and
starting point of moral transformations, and an experience of epochal significance.
The basic scenario of laughter can be discerned in the moral transformations such as
occurred during the fourth century B.E€hapter three), the first half of the sixteenth
century A.D. (chapter four), and at the end of the nineteenth century A.D. (chapter
five).

The first two chapters of this book will be of an introductory nature. In chapter
one, | will present an outlinef the unsatisfactoryidiscourse of the othér a
particular meal logic called liberalism (othe compartmentalization of moral life).

For although this particular logic does not constitute the actual subject mattgr of
book, it is what made me embark on my effort to retrieve the philosophy of laughter
obscured by it. It entails a particular understanding of moral life which, rather than
being indisputable or sedvident, must be considered the temporary outcome of a
certain historical development, an outcome whose hdsatitude® (Rorty) are

bound to find themselves exposbd laughter.Furthermore, liberalismpresupposes,
instrumentalies and reinforces certain forms of moral subjectivity, disqualifying
others adadkward unreasonable or immoral. Yet, this moral regime which managed
to become established and now seems unable to recognize its own deficiencies, still
finds itself accompanied by a sense of uneasiness which already points to something
which is hidde or neglected, a moral truth about to reveal itself in the experience of



laughteri an experience which entails a challenge to the established consensus.
Furthermore, | will claim that moral philosophy, rather than being a more or less
scientific discours elaborated on the basis of certain stable and secured moral
principles or truths, basically and originally is a comic genre, and | will indicate the
extent to which an abstract or even misguided understanding of moral subjectivity is
bound to hamper owonception of moral experience as such. Notably, | will indicate
the way the significance of laughter tends to be misrepresented in contemporary
moral discourse. Attention will be drawn to the efforts ofdheentmoral regime to
contain or incorporata@alditer by reducing it tdironyo.

In the subsequent chaptéwill turn to someepresentaties of a rival approach,
that is:to philosophers who can be consideredi@slosophers of laughtgrnamely
Mikhail Bakhtin, Friedrich Nietzsche, Gege Bataille and Michel Foucault, in order
to retrieve a basic understanding of laughter as a phenomenon of philosophical
significance. Several forms of laughienotablyfirued versusfisubdued laughteri
will be distinguished, and several genres of l&ergimotably parody and irony) will
be discussed. Finally, in the decisive chapters of this book, | will turn to three epochal
figures (a philosopher, a theologian and a playwright) whom | consider as prominent
protagonists (or evefheroes) of laughter representing the moments of transition
and transformation already indicated above: Socrates (fourth century B.C., chapter
three), Martin Luther (sixteenth century A.D., chapter four) and Henrik Ibsen
(nineteenth century A.D., chapter five). Their work (arthe case of Socrates, his
speech acts, his verbal performarasrecorded by Plato) will be subjected to what |
will refer to as a rereading, a careful analysis from the point of view of laughter, a way
of reading based on the contention that for atjiatreasons, the serious aspects of
their achievements have been persistently overemphasized, disregarding the
significance of laughter. In other words, rereadig ivay of reading that recogess
the extent to which certain texts, although generalhpesed to be in support of, or at
least in tune with established morality, are basically alien to it; a way of reading that
focusses attention on those aspects of the text which came to be disregarded as
residual(Or risidual: assomething merely comical

Moral philosophy willnot to be regarded gsima philosophia(as a rational
reconstruction of a universal moral truth groundedeirtain indisputable principlgs
but ratheras an effort taespondo what is said bpthersto a moral discourse aldy
unfolding Moral truth is notseen assomething which can be captured in certai
formula or propositionsbut raher as somethingwhich reveals itself in the very
process of reading and writing and therefore cannot be isolated fréowoitext of
discovery, nor secued and justified in a systematic way. In other words, instead of
containing a systematic series of arguments, this book is the adtmurgcord of a
reading pactice as moral philosophy is basicallggardedasa practice of writing,
while writing is basically a waof readingi or rather rereadinga way of reading
which reveals the extent tehich certain discursiviagredientsallegedlysupporive
of the established consens@mdwhose incompatible andisturbing fetureshave
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beenpacified bybiased readings arstraegies of revisio)) are basically at odds with
it.

This book was originally meant to be a revised version in English of my thesis in
Dutchi areview of moral theories on ethical consensus formation in both moral
philosghy and health care ethics, published in 1888 aiming to showow certain
basic experiense of uneasiness e&ve effectively silenced by edilished
consensugrienteddiscourse From what has been said above, however, it will be
clear that some changes have occurred. Rather than containing a systematic
reconstrution of the Dutch version, it becanaebook in its own right, belonging t
the samefresponsivé and fiexplorativ® genre, being the outcome of a similar
firesponsive reading/writing processt is a continuation, rather than a regalation
of previous research. The research is repditethediately as it werean instance of
reading aloud,rather than systematidplpresentng and justifyingmy fresult®.
Furthermore, in the course of theiting process, some important shifts occurred. In
view of the intenational and more general character of the new book, all references to
(Dutch) health care ethics were dropped. As to moral experiences which can be
considered as contesting or at leastjuestioning the established ethical consensus
(the basic issue ofdth books), the emphasis on the tragic that dominated the Dutch
version gave way to an emphasis on the comical in this one. And finally, the sections
on Socrates, Luther and Ibsdagingconcise,provisional paragraphs in the original
book, grew into decisive chapters in this one.

Kierkegaard, in his book on irony (1989), allowed his style to suit his subject. As
a contemporary reviewer phrased it, the work not only treated of irorwasirtony.
Kierkegaard conceded that the form of Hisatise fideparted somewhatfrom
conventional scholarly methods, but asked the reader to forgive his jocundity, just as
he himself sometimes sang ¥ehheworked, in order to lighten the burden. The basic
objective of my book is not to set off the reatderghing, although | do hope that it
will contribute to the effort of making some forms of laughter possible again by
retrieving the comic origins of moral criticism as a genre. All the same, | suspect that
my way of reading and writingnaybe consideretly manyas somewhat too carefree
For instance, | do not profess to have written an exhaustive summary of the
philosophical literature on laughter. On the contrary, some remarkable omissions will
be noted. | will rely a Nietzsche rather than Kierkegaard, for instance, ortak
rather than Bergson. | agree beforehand that much remains to be said. As to my use of
foreign languages, all titles and quotations in the main text are translated (with a few
exceptions, but ithose cases the trslation isusuallyprovided ina footnde). In the
footnotes| often prefer to cite the original textisuallyin German, French or Latin.

Apart from the philosophers mentioned in the text, | am greatly indebted to the
editors of theMorality and the Meaning of Lifeeries (Bert Musschenga, Paul van
Tongeren and Kristin De Troyer), to Lucy Jansen for correcting my use of the English
language, to my fellowparticipants in the 7th International Bak Conference
(Moscow, ® June 1995) who allowed me to present a draft version of some sections
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of the book and shared their comments with me, and (last but not least) to Martin
Drenthen, Jaap Gruppelaar, Rien Janssens, Danforth Johnson, Cyril Lansink, Anton
Simons and Donald Wisg who (as CEKUN colleaguesgad and commented on
draft versions of the manuscript, to my benefit.

Nijmegen(18 February 1996450" Anniversary ofL u t hdeathd €arnivabs Eve



Chapter 1: Established Morality and
Discontent

1. The current status of moral philosophy

The history of moral philosophy is not a tale of scientific progress, one that relates the
gradual accumulation and elaboration of expert knowledge, where real progress has
been made and some chronic misconceptions are finally desmigsce and for all.
Rather, it is a more or less cyclical tale about the recognition, concealment or
rejection, retrieval or recurrence of moral truths. The claim that moral philosophy is
not yet a science, but could (and therefore should) be transfarreech a way that it
might become a science, prevents us from recognizing thefietilicab in ethics.

We will never be able once and for all to define rigid criteria for moral action, and
indeed, every epoch has formulated its own criteria. But tlds dot imply that it is
utterly pointless or even ridiculous to reflect on what constitutes moral behaviour,
even if we will never be able to produce an exhaustive account of moral life for all
eternity.

For several reasons, moral philosopbiy ethics (lconsider these terms as
synonyms)has been compared to medicine. For instance, although medicine and
ethics offer general rules of conduct, both still rely to a significant extent on sensible
judgement in concrete problem situations. That is, both coptagtical knowledge,
lacking the exactitude usually ascribed to (forregke) physicsand itsengineering
applications, and therefore remaining dependent on the sensidhisiternmenand
experience of the individual practitioner involved. Practical Kedge has to be
applied to the specific circumstances of the case at hand, and this implies uncertainty,
ambiguity and interpretation. On the other hand, in the case of medicine, remarkable
scientific progress has been made, notably during the last detadest, medicine
has succeeded in becoming a science, in accumulating and elaborating extensive
bodies of expert knowledge and in abolishing countless misconceptions and delusions
once and for all. Medicine had tried to become a modern science ewthsirays
of Descartesand Harveyand now it seemthatit has fnally succeeded in achieg
this goal. Although Descartes himself was somewhat reluctant with regard to moral
philosophys scientific potential, others cherished similar hopes in the ¢athics.

And yet, ethics (or moral philosophy) still finds itself in much the same situation as
medicine did before ivas placed on sciertific footing.

Indeed, before the dawn of modern science, the art of medicine found itself in a
rather difficult position. It lackd most of the scientific knowledge and teictah
means which today are tak for granted. Hippocratic medicine, for instance,
although considered almost sacred by subsequent medical traditions, suffered from a
bad reputation in its own time, and the modeader is struck by the defensive mode
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of speech in which the bulk of the Hippocratic corpus was actually written. In ancient
Greece, medicine was mocked and ridiculed by popular opinion as well as by
contemporary philosophers and poets, and this situationtinued for many
centuries. The seventeenth century French playwright Moliére, for instance, gave
voice to a popular tradition of long standing when he ridiculed medicine and its
practitioners in several of his comedies. In one of thiefamour Médeai, it is
claimed that the physici@mcompetence consists in nothing but translating into Latin
whateveryone already knows, namely that the patient is ill. And when four physicians
are asked for their opinion on a certain case, two of them start a ib&alebate on

an ancient dispute which apparently carries more weight for them than thmeing|

of their patient, while the other two invoke the authority of Hippocrates and suggest
that nothing at all should be done, and that one should refrain filomedical
interventions in order to prevent any harmful consequences from occurring.

In the case of ethics, a similar risk of ridicule still constitutes a serious threat.
Whereas medicine has been transfedimto ascientific (evidencebased)pracice,
ethics has remainepre-scientifi and traditional in view of the fact that it still
combines its diagnostics of the actual moral condition with a continuous rereading, a
permanent and critical appropriation of its philosophical inheritan@d this
inevitably implies hesitancy and reserve when it comes to making decisionssdecau
the philosophicalegacyis notorious for its lack of consensus, apart from its being
untimely and the problems of application which result from this. In shortsettill
remains a practice which consists of and combines two basic skills: the ability to
firead or judge moral case and the craft of exposing oneself ghilosophical
discourse. While medicine was transformed frordissatisfactorypractie into a
modern, scientifiendeavoursimilar efforts in the field of ethics did not produce the
same effect. In the case of ethical discourse, one can still recognize the attachment to
ancient writings as wellsathe chronic lack of consensug short: the very features
that popular wisdom ridiculed and attributed to medicine for centuries. And the same
goes for the tendency towards restraint when it comes to real lifeiomescisnd
applications.

It is against this background that a certain tendency in contemporary ethical
discourse has gained prominence, a tendency which basically consists of the effort to
secure a common ground, an ethical consensus which would allowphidboabphy
to become more like standardscience, and to escape persistent public ridicule. It is
claimed that there are certain basic moral principles or ideas which cannot be
contested by anyone without being inconsistent, unreasonable or simply iminora
should be the ethici& objective to reconstruct and justify in a more or less systematic
way such a set of basic moral claims which count as-cootroversial and
selfevident, and which actually shape our moral and social life. Once such a set of
basic claims or principles has been secured, a more or less systematic application of
these principles to a broad range of moral or policy problems becomes possible, and
the ponderous burden of reading and rereading the philosophical corpus will become
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less inevitable, while chronic dissension can be significantly diminished. Now the
question is whether this effort to escape public ridicule does not fall subject to a more
fatal, philosophicaltype oflaughter.

The attempt to turn ethics into a more serigeare, and perhaps even into a
acalemic one (for university discourgeserious by definition), is remarkable if the
history of moral philosophy as a genre is taken into consideration. For some reason or
other, contemporary ethics does not seem veryliEamwith its own history. Notably
the fact that, since time immemorial, moral criticism used to be intimatehected
with comedy and laughtdrecame increasingly obscured. From a historical point of
view, my effort to connect (or rather, reconnect)ratity and laughter is not as
astonishing as it might seem. But why should ethics care about its history? What is
wrong with contemporary ethics trying to become a more serious genre? What
objections can be raised against the effort to secure a commaondgiiset of
non-controversial moral principles amasic ethical techniques ifébuld be of some
assistance in solving matters of public policy in a fair and reasonable way?

In order for such questions tbe answered in a convincing manndéne
contemprary effort to transform ethics into a more seriongge academidiscipline
should be discussed at length, as | tried to do in some previous publications (Zwart
1993, 1995). As to the present study, however, such an endeavour, inevitable as it
may seemwould put me in a difficult position. For although my uneasiness with
certain prominent aspects of the established ethical consenshat induced me to
write this book, the established consensus itself is not the principal target of my
research. On theontrary, the greater part of the book will be devoted to the moral
significance of laughter as an experience of contestation. Such an exercise, however,
would undoubtedly remain incomprehensible without at least some exptaaatto
the reason why, thads: without at least a hint as to how tielates to the prest
context Indeed, the ultimatebjective of myfiexercise in retrieval(Taylor 1989, p.

xi) of the timeold connection between ethics and laughter is to understanent
technocracy Therefae, in this first chapter | will present a picture of the kind of
discourse | happen to reject, but hasten to add that it is not intended as a thorough
exposition of contemporary moral discourse as such. Those in favour of the contested
view will perhaps aim that, instead of producing a fair picture of what is being
rejected, | simply laugh it off by means of a mere caricature,jngckufficient
academid) o } a. Bridtee bther hand, to be more explicit about what one rejects than
about what one embracesuld be inordinate as well. Therefore, let me emphasize
beforehand that, as the picture of the contemporary ethical consensus presented in this
chapter intends to summarize an understanding elaborated more carefully elsewhere,
it is not in itself an effdrto convince those in favour of the established consensus that
they are hopelessly mistaken. My purpose simply is to clarify why | consider an effort
to retrieve the ancient connection between ethics and laughter worthwhile. My
subsequent rereadindrom the point of view of laughtgrof some remarkable
episodesn the history of morality will point out that laughter is bound to reveal the
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limited and temporal nature of an established discourse that mistakenly considers
itself to be extraemporal and inautestable. As to thegsent, | basically will content

that he established consensuslibsrating and broathinded as itmay seementails

severe restriction and constraints that cannot be brought to light as long as its basic
convictions remainnchallenged. In fact, | am convinced that, in order to produce an
adequate and convincing judgement regarding the present situation, a retrieval of the
truth of laughter will prove indispensable. In chapter five, when the moral
significance of laughter haseen sufficiently explored, an effort will be made to
deternine its significance focoming to terms witlthe present more accurately.

2. The ethics of compartmentalisation and the waning of
moral truth

The effort to turn ethics into a more serious gdoy securing a common ground (or
fiethical consensagcan be identified by means of certain typical terms and ghras
To begin with, this effortoften involves a shift from ficontend to fiprocedure.
Furthermore, moral life is compartmentalized intfpablico and afiprivated realm,
into public regulation and private emotions or attachments. In the public realm, the
individual is expected to behave reasonably, to respect others, and to negotiate rights,
interests and claims in order to achieve the bedilpessolution to a given problem
for all of the parties involved, taking into account all the rights and interests at stake.
In the private realm, however, one is allowed to cononiself to any particular
worldview or moral idealhowever ridiculous)undisturbed by the fact that such a
view or such an ideal it seem untenable or even abdordthers, as long as such a
commitment does not result in harm to others, or in impeding the process of
consensus formation in the public realm, conducted bgadtbkperts. In the flic
sphere, we are to comply witin ethic of peaceful negotiation and regulation. By
regulating public behaviouthe right to privatise@éccentricity is said to be secured. |
will refer to this view agiiberalismd but hasten to atithat what | have in mind is an
articulation of the basic structure of contemporary public discaassich(as it is
apparently shared by an impressive number of individuals of widely differing political
and religious denominatigprather than any paical conviction in particular.

What is implied in such a view is &iaally afimethod of avoidan@gan effort to
turn all controversial items into private matters, ther@dbglistingd them from the
public agend& It is an effort to pacify public life ¥ means of effctive
compartmentalization. Thiseduced and minimalized agenda for ethics, basically
containing a set of procedural solutions to policy problems, is justified by the claim
that eventually the only alternative to such a strategy of avoidamueral warfare

2 The phrase 0 meéwas cothed byf Rawel(1987), dree of dsemost prominent
protagoni st slistingbvwas coipeld byaallehand(19&1), in order to criticize such
an approach. Cf. Zwart (1993).
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(or even civil war). The objective of moral deliberation is not to reveal the ultimate
moral truth of human existence, for this has become a personal matter, but to maintain
a situation of peaceful eexistence of incompatible worgtws and basic
commitments. As to the ultimate moral truth of human existence, pluralism is
inescapable. Ethics (at least the social or policy branch of ethics) should withdraw
itself from the realm of incompatiblécomprehensiwe doctrines, of substantial
undestandings of moral life, ahtransform itself into an allegedheutral or even
procedural discourse. It should not aim at saviheoretical problems which will
remain usolvable and which are bound to remain the object of endless struggle and
contestabn. Rather, ethics should restrict and limit itself to the-oontroversial and

the procedural. The compartmentalization of moral life into a public and a private
realm implies the exclusion of moral truth from public debate.

This selfrestriction is jstified by a historical account, a typical narrative or
fistandard accoua{Toulmin 1990)the plot of which can be summarized as follows.
Premodern society was grounded in a shared understanding of moral truth, a common,
substantial view of moral life. Ithe sixteenth century, the selfidence of this truth
gave way to pluralism, a process which before long resulted in massive, violent
confrontations between mutually incompatible moral truths. Subsequently, the
Enlightenment emerged as an effort to deped rationalistic ethic acceptable to all
moral subjects regdless of their particular wonliews or their traditional religious
attachments. The project of Enlightenment, however, although it succeeded in
liberating modern individuals from many pmeden constraints, still contained an
appeal to a certain moral truth, a normative ideal of moral subjectivity, a substantial
view of humannature which is supposedigalized progressively in history. In the
presentfipostmodern condition, even this limitedppeal to the progress of reason
and to the rational nature bfimars has become problematic and is considered an
untenablefimetaphysical remnant. Inded, the appeal to reason is givisagy to the
more limited demand to eeasonablg that is, to a plosophy of moral deliberation
and mutual respect which is still reminiscent of the Enlightenment in certain respects
but refrans from the effort to ground thethic in a substantial moral view bfman
existenceEthics should basically restrict itsédfformulating the ideal conditions for
moral deliberation. Although no one can be forced to accept the claim that human
beings are rationabr that ethics can be grounded irflaw of reason allegedly
beyond contestation, everyone can be expected @vbeteasonably in the public
realmi whateverpicture of human life is cherished in private. In private life,
responsibility and human freedom ynaell be ridiculed, but in the public realam
everincreasing amount of responsibility has to be accepted.

In this chapter | will indicate why | consider this historical account, as well as the
effort to reconstruct a necontroversial, reasonable consensus justified bwast,
basically flawed. To begin with, the basic conditions of public deliberation, to be
aacepted by all reasonable human beings, far from neutralRather, their origin
must be located in certain specific and historical, indeed, substantial claims regarding
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the moral truth of human existence. Furthermore, instead of allowing pluralism t
flourish, they in fact entagevere constraints on moral life; they are restricting rather
than restricted. Finally, they mistakenly take for granted and assume a certain kind of
moral subjectivity which is in fact produced and reinforced by them.

In Cosmoplis, Toulmin (1990) already dismissed some misguided assumptions
underlying what he refers to as tfetandard account of moderrityOne of them is
the claim that, whereas in the Middle Ages the church had severely impeded science,
reason and individualutonomy to flourish, in the seventeenth century ecclesiastical
constraints on science and human life were relaxed instead of reinforced, and
theological commitments were less rigorous and demanding than before. According
to Toulmin, the very reverse wasié. While the sixteenth century was indeed a
period of remarkable freedom and opamdedness, during the seventeentitgey a
rigid ecclesiastical, theological and etatistic regiment was imposed which
corresponded to a similar attitude of toughnessiérealm of philosoph§. Much
like the CounteReformation on the theological level, seventeaghtury
philosophy should be regarded fi@ounterRenaissana@ein which the tolerant,
practical, septicaland, above all, humoristiattitude of Renaissanceirtkers like
Erasmus and Montaigne was replaced by a theoretical quest for certainty and firm
foundations. Although Erasmus Rraise of Follyhad ridiculed philosophical and
theological discourse, he did not aim at replacing it by an indisputable and
incortestable stable ground. Progress and Enlightenment in the realm of philosophy,
Toulmin claims, meant restriction and constraint rather thartlia&ing.

A similar claim could be made for the subsequent transformation from the modern
(or frationalisti®) ethics of Enlightenment to the postmodernf{ifieralistiad) ethics
of compartmentalization. Whereas the new, postmodern ethics might seem less
demanding and less rastive at first glance, inaintain that its basic gesture is one of
exclusion and resttion. Indeed, it is my contention that postmodern constraints on
public moral dscourse are more rather thiass severe than the ones preceding it.
Postmodern individuals find themselves forced to participate in public deliberation
and the process ofonsersus formation while tendencies amoimglividuals or
sections of the popation to remain hesitant to participata it, are increasingly
considered problematic. Moreover, although it is suggested that the deliberation
process is able to tolerate vially all possible contributions, certain speech acts are
disqualified and excluded beforehand as bé&fagdamentalistié or as disturbing the
process of consensus formation, or as representing views whiciotacensidered
acceptable to otheeasonabléndividuals. In short, what we are dealing with here is
an ethic of deliberation in which a compulsion to take part in a certain kind of public
discourse is intrinsically connected with a tendency towards exclusion. Or to put it

3 The Russian philosopher M. Bakhtin, who will be introduced in &hrapo, agrees with

this .  The fifteefith centurywas anagecob nsi der abl e fithaewdfor i n Franceo

i nst aonsbagp,lh efi bet ween familiar s(@akkticl®68gpnd o6correctod | ang
320), and many similar remarks.
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otherwise, in order to bergnted access to public discourse, we have to become a
certain kind of moral subjettsomeonewilling to negotiate, willing to refrain frm
making any publ i cmoalptmtesa Wes posinalerns pave te at e 0
consent to a particular form of morakchange in order to find ourselves included
among its participants, and we are denied the right to commit ourselves publicly to
deviant discursive modes. The compartmentalization of moral life implies that we
agree to settle for consensus at the expehsath i althoughwe are of course still
granted the right to remain susceptible to deviant moral demands in private. Any
effort to present ourselves as public guardians of moral truth (as guardians of the
inviolable significance of uncurbed nature, forample) is disqualified as being an
inadmissible expression of fanaticism and intolerance. By means of these and other
similar procedures of exclusion, the established consensus is permanently
reproduced, maintained and reinforced at the expense of deligantsive modes

which are dismissed as obsolete relirgejected as symptoms of fundamentalism. In
short, we find ourselves confronted with a moral regime that cannot be questioned
without raising the suspicion of being unreasoaahhd that successfy immunises

itself against contestation, considering its basic principleses&lent and inevitable,
unwilling to admit that its picture of moral life contains a substantial claim to moral
truth (and therefore remains contestable by definition). Peech acts of those who
remain hesitant to accept these restrictions and who refuse to consider their speech
acts as either contributions to the consensus formation process or as articulations of
private, highly idiosyncratic truths, are not taken intosideration. Their views are
considered to be at odds with a moral regime whose basic objective is the reduction of
public tensions by redefining them as conflicts of idese that is, by
compartmentaling moral language into a public and a private vataly.

My discontent with this established moral logic does not evolve out of the idea
that it should be our objective to realize or at least approximate what Habermas (1987)
referred to as afideal communicatiody devoid of any strategic constraints; fmich
an ideal must not only be considered fictitious and utopian, it is grounded in a
thoroughly misguided understanding of moral discourse. Every effort to articulate
moral experience, or to establish an ethical discourse is bound to reveal certain
aspets, while others are forgotten or concealed, and even the postmodern (or liberal)
regime most certainly has its merits, apart from its def&asher, | would like to
emphasis that what we are confronted with here is a discursive regime which
presentstself as highly permissive, while it is in fact severely restrictive. In short, it is
a regime which seems unable to recognize its own constraints, its own violence and
domination, and therefore runs the risk of becoming a liberal ideology, a discursive
coup ddétat which no longer admits itgategic objectives nor recogessits effects.

Indeed, we must acknowledge that every moral discourse entails constraints. They
can be contested, and moral discourse can be transformed, but this implies the
replacemat of the established constraints by others. We participate in this struggle,
this process of contestation and transformation in order to promote a discursive
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situation which allows the particular life form or moral practice represented and
pursued by usot flourish. The idea that some constraints are neutral or at least
generally acceptable, and therefore cannot be accused of encouraging or impeding
certain ways of life as compared to others, is fictitious and bound to convey an
ideological bias in favouof one of the ways of life at stake.

In short, what is advocated here is a picture of moral discourse as a strategic
situation, a struggle between incompatible ways of life, where every discursive genre
or mode of speechindeed every single speech actlavery single word is both
revealing and concealindpoth encouragig and restricting There are no neutral
forms of speech. It is a strategic or agonistic situation involving several discursive
tendencies mutually impeding, contesting or reinforcing eattter. What is
advocated ére is not simply a recognitiohut an inensification of this o L, sather
than its avoidancefor avoidance merely implies the unquestioned domination of one
particular discursive tendency at the expense of other possibilities.

It is an understanding of discourse supported by the views of the Russian
philosopher ad literary scientist Mikhail Baiin (1988) who describes social
discourse in terms of a temporary ideological equilibrium which for a certain period
of time manages to maintain a certain coherence and unity but finds itself faced with
and penetrated by eontinuing clash ofivoice®, that is, finds itself penanently
contested andidialogisdd, and remains involved in an agonistic and polemic
situation. Every form of life produces its characteristic modes of speech, and modern
society is a heteroglossifwwices, a plurality of speech genr@spermanent struggle
of centripetal and centrifugal discursive forces. The dominant mode of speech of a
certain epoch finds itself continuously challenged by the vocabularies, the modes of
speech or dialects whicheacharacteristic of more peripheral life forms. There are no
neutral words, no neutral vocabularies. Every mode of speech is contested,
contestable, contesting. Every speech unit has its own environment, its own history,
belongs to a certailife form, a @rtain professioffior instance, a certain view of life,
and will subsequently find itself appropriated, exploited and transformed by those
who participate in social discourse.

Bakhtin refers to contemporary society adiging noveld. There are languagef
generations, of trades and vocatioofsparties and age groups, of the authorities as
well as of various classes and circles. There are languages of officials, labourers and
students, while even the languages of the military student, the high stitssitsand
the trade school student are differémt 290)* Even languages of the day exist, as
well as family jargons. All these languages serve their ovetifip sociepolitical
purposesgach has its own slogans, its own afaglary ancdemphasigp. 263). In no
way can they live in peace and quiet with each other and therefore social discourse is
a perpetual struggle, although the internal stratification and differentiation of every

4 cf, Nietzschésremarkonthepecali f eat ur es o fi nomblyitsdrelindtiaghs Ger man
toward irony (Human, Al Too HEeBn |1, 6The Wanderer
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national language tends to be subduedrse wh a t by f otowiysandt hat serve i
centralze the verbal de ol ogi c al worl do (p. 270) and to impo
embodi ed i n a languagedhatisfianveribat appaoboh considered as
normal for a given sphere of society. Every concrete utterance serves as énpoint w
the centrifugal and centripetal forces of language confront one another. In the next
chapterB a k h tviews @ik be explored more carefully, but at this point | merely
wish to emphasize that | take them to encourage and confirm the claim that an
apparently neutral standard account of contemporary ethics can never be neutral (or
non-controversial) from an agonistic, Bain-like view on social discourse. A
ficommon neutral languages always a particular vocabulary or mode of speech, and
as such it ishe outcome of a particular history, expressing a substantial view of moral
life, and encouraging certain life forms while indjpeg others. The
compartmentalition of moral life into a private realm of truth and a public sploér
restriction and regulain is far from selevident or neutral. While apparently
confirming the actual decline of moral truth in public life, it basically is an attempt of
one particular truth, one particular substantial view of moral life to gain dominance
over its rivals. Beig neutral, or rather, seeming neutral, is an effect of domination.

Now what is thisisubstantia view of moral life that is implied in the seemingly
neural strategy of compartmentadtson and where do we find the history which
produced it? It goes witut saying that an adequate reconstruction of the view
involved as well as of its history is quite beyond the scope of this book, let alone a
mere chapter. Still, a fewignificant aspects can be highlightdd his bookThe
Flight from Authority JeffreyStout (1981) describes how, during the modern epoch,
the decline of truth in public discourse gave rise to the differentiation of morality as a
relatively autonomous domain and the subsequent development of moral philosophy
into anautonomous academic digline, disengaging itself from the constraints of
traditional ecclesiastical authorities. Furthermore, his book contains a description of
how theficrisis of authoritg, brought about by the Reformation, stimulated the quest
for a moral consensus, a pubtigmpromise between incompatible truths. By tracing
the history of the established moral account, the assumption that there is an
incontestable central core of human experience which has no history is questioned.
This central core turns out to be a pafticwiew, the outcome of a particular history.
According to Stout, although the Reformation was basically motivated by the quest
for an indisputable ground, it in fact produced a multiplication of authorities, with
pietism (that is, the appeal to innertety as the standard of truth) as its ultimate
result. The church as a body gave way to pious atoms. Every single conscience
constituted a separate authority, bereft of any means to settle disagreement among
truth claims, and unwilling to accept ratiofadtifications. Furthermore, the pietistic
turn implied an emphasis on the moral at the expense of the strictly religious and
dogmatic aspesibof faith, a development which eventually resulted in the separation
of public and private morality.

Now pietismis notmerely a particular version ofr@®estantism, nor simply a
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certain doctrine or regional version of a creed. Rather it implies a certain form of
moral subjectivity, grounded in the Protestant separation of the worldly and the
spiritual realm or regnent (the Two Worlds Theorem). Whereas the public sphere
(the worldly regiment) was left to the politics of power and calculation (although
perhaps, under certain favourable circumstances, and in spite of corrupted human
nature, a more or less just ands@aable policy coulde realied), the essential
domain of human life came to be located in the private and inner sphere. As a
participant in public life the Christian individual restricted himself to advocating a
settlement or compromise that would nohsiitute a threat to his basic spiritual and
moral commitments. That is, he opted for a kind of equilibrium, a restricted, limited
and reasonable status quo, in order to secure a pietistic inner world of truth. Whereas
public compromise was motivated byugent seHinterest and calculation, religious

and moral issues belonged to the sphere of moral sentiment and inner experience,
inaccessible to criticism. This implied an active, negotiating attitude as a participant
in social discourse, and a passivegptive attitude in the private sphere. That is, it
implied a willingness to subject oneselffiouman law up to the point where this
human law prevented one from acting in accordance with personal conscience
(Adivine lawo). In a perfect world the state wld disappear, but in real life it was an
inevitable evil which had to be accepted. All this implied a permanent tension
between personal freedom and public compliance. The government both secured and
threatened personal autonomy. It was considered inkap&lorat least unauthoresl

to pronounce judgement in matters of religious and moral truth, and therefore
assigned a more restricted function: to recognize, respect and maintain personal
autonomy in order to allow the individual to subject himselfexain (often highly
idiosyncratic) religious demands. In his personal life, the individual was sovereign,
and answerable only to God. The evolving equilibrium, however, was permanently at
risk: the authorities might threaten personal autonomy, while atiéamdividual
(expanding the spiritual regiment to the public sphere) might incite moral warfare.
Public compromise guaranteed social stability, and allowed for the development of a
public policy directed at public welfare. It had nothing to do with mémath,
however, which was considered a personal and not a public experience.

In short, Protestantism, notably pietism, prepared the way for liberalism, that is,
for liberal etatism, a moral view presented by J.S. Mill in his e€xayLiberty
(1859/1974) According to Mill, liberalism is a social or political ethics, a reflection
on the way power can be legitimately exercised by society over the individual. It
emphasizes a rigid demarcation between the public and the private sphere and defines
the dutieswhich can be enforced upon individuals in the public sphere, leaving ample
room for thefright to eccentricity in the private sphere. In the parts which only
concern himself, Mill writes, the independence of the individual is absolute. Over
himself, his en body and mind, the individual is sovereign. This sovereignty is
limited, however, by the moral demand not to inflict harm upon others.

The subject of Mild essay, therefore, is the nature and limits of the power which
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can be legitimately exercised bgciety over the individual. Liberalism is to prdei

an answer to the questibow and to what extent individuals are to be governed, that
is, it deals with the questiohow both individual and collective tyranny should be
checked. In the nineteenth certumodern society had acquired the technical means
to exercise social tyranny on a formidable scale, far beyond comparison with any
previous kind of political oppression, leaving fewer meansta@e and penetrating
muchdeeper into the details of lif@hus, individual freedom had to be guaranteed.
Still, Mill considered the enforcement of some restraints on human action inevitable:
some rules of conduct simply had to be imposed. The question therefore was how to
make the fitting adjustment between iridival independence and social control. Now
according to Mill, the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over
any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others.
The individual has the right to frame thiam of his own life so long as he does not
harm his fellow creatures. Although at first glance this might seem to allow for only a
limited range of interferences by the government, on further reflection it becomes
clear that, as many of our acts do havplioations for other human beings, liberalism
came to encourage and justify a substantial and gradually increasing exercise of
public power. That is, although liberalism apparently aims at restricting the impact of
governmental action on private life, tRearmprincipled provides the modern state
with a perfect justification for becoming increasinglydtved, at least in a regulatory
manner, in countless aspects of social intercduesgnvolvement which is bound to
intensify as society grows morecdamore complex and the mutual dependence of
individuals will increasdurther. In order to protect others against the tyranny of the
self and, by implication, the self against the tyranny of others, the individual becomes
subject to an increasing number aoftrectionsi andthis constitutes the basic aporia

of liberalism. In ancient Greek or Roman societies, although at first glance their
modes of exercising power were often far more despotic and far less democratic, the
extent to which public policy penetedt social intercourse and interfered with
individual life from birth to death, both in sickness and in health, was far less intense.
Indeed, Michel Foucault (1989/1995) pointed out that, although contemporary
liberalisnmd basic concern appears to be thar fef governinggoo-much, the actual
extent of its involvement as a political regime in practically all the details of human
life is truly astonishing. In fact, Foucault recognized that liberalism is basically a kind
of fetatisnd, a set of technologies fgoverning individuals. It is a political regime

that exercises power over individuals in a remarkably efficient way, producing a
stable consensus, securing an adapted form of moralcsivily by inventing and
utilising efficient techniques and instrunismf power (Foucault 1980).

Indeed, liberalism presupposes (or rather, produces) a certain form of moral
subjectivity. According to Mill, despotism (a more archaic form of etatism, a more
primitive mode of exercising power) is legitimate when it corteslealing with
barbarians, and liberalism has no application to any state of things prior to the time
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when mankind had become capable of improvemerifrbg and equal discussiaf
In other words, one has to comply with liberalgsnbasic demands in adto find
ong&s right to eccentricity respectédthatis, only certain forms oéccentricity are
acceptedvhile others are rejected as barba@ther, truly incompatible forms of life
are faced with the prospect of tyranny, and in Dbiscipline and Puish Foucault
(1975) has provided us with a vivid picture of the modern forms of tyranny which
eventually allowed the liberal state to emerge and the correspormdmg 6f moral
subjectivity to beconstituted. Liberalism is basically a mode of exercisiogeay, a
technique for governing individuals, demanding and producing a certain kind of
conversion and adagiion, a certain level of obedience and consent, a certain
(trans)formation of moral subjectivity. Its bagjesture is the compartmentatisn of
moral life into a private realm of eccentricéyd a public realm of compliance

Now the logic at work in both pietism and liberalism implies a rather restricted
agenda for moral philosophy. It is no longer directed at the discovery of moral truth
but reher at establishing a public compromise, allowiing individual to engage in
eccentric questfor truth while preventing harm to others. Basic experiences of moral
truth and moral embarrassment are excluded from the ethical agenda sincks ethics
strictly aimedat consensus formation and behaviour regulation. At best, two separate
agendas for ethics are allowed: one for public and one for private use. Be this as it
may, the picture of moral life impligd the ethics of compartmentadison is far from
neutral or nonrcontroversial. Rather it contains certain substantial claims with regard
to moral life which should be open to contestation. Moreover, it implies a certain form
of moral sibjectivity (the compartmentaég Self) which is the outcome of certain
historical experiences and anything but universal oresatfent.

Notwithstanding the genealogical affinity between Protestantiaechlist views
on governmentjmportant differences can be discerned as well. Whereas from a
Protestant point of view flic life is depicted in more or less negative terms,
liberalism has a more positive and affirmative understanding of the management of
public life. It is not merely a compromise, for the individual is basically a citizen and
public policy can certainly b&ir and reasonable. In short, what has occurred is a
historical shift from a negative, more or less Protestant, to a somewhat moreepositiv
liberal appreciation of thetate. Whereas Protestantism is first and foremost
concerned withhte individual, wih the way individuadare to guide their own lives
order to become a certain kind of moral subject, liberalism is not interested in private
morality as such, but in the social conditions which have to be realized in order for
certain forms of moral sudstivity to flourish and constitute themselves. Liberalism
is first and foremost a social ethics, a perspective on the ssial power. It isa
version of what | will refer to as etatism. Notwithstanding its explicit concern with

S AUntil then, there is nothing for them but implicit obedience to an Akbar or a Charlemagne,
if theyare sofortunata s t o fpi68)d oneo
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individual freedom, & mainfisubjecd is not the individual but the stafe.

The historical shift from a rather negative towards a much more positive
appreciation of public policy and the public realm (that is, the shift from a Protestant
to a liberal understanding of ethicadnsensus) is described by John RawiSle
Idea of an Overlapping Consens{i®87)/ According to Rawls, ethics should opt
for consolidation rather than contestation. It is the task of a philosopher to articulate a
conception of justice acceptable to &tkasonable individuals® in a pluralistic
society, a conception which can be considered a general standard by means of which
public institutionsare to be permanently scrutiedés In a pluralistic society, such a
consensus is absolutely indispensable.oilder to understand our contemporary
situation, however, one has to realize that the quest for consensus is an answer to a
specific historical problem, a problem which constitutes the basic experience, the
beginning and startingoint of modern times antas remained our basic problém
the problem of pluralism and the risk of moral warfare it implies. Modern sd@risty
principal objective is to avoid a situation of massive and violent confrontation
between incompatible moral or religious truths, to avbi recurrence of religious
wars such as the ones accompanying the dawn of modern times. This quest for ethical
consensus is the outcome of a historical experience. The modern indoadualto
recognig thatwillingness to compromise in the public sphéneorder to avoid
irreconcilable conflicts, and to opt for a modus vivendi between incompatible truths,
is inevitable and more reasonable than to persist in violent confrontation. At first this
willingness to compromise was merely a matter of prudencd;iriesest and
calculation (the Protestant attitude) and the public consensus was accepted merely for
strategic reasons. A corresponding transformation of moral subjectivity itself (the
emergence of the compartmentadisSelf) was not yet implied. At a éat stage,
however, the willingness to compromise was transformed into a moral issue and
became part of moral subjectivity itself: one of thesibaconvictions that now
constitute a reasonabforal subject. Dissension gave way to the constitution of a
paricular kind of moral subjectivity, to the establishment of a particular moral

6 Itisimportanttonott hat alt hough Protestantupdsm originally star
understanding of moral transformationbécame increasingbtatistic. This fate already

announced itself in the case of Luther. In ortdecounter the fanaticism of those whom he

polemically referred to aSchwarmeand who threatened to overthrow the still vulnerable

compartmentalization between chiurand state asdvocated byim, hesupporedthe

transformation of the Lutheran Chureita an instrument of etatism. Faced with a violent

confrontation between peasants and state, he decided to side with the state against the peasants,

although initially he had supported (some of) their claims, while their revolt had (at least to a

considerale extent) been inspired by the spiritual upheaval hediirhad inaugurated; but

more onthis in chapter four.

7 The fact that many prominent spokesmen of liberal ethics are political rather than moral
philosophers, confirms the claim that liberalistbasically a social ethic.

8 That is, all individuals who have successfully accommodated themselves to the dominant
form of moral subjectivity.
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regime, liberalism, which is still governing us, and which still provides the moral
ground structure for our public rangements. Modern individusahre forced to
participate inmodern society and to consent to the basic mooalvictions it
embodies, but argranted the right (albeit within restrézl boundaries) to determine
their own eccentric (but harmless) life plan.

In certain respects, however, Rawlaccount seems ratheoncealing and
ideological. It is suggested that the individuals involved were willing to undergo this
transformation on their own accord. Others, like MarxThre CapitalPart | and
Foucault inDiscipline and Punishrevealed the violent nature of thisatige, which
resulted in the constitution of the modern subject and the establishment of the liberal
regime (i.e. the compartmentation of moral life). History reveals that reason is
often, perhapslways preceded by force. In order for a certain maegime to
become established, a violent couptdt seems inevitable. Henceforth, we no longer
seem able to challenge its basic truth without raising the suspicion of being
funreasonabte All individuals are foced to comply witha particular standard for
moral sijectivity. In fact, throughleducation, punishment atabour, a certain form
of consciencepf accountability or responsibility is produced. By neglecting or
obscuring the violent nature of these historical events, philosophy tends to give way to
an ideological justification of the established regime. Indeed, according to Rawls,
philosophys basic aim is consolidation and justificatiowhile requiring of
individuals that they finally accept the restrictive guidelines for moral deliberation,
finally renounce their responsiveness to incompatible moral demands, that is: finally
becomeconverted. For the transformation of the moral subject which occurred during
the modern epoch was in a very fundamental way a conversion, rather similar to the
conversim which preceded it during the first half of the Middle Ages. Both
conversions seemed rather superficial and violent at first, bul@hadesulted in the
internalistion of certain basic demands and in an exclusion of incompatible forms of
life T suppoted bya technocratic exerciss# power.

Eventually, we seemunable to challenge the basic moral convictions of
established culture. The only way to reveal their being lessegelént than they
seem, is to compare them with the basic moral convictiéres world we know
comparatively well, although it is a world quite unlike ours, the moral world of
ancient Greece and Rome. According to Nietzsche, this vanished world allows us to
formulate certain experiences regarding the present that would otherwiaa re
incomprehensibl€. Indeed, as Hans Achterhuis (1984) and others have pointed out,
the ancient Greek and Roman world constitutes a comic mirror to the modern one, as
both worlds are radically separated from each other by what can be referred to as a
complete reversal and transformation of all valuesn Umwertung aller Werteas
Nietzsche phrased.ifThe Greek, for instancegyreferred idleness to work and
considered the latter as utterly degrading. te tsixteenth century, however,

9Human, Al | Too Human |1 ,682Mi xed opinions and aphoris
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Protestants like Lther (not coincidentally a min@& son) and humanists like
Coornhert initiated the abuse of idleness and the praise of ldbaugenre, a
conviction which soon became one of thestomnipresent and quasi seiident
platitudes of the great ethigmlitical discourse of modernity. All of a sudden, the
rural populace was depicted as excessively lazy, backward and prodigal by the
spokesmen of official discourse (Achterhuis 1984, p. 40 ff.). While the popular
masses of Europe, notwithstanding their fiercel dsrgescale resistance, were
gradually transformed into a massive reservoir of labour, a new genre made its
appearance, beginning with MoéraJtopia The one hling all these perfectly
organigd, utopian societies, invented by Moore and his followersirn@dmmon

was their persistent emphasis on the significance of labour. From the very start,
however, this new genre found itself accompanied by a comic and popuitde,du
cycle of legends about @unterutopian land of gluttony and idleness, theysde
Cocagne(Achterhuis, p. 84; cf. Bdkin 1968, p. 297), in which popular resistance
against wage work expressed itself in a popular (that is, comical and parodical)
manner. In the Land of Cockaigne, the same harsh penalties that werel digadiest
idleness in real life were employad a punishment for being too eager to work.

The ideological features in Rawlsaccount apparently result from his
unwillingness to recognize the power aspect of the particular moral logic it tries to
justify T a logic whith aims at establishing itself at the expense of other possibilities.
Philosophy is reduced to the effort of supporting the established consensus (involving
certain basic ingredients of moral subjectivity such as tolerance, willingness to
compromise and mg@tiate, and fairness) and of producing certain guidelines and
procedures for moral deliberation, instead of challenging the established truth regime.
Of course, this is abolishing true pluralism rather than accepting it. Once we have
adopted this kind ahoral subjectivity, the moral logic supported by Rawls does seem
inevitable, but this already requires the subjugation of real pluralism. Indeed, Rawls
himself points to the fact that the increasing detachment of the modern individual
from traditional andeligious life forms and commitments, resulting in an unclear and
indefinite identity, is bound to facilitate their participation in the democratic
institutions of cotemporary society (Rawls 1972) much likethe conversion to
Christianity during the eayl medieval periodwas facilitated by the decline of
traditional and local attachments and ways of life. The impetus at work here is the
effort to secure and reinforce that which has been established (being itself the
outcome of a previous transformationipdato reject any rival philosophical
understandings, such as the Socratic one, which rather considers philosophy a practice
of fundamental contestation, challenging what appears to besaént, revealing
fundamental uncertainty and embarrassment, é@xgahe vulnerability of basic
moral convictions, unwilling to accept compromise at the expense of moral truth or to
support established consensus for the sake of securing established forms of moral
subjectivity. Notably, in Plati Apology Socrates emeeg as a fanatic of moral truth,
appealing to a higher duty, a divine mission to irritate his fellow citizens, arousing
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them from their ideological slumber and inciting them to questioat seems firmly
established. He acts aenseone, furthermore, who @iays a basic readiness to
ridicule the moral answers generally accepted as true, and to mock the protagonists of
the official, standard account. Rawls, when he embarks on his effort to elaborate
procedures for ethical decision making, alrefidyow (quite unlike Socrates) what

kind of results such a procedure is supposed to yield, already knows the answer his
philosophy is supposed to support or provide. His effort is fundamentally biased in
favour of the established moral regime, the standard moralirsiccbhe method of
avoidane (the ethics of compartmentai®n) is basically a strategy of
consolidation, whereas the basic objective of philosophers like Socrates and Foucault
is contestation.

In a morerecent bookPolitical Liberalism Rawl$ version of the standard
account of modernity is recapitulated and further clarified (Rawls 1993). The modern
world is not taken for granted, but compared with its historic mirror, the ancient
world. Ancient religion, Rawls tells us, was public in the sense theitiaens were
expected to participate in public celebrations, although the details of what one
believed in terms of doctrine were not of great importance. Medieval Christianity,
however, was not only public but also doctrinal (with a creed that waddibeed),
as well agiauthoritariaw. Now although Luther and Calvin weatleastas dogmat
and intolerant as their Catholfoes had been they neve intended to further
tolerancei the Reformation must beonsidered the historical craddd political
liberalism. Gradually, as we have seen, toleration as amuas vivendgave way
to the discovery of the possibility of a stable pluralist society. Political liberalism is
the answer to a question: how is it possible to maintain over time a stabjesan
society of free and equal citizens in the absence of a shared comprehensive (religious,
philosophical or moral) doctrine? Such a thing is possible, Rawls claims, if one
narrows the range of disagreement by avoidihgs¢é moral topics on which
compeehensive doctrines diveegand by restricting the agenda of ethics to
determining fair terms for cooperation and intercourse between free and equal
citizens. Moreover, liberalism merely articulates the basic principles and ideas that
already are implicithaccepted and recognized by all reasonable individiiaisse
principles canno shouldbe endorsed by all citizens, whatever their religious siew
In order for a just and stable cooperation of free and equal citizens to be maintained,
the appeal to comphensive truths should give way ingtia life to consensus, that is:
to the primacy ofhe establishegolitical and moral regime

Furthermore, the political sphere is explaimgdRawls inan etatistic, togown
manner (p. 136 ff.). Political power idnmys coercive power, Rawls contencnd
the government alone has the authority to use force. Yet, the exercise of political
power is proper only when it is exercised in accordance with this basic structure all
free and equal citizens will freely agreelfbAlthough the state has the power to

10 f{lln a democratic society public reasisrthe reason of equal citizens who [exercise]
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punish and to correct by force, the basic political values normally have sufficient
weight to override all other values that come in conflict with it. Political values
normally outweigh whatever values may seem atadlith them, as they articulate
the basic framework of social life, the very groundwork of our existence, the
fundamental terms of cooperation.

Inthe deci si ve sHepol toinc alevodrde gfoi2%n of the per s«
ff.), however, Rawls agredisat a certain form of moral subjectivity is presupposed by
liberalism. Ethical consensus as understood by Rawls implies that individuals have a
double (that is, compartmentad) identity: an institutional, political or public one
and a norinstitutional nonpolitical, nortpublic one. Besides their institutional
identity, they have affections, devotions and loyalties that resist objective evaluation.
Indeed, citizns normally have two views dheir overall view can be divided into
two parts (p. 140). &t, although our moral identity often changes considerably over
time (usually slowly but sometimes suddenly) these changegeoiconversions do
not imply a change in our public or institutional identity. Therefore, the dominant
form of moral sbjectivity (the compartmentaksl Self including a stable
institutional identity) has to be accepted by all individuals and may even be enforced.
The principles of justice that constitute soofetybasic structure are such as
reasonable individuals normally compljth. They constitute a permanent feature of
public culture, and normally need not be enforced by means of the oppressive use of
state pwer (as had been the case in medieval siclegause they imply a basic
moral structure affreasonabl@individualswill readily assent to. We may, ivever,
force individuals to be fAreasonabl ed

Moreover, Rawls admits that the problem of social stability had been on his mind
from the very outset (p. 141). Eventually he claims, however, that liberalism will
produce a fa amount of political stability,me st r ong enonorgndl t o resi st t he
tendencd s t o i(m ]14R) 9y enaowaging individuals to acquire a normally
sufficient sense of justice so that they will generally comply with sdsidigisic
institutions (p 141 ff.). Political liberalism appeals not to force but to public reason,
that is, to the sense of justice of free and equal citizens viewed as reasonable and
rational. The fact of pluralism, moreover, is not an unfortunate condition of human
life, but ratherthe outcome of the free exercise of free human reason under conditions
of liberty (p. 144).

Once again, what is disavowitdsuch an account is a basic historical experience,
namely t hat indivelualfifree ad £qual,aafd|widlidog toac e p t Afair
t er ms of |ladto pegproduted ly foftas a product of regimes of power
In The Capital Part 1 Marx explains the emergence of the massive reservoir of labour
power presupposed by the kind of society that was coming into existahe¢ time.

In Marxdaccount, the true origin @hodern societys a history 6 violence, plunder
and terror Marx relates how in the sixteenth centuryselfsupporting rural

politcalandc oer ci ve power((p.@Mer one anothero
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populatiors wereviolently transformed into a massive labour reservoir by meéns
expropriating and oppression. All of a sudden, they found themselves deprived of
their means of existence, were chased away from the lands they had commonly
cultivated since timeimmemorial Eventual ly, they became fAfree and
forcedtoga cept t he fAf ai roftheseemerging labbur mavketprefactat i on o
they were transformed into servile, dependent, posarigken labourers. Thoseho
dared to put up resistantcame the victim of a ruthless policyetited at the
exterminatb n o f ii dl enesso, fidy angansnobwhatdMarand fipauper i sn
refers t o -taesr r ioguissthentepamelifiedoy a series of harsh
disciplinary techniques such as the famiidsuses of Terra@r This transfiguration
of the rural populationnto individuals that would comply with the new ideal of
personhood calledomo laboransvas what made modern society possible. Rawls, in
his anecdote about tlileriginal positiord and the historical shift from modus vivendi
to liberalism, totally ignoreshe history that finally made individuafseasonable
and willing to cooperate, taking for granted the idea that paid labour constitutes the
basic struture of human existence. Actuaktory is atragiccomic mirror bound to
expose the ideological naturénineteenth centurijpolitical economyg as well as of
twentieth centuryipaolitical liberalisno.

Indeed, whais disavowedist he f act that, compared to the Ao
fi aut h o rMidtleaAges,acontemporary sociéybasic feature is its astshing
uniformity in terms of the forms of life it is able to tolerate. Wage wanki
entrepreneurship have becobesic conditios for admittance to public intercourse.
This, the forced unification of forms of life, the demand thdtatever we do, we
mustr e mai n i ramdsiling ® lwbrle @nd, above all, iNing to accept
compartmentalition, is what constitutes tigeoundwork of our existare But let me
not be misunderstood. | do not call for a relapse into a medieval world or for a
fundamental pitical transformation of the present, nor do | consider the Land of
Cockaigne a serious or even tempting prospect. What is advocated here is a
philosophicafecognition of the power dimensiafimoral life. Any effort to conceal
this aspect, to present ehestablished consensus as -pontroversial and
incontestable, must lexposedothe truth of laughter. In the next section, two further
examples of consolidation and avoidance will be presented: the moral views of Peter
Strawson and Richard Rorty. Spaciattention will be given to the latfisr
understanding of Socrates, his initial appreciation of him as well as his subsequent
rejection of him as a philosophical hero (before subjecting some offPBbaratic
dialogues to a more thorough rereadinghapter three).
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3. The method of avoidance or the loss of problems

A perfect example of thefimethod of avoidancée or the fethics of
compartmentalationdis providedby Strawson (1970). As wasdicated above, there

is a remarkable tendency in estabkd moral discourse to start with a certain rhetoric
gesture: a proposal to distinguish, that is, to separate. In the case of Strawson, it is the
distinction betweerithe region of the ethioa(to be abandoned by moral philosophy)

and thefisphere of moidy 0 (to which moral philosopheshould exclusively devote

thdr attention). According to Strawson, all individuals will be fascinated by some
personal moral ideal or other, seizing them, impressing them. These iddéisare

in a very fundamental wayBut moral philosophy will never succeed in integrating
them into a coherent, comprehensive unity. He writes:

The region of the ethical is a region in which there are truths which are
incompatible with each other. There exist, that is to say, manyysrdfgeneral
statements which are capable of capturing the ethical imagination... They can be
incorporated into a metaphysical system, or dramatized in a religious or historical
myth. Or they can exist their most persuasive form for maiiyas isolated
staements such as, in France, there is a whole literature of, the literature of the
maxim. | will not give examples, but | will mention names. One cannot read
Pascal or Flaubert, Nietzsche or Goethe, Shakespeare of Tolstoy, without
encountering these profodntruths... In most of us the ethical imagination
succumbs again and again to these pictures of man, and it is precisely as truths that
we wish to characterize them while they hold us captive (p. 101).

Whereas the region of the ethical is to be explongditérature, moral philosophy
shouldexclusivelydevote itself to the sphere of morality. Here, every individual is
constrained by certain rules and regulations, implied by certain basic and
non-controversial principles. For instance: do not harm othEnsse regulations,
although we will never quite feel comfortable with them, are necessary, and the
outcome of public consensiighere ought to be some rules to regulate and control
social intercarse. The individual complies withem out of enlightenedHK-interest.
Those issues, however, which belong tofitegion of the ethicalareto bede listed

from the agenda of ethics propaptablyits social branch. Small wonder that, all of a
sudden, a large mber of basic moral issues seeitha discardedbeforehand or
reduced to problems that can be easilyawlby ethical experts. Indeestrawsonds
proposal is bound to produce the kind of moral philosophy which suffers from what
Wittgenstein referr gamaladywhighsnng opiibtnoness of pr obl ems o
be considered fatdf In chapter five I will claim that the basic igsaf contemporary

11 s Manche Phil osophen . .. |l eiden an dem, was man fl oss
nennen kann. Es scheint ihnen dann alles ganz einfach, sddeisen keine tiefen Problemen

mehr zu existieren, die Welt wird weit und flach und verliert jede Tiefe; und was sie schreiben,

wird unendlich seicht und trivia1984, § 456).
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ethics concernthe way the sadled fpublicd and fiprivated aspects of moral life
remain intimately connected, but this whole matterfigslved beforehandby
presenting one particular understandaighis connectednesss being selévident.

In Strawsois proposal, all uncomfortable aspects of moral experience are simply
considered irrelevant to moral philosophy. He does not seem to recognize the extent
to which the moral weightf these apparenthesidual aspects is blatantly disavowed

by transferring them to sonfiprivated realm.

Another albeit more elaborate exampfethe ethics of compartmentadigon is
furnished by Richard Rorty (1989). In 198@rE had accused Plato of being the first
philosopher to try to transform ethics into a science by introducing a standard or
master vocabulary that would allow for the disqualification of all existing
vocabularies incompatible (or, to use the phrase pegferby Rorty,
incommensurable) with it, excluding them from philosophical discourse. These
vocabularies were referred to as sophistry and were considered to be at odds with
science. The demand of commensurability with the standard vocabulary as advocated
by Plato was rejected by Rorty. Instead of producing commensurability, philosophy
should be considered a practiceseffformation or edification byndividuals. Rorty
sided wi t h tphilesophieren avhog fatihex Ithan contributing to the
transformatbn of moral philosophy into a science, participate in an emsdl
conversation. T phdosqployisnd thexqfiest foetdith. Ratherrit i 0
a continuous effort to keep the conversation going. Rorty opted for a multiplication of
language gan®e His philosophical hero was Socrateasot, of course, the mutilated
Socrates as he is presented to us by Plato, but the original Socrates still recognizable
in some of the dialogues in spite of Ptatoontinuous effort to discipline, subdue and
rectify his master. This is the Socrates who, mastering several vocabularies or
language games, participates and excels in a conversation which remains under the
sway of exciting disagreement, surpassing others in discursive flexibility, remaining
tolerant toward the incommensurable.

Social intercourse was considered by Rorty a forum in the true sense of the term, a
hermeneutical scene where protagonists of incompatible vocabularies meet and
exchange their constructions of reality. The aim of their hermeneasticalnter is
not to constrain or discipline but to understand the &Hanguage game, allowing
him to take the floorfiHeteroglossia (the Baktinian phrase to indicate a plurality of
language genres) is encouragedicantrifugab attitude towards sl discourse
affirmed.

Allow me to elaborate a RoHike position by means of a famous passage, taken
from Acts of the Apostlesn Athens, Paul was challenged by some epicurean and
stoic philosophers to defend his doctrine in public, as all the Atherseemed to
spend their time in nothing but philosophical debate. On the Areopagus he was
subjected to mockery when he came to speak about the resurrection of the souls, but
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others seemed willing to continue the discusdi®the Epicureans and Stoics,
although weary of their interminable dispute and eager for someihie, still

opted for a hermeneutical positiand were willing to allow annknown vocabulary

or language game to make its appearance on their discursive forum. Attention was
given to theunprecedented and incommensurable. The agora was a locus for
discursive exchange in which all freern Athenians seemed eager to participate.
Paubs performance, however, is ambivalent. It can be considered an intensification of
pluralism. He is challeragl to appear on the Areagus so that his teachings cobkl
judged and considered more carefully. Although his message is ridiculed by some,
others seem interested in carrying on the conversation. Paul himself, however, is not.
On the contrary, his objgge is to establish a truth regime, a standard vocabulary,
abolishing polytheism. After his encounter with the Athenians, he prefarera
restricted audience, for instead of joining the philosodetesrminable dispute, Paul
withdraws among his fellowpirits13 What must be emphasized is that the mockery

of the Athenians, after paying attention to Bauémarkable speech, is not simply a
private event, nor mere irony. Rather it is an instance of public agonistic laughter
resounding on an ancient marsefuare, the effect of an intense discursive struggle
among incommensurable speech genres, incompatible forms of moral subjectivity.

In Contingency, Irony and Solidarifgorty (1989)tries to further elaborate this
hermeneuticaliberalist view Once aga, he claims to renounce the quest for a
master vocabulary that would solve all differences and pacify social and philosophical
discourse. Yet he recoils before the social implications of such a gesture, and finds
himself obligated to take refuge in thteategy of compartmentaiition we already
encountered thatis: he takes refuge in the master vocabulary of liberal etatism. In
fact, he sets out to draw a picture of what he refers to as a liberal utopia, which
requires a rigid separation of the privated the public realms* Philosophers like

12 paul had seen how Athens walsolly given to idolatry On Areopagus, he lidthe

At heni ans things that were str ananpaltarfoothet heir ears. Ami (
unknown god, theord of heaven and eartwho dwellsnot in temples made with hands. Some

mockedhim but others said, weill hear thee againonthisat t e s, @7:1R28)c t

13 Nietzsche consided the Renaissanes Athenian agora on a European scale, whereas he
considered Luthér attitude towards the Renaissance as reminiscent ob Rdtitude towards
ancientAthens. There is some truth in Nietzsed giew, although, undeniably, there are other,
mo r e O c easpeatsiatfwarlgimUuther as well, challenging official discourse, introducing
popul ar |l ingui sti c rnBdkbkts),allowiegsthe 8Vord tohp refeasedn o gl ossi a
instead of bimg disciplined and rectifiedybscholarship, etqcf. Chapter 4). Furthermore, we
somehow still discern an astonishing continuigivteen first centuryHellenigic) Athens,

visited by Saint Paul, and ancient Athens as it must have been in the fouutly &6 .,

inhabited by Socrates. In ttdialogues, we already encounter the typical Athenian, eager to
hear something new, and we already witness the crowd of philosophers involved in their
interminable disputesnocking and chllenging each other. SomemhoChristiarity really

managed to impose a new truth regimteglishing paganism and polytheisfof. Chapter 3).

14 He writes for instance: O6The soci al glue holding tocg
consists in little more than a consensus thaptiet of social organization is to let everybody
have a chance at salfeation to the best of his or her abilities, and that goal requires, besides
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Nietzsche, Heidegger and Foucault amv referred to asfironist®, and their
writings are of significance only for the private rediic!]. They merely aspire to
attain personal autonomy atmificriticized estdlished morality by means of irony.

Mill, Habermas, Rawls and others, however, address the issues of public life. Their
work tries to answer the question of how we could succeed in establishing a just
society, with the aim of inflicting as little pain tathers as possiblé these
philosophers are fellow citizens rather than ironists. Insofar as irony claims to be of
some significance beyond the private realm, it must be considered a failure. The ironic
perspective on the human condition is valuable oniwater level, but it cannot
advance the social or political goals of liberalism.

Rortys book tries to show how things would look if we dropped the demand for a
theory which unifies the public and the private and are content to treat the demands of
selfcreation and of human solidarity as equally valid, yet for ever incommensurable.
Rortyé new hero is the liberal ironist who behaves like Nietzsche in the private realm,
while remaining a J.S. Mill in the public realm, and who agrees that there is no such
thing as truth, that there is nothing beyond vocabularies, that these vocabularies do
not refer to an internal or external reality whiadhuld be considered a standard for
truth. Some vocabularies are more promising than others, but no single vocabulary
can be rejected in an argumentative way because every argument derives its
persuasive power from (and therefore remains dependent on) the vocabulary to which
it belongs. In other words, the unit of argumentation is a vocabulary, rather than a
proposition. Hede is praised for being a philosopher who mastered several
vocabularies and was able toiwlv from one vocabulary to ather, but he is blamed
for having suggested that Higonicd narrative had any significance for public life
and could contribute to awsring the question of how a just, tolerant and peaceful
society could be established. The books by Hegel, Heidegger and others are nothing
but fiautobiographiesl® Their irony is devoid of any social implication and any
effort to apply their ironical gamte real life is pointless and futile, even dangerous.
The question of my study is, basically: why does such a proposal make me laugh?

According to Rorty, all human beings carry about a set of words which they
employ to justify their actions: theiifinal vocabularg. An ironist is someone who
has continual doubts about the final vocabulary he currently uses, doubts which

peace and wealth, t he . TFhsemvidtarwbuldiblbesar geoi s fr eedoms?o
conviction based onathing more profound than the historical facts which suggest that without

the protection of something like the institutions of bourgeois liberal society, people will be less

able to work out their private salvations, create their privatarselfes, reweze their webs of

belief and desire in the light of whatever new people and books they happen to encounter. In

such an ideal society, discussion of public affairs will revolve around (1) how to balance the

needs for peace, wealth, and freedom when conditiequire that one of these goals be

sacrificed to one of the others and (2) how to equalize opportunities farsation and then

leave people alone to use, or neglect, their opportudities

15 The onl owhodup to @ certasntpoint, wllpeh aps agree with Rortyds
i r e d e s dsrthie lateriNietsclde who, ifcce hompcontend that his Untimely

Consi de.rimGranderblel vin mir reders 3).
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cannot be solved by argument. Therefore, he is someone who is never quite able to
take himself seriously. He is aware of the contingearay fragility of his description

of the world. A liberal, on the other hand, is someone who considers cruelty the worst
thing possible, and therefore takes pains not to be cruel towards his fellow
individuals. A liberal ironist is someone who refrains framelty, yet simultaneously
affirms that any account that tries to consolidate liberalism into a moral principle
merely appeals to platitudés.e.views which happen to be commonly accepted, but
remain open to doubt or ridicule. According to the irgréstablished moral criteria

are never more than platitudes which define the terms of a final vocabulary currently
in use, and ironical doubts cannot be overcome by argument. In order to be convinced
by a particular argument, one has to accept the voagbtdawhich it belongs.
Philosophy is about redescription rather than argument, and dialsdkie attempt to

play off vocabularies or redescriptions against one another. Indeed, Rorty claims that
a more ugo-date word for dialectiewould be literarycriticism. Hegel is considered

the founding father of ironist philosophy, someone who helped turn it into a literary
genrel6 Again: why does this make me laugh?

Now an obviousiargumend against Rort§ &onic redescription of philosophy
would be that ths redescription is grounded in a platitude, indeed the platitude of
platitudes, the one apparently most in need of creative and ironic redescription,
namely, the qasi selfevident compartmentaéision of moral life into a private and a
public sphere. YaRorty would probably be all but embarrassed by such a remark, and
would readily admit it. Still it is a platitude Roftysedescription cannot do without,
for it postulates liberal irordy $asic condition. | will claim, however (notably in
chapter five), hat this platitude, shielded against ridicule by Rorty, severely hampers
our understanding of the present moral condition. In the next section | will already
suggest that the best way to abandon it is to return to&@rgvious philosophical
hero, Socres, and the kind of laughter he represenéedl which (inevitably) was
profoundly misunderstood by Rortut first, | would like to illustrate how Rorty
himself defends his position against two possible lines of criticism.

Rorty discerns or anticipatet least two basic objections to his own views. One is
the sense that the liberal iroristvillingness to respect his fellow citizens seems to
imply that there is something within human beings which deserves respect and
protection quite independently t¢ifie language one happens to speak. Yet Rorty
maintains that a universal ethics, grounded in the imperative that we are not to inflict

16 ¢ want to defend ironism, and the habit of taking
intellectual discipline, against polemics such as Habémnisty defense turns on making a

firm distinction between the private and the public. Whereas Habermas sees the line of ironist

thinking which runs from Hegel through Foucault and Derrida as deas#wétsocial hope, |

see this line of thought as largely irrelevant to public life and to political questions. Ironist

theorists like Hegel, Nietzsche, Derrida, and Foucault seem to me invaluable in our attempt to

form a private selfimage, but pretty neh useless when it comes to politics... Habermas

[however] shares with the Marxists... the assumption that the real meaning of a philosophical

view consists in its political implicatioogp. 83).
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any pain upon each other, would be incompatible with ironism simply because it is
hard to imagine stating such an ethithwut some doctrine about the nature of man

the very type of doctrine Rorty aims to forego. Such an appeal to humanwaiilole

be the antithesis of ironism.

The second objection seems even more problematic. There is clearly something
antisocial andrresponsible, even cruel and offensive in irony. The ironist is bound to
destroy some valgecherished by his fellow citizens, and will depict anyone who
attaches himself to such a value as being prejudiced, foolish or vulgar. Rorty agrees
that irony huniiates, but feels that it does so in a rather modest way. Instead of
aiming at mastering and submitting other vocabularies (the basic objective of
metaphysics) it contents itself with presenting an ironic redescription for the sake of
those who happen toe susceptible to it. It is a redescription which does not force
itself upon those fellow citizens who maintain their personal commitment to certain
ideals, but remains a redescription for private purposes only. The ironist contents
himself with redescrilig the world; it is not (or rather, should not be) his ambition to
transform it. Irony in the strict sense of the term does not imply any harm to others.
The writings of Foucault, for instance, are to be considered merely an effort of the
philosopher himdé to gain personal autonomy. They dwt really entailany
implications for publior politicallife. The political impact and content of Fouc@silt
work need to be subdued, in order him to pass as an ironist. Rorty agrees that
perhaps the philosopheinvolved would be hesitant, tay the least, to accept his
redescription and rectification of their work as ironical, but we simply are not to
accept the ariberal implications of some of tleironisti writings. According to
Rorty, Foucault is arrénist unwilling to be a liberal, whereas Habermas is a liberal
unwilling to be an ironist. But we should recoil from encouraging the private
discontent addressed by irony to express itself within the public realm.

Now what happened to Socrates, Rétipitial hero? InContingency, Irony,
and Solidarityhe occupies a rather moderate position and is replaced by new, heroes
Derrida and a few other®Rorty admits that Socrates is not a liberal ironist but a
fliberal metaphysicia®y someone who still cherieb the hope that one day the inner
and the outer man will become one and that irony will no longer be necessary,
someone whose metaphysics falls subject to rigid redescription byGRomryv
philosophical hero Derrida, turning the metaphysical into theelpgrivate and
idiosyncratic.

Both Strawsorand Rorty aim at compartmentaigon. Although Rorty, unlike
Strawson, is quite willing to consider ironism a branch of moral philosophy in its own
right, it is a philosophy of a rather private and literaature,an ethic for literati,
carefully separated from public discourse. The philosopher is either to provide some
guidelines for public behaviour, or to embark on a private, ironic exercise. In my
view, such a aaception of philosophy is not only untefaland therefore open to
derision,but alsoquite at odds with the philosophical practice of R@tgnetime
hero Socrates, as he in fact came to realize himself. In the case of Socrates, philosophy
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meant contesting public consensus and established tionsjcrevealing the
vulnerability of what wasapparently selevident. S o c r abjeetived was not
consensus, but truth, and this truth was not of a merely private nature. In his famous
apology, when Socrates finds himself confronted with the accusatin his
teachings constitute a threat to public life and established conviction, he appeals to a
higher sense of duty, a divine missienreadiness to be addressedesponsiveness
to a divine inner voicéhis demon, hisi U s ¢ f; Ang eompomise is to be rejected,
for one is to obey the divine powers rather thanfifedlow citizens. Never will he
adapt his behaviour or abandon what he considers his proper duty: to question, to
irritate, to expose to laughter, regardlesf the consequences for public life. He
remains unwilling to accept the basic rules of esshblil moral discourse, considers
himselfappointed by a divine power commandimim to interupt the very discursive
logic with which he refuses to compl§iSenence me or set me free, but newdr |
refrain from my missiog T The very oppositeof sefoncei t ed HfAironi
In my view, the quintessence obRyG ethics of compartmentadison is his
misunderstanding of laughter. There is clearly an awareiheddaughter poses a
threat to public regulation and that public mockery might imply political risks with
regard to solidarity. Therefore laughter is subdued and reduced to irony, excluded
from the agora, the markstjuare of unrestricted public discoyrard dispelled into
the private sphere. Laughter is fundamentally transformed, and in the course of this
transformation a certain form of morallgectivity (the compartmentaéd Self) is
established. Rorfg new hero is someone who manages to splitdifriméo Nietzsche
and Mill (cf. Rawl® personal and institutional identity), someone who considers
established morality quite unconvincing but still accepts that one is not allowed to
laugh in public. In short, laughter is bereft of its public and palifimplications and
the postodern hero, the compartmentatisindividual is supposed to laugh only in
private. True laugter is replaced birony. This picture of moral subjectivity either
implies a rejection or a fareaching rectification of Socratesaphilosophical hero, a
mutilation and adaption far more drastic than the one undertaken by Plato (and
apparently deplored by Rorty). Let me therefore allow Socrates to take the floor, and
let us pay special attention to his laughserthat we may acqu a rough idea of what
is lost in Rortys account, in order to prepare ourselves for a more careful and
elaborate rereading & o ¢ r philosophy of laugter in the subsequent chapters.

4. The case of Socrates: a buffoon who had himself taken
seriously

In chapter three, | will emphasize the importance of final words, but first sentences are
also important. The sentence with which Socrates, in @l&fpology makes his
appearance on the stage (i.e. the court of law at Athensjiabaunds in mockgr
and Ido hot kndiv what effect my accusers have had upon you, gentlemen, but
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for my own part | was almost carried away by théntheir arguments were so

convincing. On the other hand, scarcelwar d of what tHA@®y sai d was tru

Indeed, in theourse of his speech, Socrates piles jest upon figstas astonished ...

when they told you that you must be careful not to let me deceivel yime

implication being that | am a skill speaker... | have not the slightest skill as a speaker

T unlessof course, by a sKill speakerthg mean one who[l®peaks the truth
Plat®d sApology is a vivid picture of the man Socrates must have been:

straightforward, confidet and, above ahvbysviewstlrerwerldofe who

men with a bit of humar... whose argumensi al ways mingl ed with amuseme

(Treddennick 1961). He prefers to make his appearance in the open, public places of

his city!” and claims to speak in an inartificial tone of voice. He strongly rejects the

accusation that he is one of thgeglosophers who have acquirtite professional

compet emaketheweakri ar gument d,evhoenbdridiculessoy st r onger 0

means of irony [18b}8 Yet the basic mode of laughter at workSno c r @léae s 6

before the court is not of an ironic natuiasically, his plea is parodical, a

magnificent parody of the court plea as a speech genre. At first glance, all elements of

this genre are represented3ro ¢ r apeeehs liut it does not escape the majority of

his audience, the members of the jury, ttiety are in fact being mocked and

ridiculed, and perhaps this is their main reason for convicting him and passing a death

sentence on him. Let me give a few examples, although a thorough rereading would

reveal that his speech simply abounds in parodisaly
Socrates starts at the beginning, with the charge. But instead of considering the

charge at hand, he immediately turns over to another, previous and anonymous

chargetherebytaxing the patience of his audierraght away And then, apparently

in response to their signs of impatience and anger, Socrates suddenly inserts the

following line: fiPerhaps some of you will think that | am not being serious, but |

assure you that | am going to tell you the whole &{20d]1 certainlya stock line in

17 . Nietzsche, who refers to him as a street philospihgering wherever an opportunity
for idle conversation presents itself (HumantHhuman I, § 433).

18 61 think that it is a fine thing if a man is qualifi
should certainly plume myself and give myself #ilsunderstood these thingsp. 6.

19 Although the difference between parody and irony will be further clarified elsewhere,
perhaps it is wise to start with a provisional definition of both modes of speech. Irony basically
means: saying the oppositedivwat one has in mind (cf. the example just
a fine thing to be able to educate people and chargeé)a Fegthermore, it applies to the level

of a sentence, a speech act, or a phrase, rather than to a genre, a vocabulary, likegradydy

can have two meaning®riginally, it was the effort to respond (not necessarily in a comical
vein) to an already existing word or work of art in such a way that it produced a kind of revival,
a work of art in its own right. Subsequently, it camdeé considered a primarily comical

device, exposing a serious genre to ridicule by meeting its conventions in an exaggerated or
distorted way, or by straightforwardly applying them to a totally absurd topic, thus creating a
comic double. Whereas ironyéensidered a refined and individualistic kind of mockery,

parody is commonly associated with vulgar fatmet with more critical strength, because it
ridicules the logic of a particular geras such
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mock eeches of all time. After this, Socrates relates a series of scenes that also
belong to the comical genres of all times, involving a wandering buffoon who puts
ridiculous questions to the wise, which they arahla or unwilling to answer and
then draws lhe conclusion that he is wiser than they are, because while it is an
established fact that he himself understands absolutely nothing, they apparently
understand even le38. The pilgrimagaindetaken in obedience to his deity kept him
fitoo busy to do muchiter in politics or in my own affairs. In fact, my service to God
has reduced me t [@23bleAt & cedam @oinh Boerates tsucceeds in
parodying the genre of philosophical dialogue and thataojudicial plea
simultaneously by introducing ¢hparticular truth game thatade him famous (the
Socratic dalogue) in court. However, his strategic device is somewhat impeded by
the fact that on this occasion his partners are even more reluctant than usual to
participate in his game and more than oBoerates is forced to come up with the
answers himsef1 Meanwhile, the continuous laughter of the audience is almost
audible.

But of course, like any other genius of comedy, his performance is not merely
comical. The claim that God has appointed hirthtoduty of leading a philosophical
life, examining himself and others, is serious up to the point of seréhind also
his ridicule of the fear of death eventually implies a serious insight. Laughter recurs,
however, when he claims in a most straightiord manner that, according to himself
and quite unlike what is suggested in the official charges, no greater good has ever
befallen the city of Athens than his relentless service to his God:

For this reason, gentlemen, so far from pleading on my owrifpakanight be
supposed, | am really pleading on yours, to save you from misusing the gift of
God by condemning me. If you put me to death, you will not easily find anyone to
take my place. It is literally true, even if it sounds comical, that God hambpe
appointed me to this city, as though it were a large thortmeth horse which
because of its great size is inclined to be lazy and needs the stimulation of some
stinging fly. It seems to me that God has attached me to this city to perform the

20 pBut how is it that some people enjoy spendingeagdeal of time in my company? You

have heard the reason, gentlemen; | told you quite frankly. It is because they enjoy hearing me
examine those who think that they are wise when they areamogxperience which has its
amusing side(p. 19). Later onhe claims to expect that deathlwil lagher Bmusing(p. 25)
provided he is allowed to continue the Socratic truth game with the inhabitants of the

underworld.

21 fis not this the case? Of course it is, whether you ... deny it @r;ffoydu do not vant to

answer, | will supplyitforyods 61 s not that so? It is. | assume your &
answeo (p. 13).

22 Cf.Nezsche, who refers t owithwhiehhs wantideehis ul seriousnessao

divine calling even before his judgdhg Bith of Tragedy8 13), although elsewhere, when he
comes to talk abo@ o ¢ r selfavaréness as a divine missionary, he adds that it is difficult
to tell how much Attic irony, jest and love of mockery is at work even héuenén, All Too
Human || 0 Tahderer\Ahd his Shaddv 72).
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office of such a fly, and all day long | never cease to settle here, there, and
everywhere, rousing, persuading aegroving everyone of you. You will not
easily find another one like me, gentlemen, and if you take my advice you will

spare my life [30d/e?3

This is not someone who is begging the jury to spare his life the way he would have
been expected to do under the circumstances (given the conventions of the genre), but
rather someone who pursues his sheer mockery, his parodical mode of speech at all
coss, regardless of the consequences. Although (in accordance with the official genre
conventions) he does include a line about sparing his life, he formulates it in such a
way that it becomes aimdvice rather than an entreaf.

But the summit of mockerysireached at the very moment of decision. After
Socrates has been found guilty of the charge, a fitting penalty must be deteérmined
andthe death penalty has been demanded. And this is the moment in which Socrates
reveals himself as the kind of man hé theperfect jester who simply will not stop at
anything. To begin with, he impudently and explicitly skips the part where the
accused is expected to make passionate appeals, but proceeds directly towards the
final question. What penalty would be apprapeifor having been the man he is and
having lived the only life he considered to be of significance? Free maintenance at the
staté expense! Once again, a roar of laughter is almost auditile apologyis
S o c r greaest éomic performance. But hetifl not finished with his antagonists.

What other proposals could be made? Imprisonment and exile are out of the question,
for it would impede him to pursue his life of ruthless examination. Perhaps a fine? At
this point, when one would expect Socratesy to save his own life, he comes up

with his final joke:AYou will not believe that | am seriogshe exclaims [37€] as he
continues to persist that a life, not of public responsibility, but of permanent
examination is the best thing a man can do redelife without it is not worth living.

In view of his way of living, Socrates claims that he is not accustomed to think of
himself as someone deserving punishment. Therefore, he ends up suggesting (in view
both of his innocence and of his poverty, résglfrom his way of life) the lowest

22 And this is how he continues: OIf you doubt whether
would have been sent to this city as a gift from God, you can convince yourselves by looking at

it in this way. Does it seem naturhbt | should have neglected my own affairs and endured the

humiliation of allowing my family to be neglected all these years, while | busied myself all the

time on your behalf, going like a father or an elder brother to see each one of you privately, and

urging you to set your thoughts on goodnégp?17).

24 The picture of Socrates as jester, the way he emerges for instancedwelseofi Rabelais,

was alsaliscerned by Nietzsche. Under certain historical circumstances, he claims, where
authority stillpresides over reason, the critical philosopher is a buffoorates was a

remarkable case, because he was a buffoon who managed to have himself taken seriously and
put t oUberadl,avb foch dié Autoritat zur guten Sitte gehdrt, wo man nicht begriin
sondern befiehlt, ist der Dialektiker eine Art Hanswurst: man lacht tber ihn, man nimmt ihn
nicht ernsti Sokratesvar der Hanswurst der sich ernst nehmen machte: was geschah da
eigentlich? 6 The Twilight of the Idols§ 5).
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possible fine: a mindil suppose | could probably afford a mina. | gasgt a fine of
that amouni [38B]. After S o ¢ r &nialgest,6a ruthless parody of court plea as a
serious genre, his fate is sealed.

Kierkegaad (1989) refers to a contemporary expert on Socrates called Ast who
felt indignant over the vulgar, ludicrous manner Socrates behaved himself in the
Apologyas well as over the botmbnfidence with which he spokifereby expressing
his contempt for othersiccording to Ast, he evdislipped into the comical!] when
he declared himself to be ignorant yet at the same time wiser than all others. In the
eyes of Ast, the summit of ridicule is reached when Socrates explains that the death
penalty holds no pusihment for him because it will not keep him from questioning
those dwelling in the underworld. And Kierkegaard aditss undeniable that here
Socrates almost lapses into the ridiculous in his zeal ... and who can keep from smiling
when he imaginethe ®mlre shades of the underworld and Socrates right there in the
middle, indefatigably interrogating thém(p. 40)2° Instead of suggesting that
Socrates ifislipping into the comicalor flapsing into the ridiculous however, it
must be stresed that he igdiculouson purpose. Rather than exalting himself he is
able to laugh at himself by including himself, as well as his famous truth game (the
Socratic dialogue), in his mockery. The straightforward application of the
conventions of a certain genre (suchtlaecourt plea or th&ocratic dialogue) to a
ridiculous situation is one of pardilypasic techniques. As will be explaith more
carefully in chapter threeSocrates applies the parodical strategy of overcoming fear
(for example, fear of death) by trdosning the terrible (for examplehé sombe
prospect of a life coming to its enidto something completely ridiculous.

Due to the vivid and lifdike performance of the brilliant parodist presented to us
in Platd@d dialogue, we find that his basic tedhue is not irony but parody. Whenever
Socrates is considered primarily an ironist, his laughter is subdued and reduced. Irony
is a case of reduced laughter. It is negative, individualistic, furtive, dissatisfied with
itself. Parody, however, is gag Jaughter that really laughdt is public laughter, and
travesty. A serious genre is ridiculed, ruthlessly reversed, turnedeugsivn, in
public, before a lig and laughing audience. All stock elements of the serious genre
are systematically abused. Itsigaightforward, challenging and irresistible. Its effect
on official discourse is devastating. In the next chapter, where several philosophies of
laughter will be reviewed, the difference between irony and parody will be explored
more carefully. Moreoveras | already announced, in chapter three the case of
Socrates will be subjected to a more thorough rereading. Yet there still is one issue

25 Bakhtin points outhat such a scene is a stock element in the popular tradition of
carnivalizati on of §whbrerepnesentatiees of aifferert sbctign®aj ay hel |
society and different historical periods meet on equal terms and enter into familiar cotftact wi

each other (1968, p. 109). Bakhtin also points out that this comic sc8ne ofr wisit ® thé

underworld was used (and exaggeratedpofic se) by t hentf@gamiccs | ater on:
afterlife visions of Menippean satire, the heroes of the [pastfidngd contemporaries jostle
with one another in a most familiar wafp. 26).
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that has to be dealt with here. Socrates is not a liberal ironist, and Rorty was quite right
in admitting this, fortwo reasons.

To begin with, he is not an ironist. Although it is beyond doubt that irony is one of
the ingredients in his comic speeches, he is basically a parobigtthis will be
explained more adequately elsewhere. The second reason, the ondl thatdealt
with here, is that he is natt alla liberal either. And any effort to present him as a
supporter of liberalism would imply a rectification and adaption of Socrates with the
intention of attuning him to the standard account of contemporaigsetven in the
Apology although apparently the one dialogue which lends itself most easily for a
liberal redescriptiortfreedom of speech, etcthe compartmentabision of moral life
is not at all respected. Even here, where the personal, idiosgnasatcts of the
Socratic truth game are so strongly emphasized, utdigpand political aspect
decidedlymanifests itself.

In sedion 31C S o ¢ r plda susfdis a somewhat unexpected tfiitrmay seem
curiou®, he saysfthat | should go round givingdvice like this and busying myself
in peopl® private affairs, and yet never venture publicyaddress you as a whole
[31C]. He explains that it is his daimonion or inner voice which bars him from
entering political life and office. And rightly soprf no man who opposes public
wrongs and illegalities can possibly escape with his filehe true champion of
justice, if he intends to survive even for a short time, must necessarily confine himself
to private lie and leave politics along32A]. Now if anything, these lines appear to
contain a perfect articulation of the Two Worlds Theorem of liberalismSamat r at e s 6
daimonion appears to be perfgcith tune with a compartmentadison of moral life
into a public (political) and a private (ironical) g§pB.S 0 ¢ r athicalseeédyseems
to have accepted the compartmentsiisn of ethics and to settle for ironism long
before liberalism was born. True virtue can only be acquired in private life, while
irony does not apply to public life. Such an underditagn of the Socratic truth game,
however, is thoroughly misguided.

S o cr aasie <ldim is rendered meaningless should it be considered an
articulation of iberal ironism, fothe justifies higublic behaviour by appealing to his
God: filt is literally true, even if it sounds rather comical, that God has specially
appointed me to this ci®yf30E]. An ironic reading is bound to reduce this claim to a
mere rhetorical phrase. And yet, it is a perfect and revealing articulat®oaf r at e s 6
basic position. Aliough Socrates is clearly not an etatist, the nature of his
guardianship is political. Let me explain once more what | mean by etatism. It entails
a topdown perspective on politics as the art of exercising public power.6P$ato
philosophyis a perfect exaple of a topdown, etatist perspective. In order to reform
the individual, the state has to be reformed beforehand. In order to educate the
individual, one must constitute a state and regulate public life. Now there are several
historical forms of etatispancient despotism being one of them, while the Roman
empire, notably during its final, Christianized epoch, is another one. It goes without
saying that socialism is a kind of etatism as well, but today the most important form is
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liberalism, a version oktatism which seems to correspond to present historical
conditions most adequately. For as was explained above, although liberalism is often
associated with a distant and reserved kind of public policy, in reality it has produced
the omnipresent modern neegtate, penetrating public life in all its aspects and
regulating social intercourse in a most severe manner, in order to allow the individual
certain eccentricities in the private sphere. Itis, clearly, @tom perspective on the
art of government. Atate has to be constituted in order for the individual to become
an autonomous subject.

Socrates is not an etatist, neither of the totalitarian nor of the liberal kind. Rather,
his perspective is bottomp and his starting point is the reformation ofitidividual.
The individual, however, is not considered an end in itself by Socrates, and he does
not consider the saving of souls to be his mission (Socrates is not at all a Christian).
The individual is to be reformed in order to mahkien a better polittian. His
bottomup perspective is ofraaristocratic kind, and the individuals he is particularly
interested in are the ones who are bound to become the politicians of the future. They
are the ones who are to be reformed, not for the sake of their pireater happiness
but for the sake of the future wdiking of the city state of Athens. Inde€dp cr at es 6
God is not of a Christian but of a pagan kind. He is not concerned with ingisjdbut
with the political polis and that is the reason why He;carding to Socrates,
appointed him, in order to effect a major change.

In fact, Kierkegaard also considered Socrates primasién ethicist who wanted
to improve the individual rather than the state, someone who considered the state a
finecessary e\il But at the same time Kierkegaard agreed that this did not imply that
he distanced himself from public life, and this is an issue of significance. Socrates
considered the public space as an agon and the fact that he refrained from taking
active part in pdlical affairs did not at all imply that he was unpolitical or that he
considered his philosophy a matter for private use only. Unlike the politician in an
etatistic sense he wasimarily concerned with what kind of person (or politician) his
pupils would be. He exemplified a certain way of living, a certain form of moral
subjectivity (the examined Self) which was shortly to become important, ethically as
well as politically.

It has been suggested by Nietzsche that perhaps the Athenians were right to
setence him to death, and that apparently Socrates did succeed in corrupting their
youth26 No doubt the etatists at that time recognized that his performance indeed

26 Beyond GoodandEyil | nt roducti on. Cf. Kierkegaard (1989): 06 Wr
committed a glaring injustice in condemning Socrates, whether we are right in viglunta

joining the scholarly professional mourners and the crowd of shallow but lachrymose

humanitarians whose blubbering and sighing because such a good man, such an honest human

being, paragon, and cosmopolitan all rolled into one, became a victim ottrest envy,

whose blubbering and sighing, | say, still echo through the centuries; or whether the Athenian

state was completely justified in condemning Socrates [...] all this we shall not discuss further

hered (p. 167168). According to Kierkegaard, tiigology testifies t&5 o ¢ r amegadive 6

relation to the established order, his inability to contract any real relationship to it, having
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entailed a basic challenge to established morality, a basic contestation of the moral
founddions of the state. Socrates himself was quite frank in this respect. The basic
objective of the Socratic truth game was to transform established moral
subjectivity2’ preparing the way for the emergenceaofuite different political
regime less attachetb those forms of life or moral subjectivity which grounded
power relationships in ancient Athe#sS o ¢ r ethice wa# a political ethics, but of

a bottomup, nonetatist kind. His basic objective, the reformation of moral
subjectivity, was not effeatied by the establishment of a certain political regime, but
grounded in the experience of laughter which ruthlessly undermined the serious and
established moral truths. His fellow Athenians who sentenced him to death knew
perfectly well what they were doingfis laughter would have resisted any strategy of
containment, and his followeiis the gay, idle, aristocratic Athenian youthhad
already been infected by it.

totally emancipated himself from it and refusing to accept any kind of public responsibility.
Instead of being a citirein the Greek sense, he hung about the streets and boulevards,
exempting himself from carrying the burdens of civil lifetYie did not distance himsetbm

public life as such but remained in very lively contact with it. He was a virtuoso in casual
cortacts. By lifting others out of their natural position, he actually did do evil. He truly was a
seducer of the youths, awakening certain longings in them without assuming any responsibility
for their later life.

27 How he managetb achieve this, and whath estalilished form of moral subjectivity, a s
we l | anprecederged, Socratic dreonsisted in, will be explained in the next two
chapters.

28 The basic feature of moral subjectivity in ancient Greece was the attachment to life and
S o ¢ r eedesriptidn of Greek life, apparently the summit of health, as an illness was a
remarkable, subversive act indeed (cf. chapter two and three).
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Chapter 2: Laughter as a State of Mind

Was ich finde, was ich suchge
Stand das je in eem Buche?
Ehrt in mir die NarrerZunft!
Lernt aus diesem Narrenbuche
Wie Vernunft kommit fizur Vernunfo!
(F. NietzscheHuman, All Too Human |IPrelude)

1. Despotic liberalism, rereading and gay laughter

In the previous chapter | explained how a dartmoral regime (referred to as
fliberalisnod or thefimethod of avoidan@eand grounded in what Rorty would refer to

as its bag platitude: the compartmentaltton of moral life) managed to impose
itself on contemporgr moral discourse and to immuaidtelf against possible
criticism, either by rejecting all instances of fundamentaintestation as
fundamentalistimmoral or ridiculous, or by reducing them to private laughter or
private embarrassment, in short: to irony. In contrast to these establisital m
platitudes, | advocated the idea that the basic objective of moral philosophy should
remain a Socratic one, namely contestation rather than justification or consolidation.
Instead of presenting the established consensus asontmoversial, experiees of
discontent are to be articulated, its basic vulnerability is to be revealed, and its basic
platitudes are to be contested. But what would such a Socratic strategy amount to
under the present circumstances? | have already referred to Nietzscheogimizest

the comic nature db o ¢ r wetba peéformance. In § 5 @he Twilight of the Idols
Nietzsche refers to the despotism of ancient Greek morality which succeeded in
rendering critical arguments futile, irrelevant and impotent. In order for edteatli
morality to be challenged, another more effective discursive strategy had to be
pursued laughter.

Indeed, to the questi that Nietzsche raisésfiwhat happened in the case of
Socrates, the buffoonhw had himself taken seriousty? | would propos the
following answer, one which will be reconsidered and elaborated in subsequent
sections. Socrates was not at all the serious philosopher who was so unfortunate as to
find his critical arguments ruthlessly ridiculed by moral authority. On the conltrary,
himself was lhe one who recognized and utdisthe strategic potential of ridicule.
Whenever a certain moral regime has turnespdtc, has successfully immuads
itself against critical argument, that is, against a particular discursive stratkgly cal
criticism, the moral philosopher has to take recourse to another discursive strategy,
namely parody or laughter. This is a strategsight which was perfectly reaéid by
Socrates, whose seriousness was of a gay and merry nature and whose wisdom
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abownded in knavery® But a similar line of reasoning might hold for the present
despotism of ethical liberalism as well. Unlike irony (or reduced laughter), parody (or
gay laughter) is much more difficult to contain and poses a much fBermu®
challenge @ any established set of platitudeeluding those of liberalism

In chapter three, a thorough rereadingal ¢ r made of €peech will reveal that
gay laughter was indeed his basic tool. As has already been indicated in the
introduction, rereading ithe philosophical method which | will employ, a way of
reading which is aware of the fact that established morality has biastglLided)
our reading of certain parts of the philosophical (or theological) corpus for too long,
and that the establishedaw of reading, which has dominated our reception and
current understanding of discursive events like Socrates, notonteals important
aspects ofhe modes of speech involved but also constitutes an important stronghold
for the established moral regintself. The subsequent chapters will contain a similar
rereading of Luther and lbsen, focussing on the way their laughter challenged
established morality in the sixteenth and nineteenth century respectively. In the
present chapter, however, our philosgahiunderstanding of laughter, and notably
the difference between reduced and gay laughter, will be deepened. The philosophies
of laughter that will guide my subsequent rereading of Socrates, Luther and Ibsen will
now be introduced, starting with the onlatmrated by the Russian philosopher and
literary scientist Bakktin already nentioned

Although philosophers a increasingly come to recogaighe philosophical
importance of his work, Mikhail M. Bakin (18951975) was first of all an expert in
the fidd of literaturestudies His most inportant books were on Dostoevsipd
Rabelais. TIs section will chiefly summarésthe Rabelais book and the philosophy of
laughter it contain® a k h fadcaurdé is both historical and systematic. His objective
is to guin a thorough understanding of laughter as a basic mode of thought as well as
to produce a description of the way gay (or: popular) laughter came to be subdued and
reduced by the serious genres of modernity. His philosophy of laughter is a basic
ingredien of hisfiagonisti© theory of discourse, elaborated throughout his writings, a
theory which | consider to be fundamentally congenial with those of Nietzsche,
Bataille and Foucault, although there en@ortant differences as well.

2. Towards a philosoph y of laugher: Bakhtin

According b B a k h tfdganiéti® theory,a discourse, either social or moral, is a
strategic field of genres, mutually mocking, parodying, intimidating, challenging and
influencing each othe Furthermore, Bakin emphasies the bsic ambivalence of

every word that makes its appearance in such a strategic field. There are, according to
Bakhtin, no neutral wads, only artificially neutralisd ones. This basic conviction,

29 ¢, NietzscheHuman, All Too HumanJ/l 6 The Wander §88and his Shadow
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elaborated throughout his writings, also dominates his bookRabelais. To
understand Rabelais, Bain (1968) claims, one must recognize his basic affinity
with the popular culture of laughter of the medieval and Renaissance pkdet
Rabelais work is an encyclagedia of popular genres, idioms, dialects, prbseand
abuses. Its strategic field was constituted by the basic opposition between the
established, official genres (serious and dogmatic) and the popular, unofficial genres
(relyingonpa ody and | aughter ). Durigegpopdne (all egedl y i
laughter was tolerated, within certain boundaries, by official discourse. In the
sixteenth century official discourse collapsed and popular laughter temporarily gained
the upper hand, only to give way to the establishment of the new official and serious
discourses of modern rationalism and Protestantism during the G&ertarssance.
Popular laughter continued to exist, however, as an indestructible undercurrent, time
and again exposing the vulnerability of what was presented asvigdit and
beyondcontestation by official discourse.

This popular culture is referred to by Beia asficarnivalesque although we find
its basic principle (gay laughter) at work in many other manifestations besides
carnival properGay laughter defiegiarnivalies) al instances of authoritarianism,
dogmatism, seriousness and narmwmdedness, and its basic device is parody. Even
the most serious genres of official discourse were parodied by the laughing people of
the Middle Ages, and found themselves accompaniedh lmpmic double. The
predominant, official truth, held to be eternal and indisputable, was time and again
exposed to ridicule or comic imitation and exaggeration. Moreover, there were no
clear demarcationssbween seriousness and laughterjdeologicallyreliable words
or genres, and medieval monks and abbots produced learned treatises as well as
parodia sacraThe number of manuscripts parodying ecclesiastical, philosophical or
juridical genres is immense. For the medieval parodist, everything withceptexc
was comical, and everywhere the world seemed to manifest its gay and festive aspect.
In modern times, hogver, parodyfigay laughted) becamesubdued and transformed
into irony (freduced laught& i a laughter that does natally laugh. Or it is
considered a merely comical and, above all, merely negative phenomenon. In gay
laughter or parody proper, however, a basic positive force is at work, and its basic aim
is renewal and affirmation rather than destruction. Furthermore, whereas modern
reduced dughter is a private phenomenon, gay dagis a collective experiencea;
laughter of all the people. True parodyhasically ambivalent: it bottnocks and
affirms, defies and unites.

To understand the positive force at wim parody, one has to reauige its basic
affinity with the grotesque. The popular culture of laughter was closely connected
with bodily life, notably the body $ower stratum, with food, drink, defecation,
procreation and intercourse. In the grotesque conception of the body, regriartjie
writings of Rabelais, the needs, appetites, extensions and potentials of the body are
grossly exaggerated. The grotesque body is fertile, abundant and grandiose. Official
discourse is camalised and degraded by transferring it to material, lgakistence.
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Not a single saying of the Scriptures was left unchallenged if it could provide some
hint of equivocal suggestion that could be travestied and transposed into the language
of the materibbodily lower stratum, that iseinterpreted in termsf eating, drinking,
sweating, urinating or sexual intercourse (p. ¥5¥he Word is made flesh, and
attention is concentrated on the mouth, the belly and the reproductive organs, on
swallowing, defecation, copulation, pregnancy and birth. Thidegradatioo,
however, is basically an ambivalent phenomenon. Again, its ultimate aim is not
degradation as such, but renewal and affirmation.

Gay laughter defies any pretention to absolute, dértrgporal truth, and reveals
the origin and limitations of such aith31 The representatives of established truth
are referred to by Rabelais @mgelastd they cannot and do not wish to laugh, are
unaware of the inevitable, namely that time is bound to turn their speeches into
ridicule and that they are in fact alreadgiculed by their laughing audience. The
Sorbonne (i.e. official, serious knowledge), for instance, is represented in Gargantua
by a character called Janotus, although Rabelais was forced to replace the word
fiSorbonnité by fisophisbd. His oration is an eellent parody of the Sorbonnites
method of argumentation, while the diction suggests and imitates the sounds of
coughing, spitting, and shortness of breath.

In early modern times, the grotesque conception of the body was rejected by the
canon of classism, by the aesthetic of the beautiful and the sublime, and regarded as
hideous, disproportionate and deficient. We ceased to understand the grotesque
flogicod long ago and came to accept the pejorative use of thefgortbsqué as self
evident. The grasque did not die, however, but was merely expelled from the sphere
of official art and confined to the naranonical, popular and burlesque genres. At the
same time, the state encroached upon popular festive life, and either turned it into an
official parade or transferred it to the private sphere.

In the second half of the eighteenth century, however, a literary controversy broke
out in Germany about the character of Harlequin, a constant participant in dramatic
performances at that time. Some demanigisdexpulsion, being at odds with the
demands of the sublime, but others recognized that the parodical and the grotesque
have their own criteria of perfection. From that time onwards, Europe withessed a
revival of interest in medieval parody, with ifest stultorum its Societies of
Carefree Ladsind itsrisus paschalisParody and the grotesque were rehabilitated by
the Romatic canon. Yet Baktin emphasiss the basic difference between medieval

30 cf. for example Chrigs lagwords i n t he GG&iiope( 6bftHiohatofi and
fiConsummatumed{ 6i t i s @ccampli ibeh adCGrsymatdmesit @irt eids i nt o 6
cosumed6), a mi nssion of mérayromedettet) tirld get acdabasing

transposition that succesdfulransforms a solemn tragedy into a jovial scee ®ostea

sciens lesus quia omnia consummata sunt, ut consummaretur scriptura, dixit: Sitio... Cum ergo

accepisset lesus acetum, dixit: Consummatutn(&8t2830).

31 In his discussion of Aristophar@somedyThe CloudsKierkegaard (1989) also claims that
parody (or Ol &sageh)t ecomedtar efeniedthagniakesthe phenomenon
at hand (either a person or a situation) intelligible through exaggeration, cf. chapter three.
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or gay laughter (pady proper) and modern or soredaugher (the Romantic
versions of laughter, notably irony and sarcasm). In the case of gay laughter,
something terrifying (for instance, the gloomy and intimidating eschatology of late
medieval ecclesiastical discourse) was transformed into something gayrmitd co
(the grotesque monsters of the carnivalesque parade). The devil was presented as a
gay and joial fellow, and the buffooneryn him eclipsed the terrifying and alien. In

the case of Romantic somlyelaughter, however, something frightening is revéale

A terrible vacuum, a nothingness lurks behind the groteBmumeantic mask. The

devil is presented as melancholic and sarcastic. Romantic laughter is the sardonic
laughter of a lonely eccentric. It is purely destructive, lacking the positive,
regeneratig element.

A somewhat similar development occurred with regard to the discourse on women.
In late medieval discourse, women were either idealized (the chivalrous tradition) or
associated with the devil and presented in a negative way as an oljeat (tfie
ascetic tradition). Buti the mpular, comic tradition, Bdkin claims womanhood is
connected with both the principle of debasement and the principle of renewal, and
both aspects merge in the popular theme of cuckoldry: the festive uncrowning of the
old husband. According to Bhtin, the modern, satirical view on women is more akin
to the ascetic than to the popular tradition. It has lost iisiy@tone and has become
decidedlynegative32

Furthermore, in order to understand gay laughtere basc principle at work in
the parodical and the grotesquét must be clearly distinguished from the merely
satirical and negative laughter of the, predominantly Protestant, pamphleteers who
were Rabelais contemporaries. These pamphleteers, often refetiedas
fiGrobianists, used the parodical and the grotesque merely as rhetorical devices to
support a serious, abstract idea. Their satirical mockery served a serious goal and was
aimed at moral condemnation Bfice® like gluttony, idleness and excess.the
writings of Rabelais, however, laughter is not merely a device. Rather, it has a deep
philosophical meaning in itself. It is one of the essential forms of truth concerning
humanexistence Certain aspects of the world are only accessible to laughté8)p
Gay laughter is a universal philosophical principle, revealing a basic truth, and
fundamentally akin to both the philosophical laughter of Democritus and the eternal
laughter of the Gods. No one can resist the truth of laughter.

Laughter as a phismphical principle was associated by Rabelais with Hippocrates
(fthe gay physiciad) and Democritus fthe gay philosophéy, and also with
Aristotleds famous formula that of all living creatures, onlynarsareendowed with
the faculty of laughter33 But the most prominent ancient protagonist of

32 Nietzschés view on women constitutes a perfect example of this: it is modern, negative and
ascetic, rather than gay.

33 fThe fact that human beings are susceptible to tickling is due ... to their being the only
creatures that laughAristotle (193/1961) Parts oinimals, 11l 10 (673A); notinDe Anima
as is suggested by Bakhtin (p. 68). As a matter of fact, his references to philosophy are
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philosophical laughter was Socrates, whose critical philosophy is presented by
Bakhtin as devoid of narrow dogmatism, and as capable of being tested in the crucible
of laughter (p. 121). According to Blatin, carnival forms of antiquity fertilied the
Socratic dialogue and freed it from esieled rhetorical seriousness. True seriousness
fears neither laughter nor parody, evemands it as its correctigemplement. In the
prologue toGargantua the gay ambivalent sicourse of abusive praise and praiseful
abuse in which nothing is stable or reliable, is merged with humanist scholarship and
a parody of Plat® SymposiumAlcibiade® comparison of Socrates with Silenus was
popular among humanistadecited by Erasmus inis works. Socrates is depicted as
an ill-shaped, ridiculous figure with the face of a fool and ways that mark him as a
simpleton, hopelessly unfit for public office, forever laughing, forever drikimd
yet, his mockery conveys lucid knowledge and pdemdestanding. Rabelais
associates Socrat&slenus with the drugstores in tereetsof early modern Paris
statuettes containing popular drugs and remedies, qguitéidr to his readership. In
gay and jocular discourse, almost every wordansbivalert, an instance of the
praise/abuse which characterizes parody as a genre. The referenc8yimgosium
emphasizes the gaiety and freedom of philosophical table talk. Rabelais boldly states
that he writes only while eating and drinking and his articutatibgay truth is the
exact opposite of the gloomy serious tone and gothic darkness of late medieval
philosophy,but it is even more in contrast with modern Protestant seriousmaes,
the immense interest in food and disheshis exact opposite aiscdicism. The
emblem on Gargantbasat portrayedia mad $ody with two heads facing one
another, four arms, four feet, a pair of arses and a brace of sexual organs, male and
female. Such, according to Plat€gSymposiumwas humamature in its mystical
primordiality.34

Elsenvhere, in his book on DostoevskBakhtin points out that the Socratic
dialogue, togter with the Menippan satire and other ancient literary forms, belongs
to a series of genresfeered to as sericomical (Baktin 1973, p. 87 ff.). Thy
originate from the ageld popular traditions of carnival and are permeated by a
carnivaksqueattitude to the world through and through. Unlike epic and tragic
genres, their subject matter is the present, and they persistently convey an atmosphere
of freedom, jolly relativity and familiarity. Due to the absence of epic or tragic
distance, their themes and figures are dealt with in a crudely direct and familiar way.
Even persons of eminence become familiarized. In the case of historical figures,
behaviowal peculiarities are emphasized and peculiar features of their bodily exterior
are rendered visib Moreover, in defiance of the demand for generic unity, the
seriacomic genres usually contain a vivid mixture of seemingly incompatible generic
elementsa méalliance of comic and serious modes of speech. Although as a literary

somewhat careless at times, due no dawthte difficult circumstances undehich he worked.
34 Gargantua Book 1, Chapr 8; cited in Bakhtin 1968, p. 323.

35 Ppericles, for instance, is stripped of his helmet so that hiskegged head is revealed
(Plutarch 1959, 5).
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form it came to be identified with Plato, the Socratic dialogue was a widespread genre
in its time, and Socratic dialogues were not only written by Plato, but also by
XenophonAristotle,Antisthenes, Aeschines, Phaedo, Euclid, Alexamenos, Glaucon,
Simias, Criton and others, although only those of Plato and Xenophon hawvedurvi
Unlike official monologicaimodes of speech, the Socratic dialogue does not claim to
be in possessionfan already discovered and indisputable truth. Rather, it conveys
the sense that truth is of a dialogical nature and thatbentliscovereédh the course

of alive dialogue (although later gPlatd dialogues degenerate into monological
pseudedialogue so that the rather mechanical and predictable answers of the pupil
fail to contribute anything whatsoever to the course of the argument). Also the
localities in which theSocratic dialogues are s@&rftagorasand Symposiunin an
Athenian mansiorPhaea in a prison cell, etc.) are in accordance with sedimical

gerre conventions. Like the Menipgpe satire, moreover, the Socratic dialogue serves
a philosophical end. Its objective is to put a philosophical ideajlasophical issue

of the dayto the est (for instance the issue of wher virtue is teachable in
Protagorag. For this reason, the Socratic dialogue is referred to bitBeds a form

of fimorakpsychological experimentatiorip. 95).

In short, the Socratic dialogue constitutes an imporegisode in the history of
philosophical laughter, and this ea&pls its prominence in the oeuwoé Rabeis.
Campaigns of seriousnesied to condemn laughter in order to establish aslénant
mood of ascéicism. Public laughter waander pressurérom the fouth century
onwards, but as soas the fever of fanaticissubsided, human voicesuld give in
to laughter agail1968, p. 73, p. 92). Ipopular strata of society, the culture of gay
laugtter, of travesty and merrimemften relying on aciert local pagan celebrations
persisted with a remarkable obstinacy and stubbornnessthsiamding topdown
limitations, restrictions and prohibitions. Gay laughter as well as frank and
unrestricted speech could never be silenced completely, but contmesdst, for
instance in the laughing freedom and gay vocabulary of philosophical table talk and
prandial discourse. Gay laughter made its appearance in official medieval
manuscripts as chimeras droleriesi comic grotesque scenes, involving devils,
jugglers, and popular figures. For Budia, these illustations are notryptograms
which secretly convey @&repressedmessage. Rather, they are the products of a gay
and carefree moof Finally, the Renaissance represented the collapsgoofny
late medigal eschatological discoursbat had managed to establisiegime of
terror and intimidation. It was the victory of gay laughing, liberating public discourse

36 Dréleries(f anci f ul mar gachaetteridiefsaiurg of Blorthem igathic i
manuscripts ..Their subject matter encompasses a vast range of motifs: fantasy, fable, and
grotesque humor, as well as actually observed scenes form everyday life, appear side by side
with religious themes. The essence of drdlerie is its playfulness, which marksspeda

domain where the artist enjoys almost unlimited freedom. It is this freedom, comparable to the
license traditionally claimed by the court jester, that account for the wide appeal of drélerie
during the later Middle Ageég(H.W. Janson 1962/1986, p54).
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from seriousness and fear. Gay laughter is not a camouflage of a serious truth that
would have ken formulated in a more serious vein had there beé@repression. It

reveals a basic, comic aspect of the world, coexistent with and fundamentally equal to
the serious one. True laughter is devoid of the moralizing and critical tendencies of

fiGrobianisno.

The seventeenth century was marked by stabilization and serioagla@sby the
establisiment of absolutism in the realm of politic¥ rationalist philosophyand
classicist aesthetics. As to Rabelais, his novels were either rejected as coarse and
crude or reinterpreted in allegorical terms, with the implications that all its characters
and images represented (and could be replaced by) real historical figures and political
events (the disguised rationality of criticism)This tradition of decipheng the
fihidden meaning of reducing the text to a series of cryptograms, a rather prominent
technigue of containment in the eighteenth century, failed to understand that the
grotesque had its own logic and content. In this same period, the grotesque obnce
the body was replaced by a mechanistic conception of bodilyHéebodymachine
Rabelais was appreciated mainly for his anticlericalism, but was no longer venerated
as the author who claimed to write only while eating or drinking. IriTeiaple d
Goll, Voltaire describes an ideal library, referred to as@Hlrary, in which nearly
all books are abridged and revised by the muses, stripped of their dialect and their
indecencies, of everything considered superfluous, residual and incomprehensible
According to Baktin, Voltaired swn famous laughter does not really laugh, but is
merely satirical andalmost entirely deprived of theegenerating and renewing
element. All that is positive is placed beyond thieesp of laughter and transformed
into an abstract idea. And although in Rococo literature the gay tone of carefree
speech is preserved, it is at the same time subdued by transferring it to the boudoir
atmosphere of chamber intimacy and erotic frivolity.

During theFrench Revolution Rabelaisas mistakenlyconsidered an enemy of
royal power and a conscientious propagandist of systearaticlericalatheism. His
grotesque exaggerations were either considered a device to gain popularity the
masses oconfused with moralizing satiiethe enormous amount of food, drink and
clothes spent on Gargantua, for instance, were understood as criticizing the royal
expenses imposed upon the people. In short, the grotesque was reduced either to
political (that is, serious) satire, or to the merely anwfiterary genres of reduced
laughter. Contrary to this distorted and misguided reading of Rap&al&tin
emphasizes the revelatdgne of laughter at work in Rabelaisovels, constituting a
ground which allows particular comic utterances or imdgesmerge. It cannot be
reduced either to humanism or anticlericalism, since it is the estpnesf something
primordial and elementarywhich notably manifests itself in religious practices,
ranging from ancient cults up to Catholicism, although thezealways struggles or
tensions with the forces of seriousneBakhtin emphasizes the intrinsic connection
between laughter and truth. Lduer is a basic mood,raode of thought that allows a
basic aspect of the world to emerge. It is not a satirical cBage of an abstract idea
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or serious truth. Rather, the comical and rthtional are two basic constituerds
human reflection. A century later, however, Spinoza saw the path of truth as
demanding that the human mind purgselt from laughter:non rideee... sed
intelligerewas his motto (p. 141).

At this point, a brief comparison & a k h tundersbasding of laughter with the
one articulated by Bergson (1940/1969) may help to clarify the singularity of
B a k h wiewn Bergyson starts his analysis ofdgater with three basic observations:
(1) the comical is a human phenomenon (to laugh, or to be laughable, is human); (2)
laughter presupposes indifference towards its object and (3) laughter is always the
laughter of a certain group, it reverberates, geeefor responseit is a phenomenon
of complicity. Yet, although Bergson intends to deal with laughter and the laughable
as such, it is nonetheless clear from the very outset that he focusedaargtiter of
one particular erdhe seventeenth centutiie world of Descartes and Moliére (much
like Bakhtin focuses on the laughter of Rabelais). Moliére is Bergysmmodel and
although Descartes himself is never mentioned, he tends to read Moliére from a
Cartesian perspective. One has the impression thidtteed philosophy provides
Bergson with his one basic image: the mactike aspect of human behaur,
notably of bodily movements. Like Bditin, Bergson contends that comedy is
intrinsically connected with the body and with bodily life, but in a eaiye different
from how they are connected in the world of Rabelais. According to Bergson, not the
grotesque but the mechanical is comical. We laugh whenever the body gives the
impression of functioning automatically and in a mechanical manner, likepetooip
a mechanism, amachinewith springs, cogwheels and so.owe laugh when
someoné snovements or speech acts become mechanical and resemble the dull,
obstinate patterns of machines (p. 38 ff.). We laugh whenever a human being seems to
be transformedhito a thing, an automaton. The moral function of laughter is to remind
us of the fact that whuman beings run the risk ofsiag our responsiveness and
flexibility, of becoming a machine. Laughter corrects cerfiairechanical forms of
discourse, for insince, by introducing an absurd element into the mechanism. In such
a case, what is laughable is not the absurd element as such, but the obstinate,
inflexible way the established mechanisms are applied to it. LikbtBakhat is,
Bergson credits laughtavith a moral function, but once again, its functionality is
quite different from what it amounts to B a k h tviewn Acsording to Bergson,
laughter is a correction of the individual, a penalty for being stubborn and inflexible,
for relying excessively omned soutines. By means of laughter, society urges the
individual to adapt himself, to recover his alertness and flexibility, instead of relying
on his conditioned reflexes, and in that manner society forces him to modify his
maladjusted, ecodric behaiour. From a Bahktinian point of view, such an
understanding of the moral functionality of laughteould rather seem an
instrumentalisatiof laughter bythe demands of modern bourgeois forms of life. In
B a k h tviewn laughter sides with the individuedther than with society. What is
ficorrectedis not the individual, but certain mechanical aspects of established culture
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and its representatives (like the mechanical discourse of the Sorbonnites). Laughter is
a phenomenon of resistance rather than adgerst.

In the world of Rabelais, Bakin claims, gay laughter is in opposition to the
official and the canonical. It is omnipresent in the unpublished spheres of speech,
where the dividing lines betweepersons,objeds and phenomena are drawn
differentlythan in the prevailing picture of the world. In these unpublished spheres of
speech there are no indifferent or neutral words. Gay laughter is in permanent
opposition to tle stabilizing tendencies of officiahonotone discourse, to the official,
sufficiently neutralized and generalized nomenclatultetransfers the official to the
material and prandial. The grotesque banquet image conveys an affirmative mood and
its gross exaggerations adhere to the universal and utopian. Therefore, they constitute
thevery opposite of ascetic criticism or moralistic satife.

And yet, to the embarrassment of at lesashe of his readers, Bafin is not always
consistent in his rejection of a reductive reading of the Rabelais novels. Notably in his
final chapter (chapteseven) but in earlier passages as well, he himself has recourse to
a strategy of reading which seems to reduce the parodical and the grotesque to the
status of vehicle for a line of thought which (is itself) serious, abstract and
progressive. Alreadyni Chapter one, it is suggested that during the Renaissance gay
laughter became the form of f&ritical historical consciousnesgp. 97). And
elsewhere (pl113 Bakhtin claims that during the French RevolutiéRabelaié s
deeply revolutionar spiritd was vell understood. Initially éjecting the misguided
opinion that Rabelais was an enemy of royal power laber corrects thisy
explaining thatfiRabelais was never an enemy of this power but on the contrary
perfectly understood its progressive meaning itinned (p. 119). On page 208 it is
claimed that during the Renaissance the parodical and grotesque forms, developed
over a period of thousands of years, came to séhe new historic aims of the
epocld (p. 208). Claims such as these seem to suggesttsagdike a progressive
historical scheme supported by Rabel@israther (more plausible hypothesis) they
suggest that Bditin (working in socialist Russia) felt forced every now and then to
pay tribute to the powers in sway via politically correct phmgs.

Toward the end of his book, these ideological rectamationsor rectifications
putting laughter ithe service of progress, become increasingly problematic. On page
380, for instance, it is claimed that certain carnivalesque gestures of Gargantu
preparedhe soil for a new, bold, free and sobeman seriousness, as well as for the
development of free, experimental and materialistic knowledge. On page 406 it is
claimed that Herdér £on@pt of human progress builds @nletter written by

37 For instance, Bakhtin rejects the interpretation of the German academic critic Schneegans
who in hisGeschichte der grotesken Satfpriblished in 1894) explains the grotesque as a

conflict between the displeasure caused by the impossible anubiaiye nature of the

grotesque image and the pleasure caused by moral satisfaction at finding depravity degraded.
He rejects this view because it considers exaggerations and excess as something negative and
condemnable, ignoring its positive aspect
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Gargantia On page 438 it is claimed that, although Rabelais never adopted any

official point of view, he appreciated tfielative progressivenessf certain policies

and that, although Rabelais did not speakfioamceptual languagehe didfiprepare

the soilfor a new seriousnedp. 439). On page 446 it is suggested Gatgantuais

intimately connected with the ptiial events and problems of the period and that

t her e anslement e straight satire agaifit emperdsa ggr essiate pol i cyo
work in it, while at the same time being in support of the rights of nations to fight for

their independence and of the distinction between just and unjust wars. Finally, on

page 452, Bditin claims that:

In the political conflicts of his time Rabelais tooket most advanced and
progressive positions. Royal power was in his eyes the expression of the new
principle to which the immediate historic future belonged, the principle of the
nation state. Therefore, he was equally hostile to the claims of the paphtty an
those of the empire seeking supranational power. In the claims of both Pope and
emperor he saw the dying past, whereas the national state reflected the new,
youthful, popular and political historic life (p. 452).

All sortso f pol i ti c adlpbsiyionsiapersaddenle attsbuteddo Rabelais,
whereas it is claimed that in certain chapterBaritagrue] we hearfia direct and an

almost entirely serious speech... a new form of speech, a progressive speech, the last
word of the epoch and at the satime Rabelaid completely sincere opini@n(p.

453). Moreover, gay laughter is suddenly reduced to the prudent insight that there are
limits to seriousness and progress, although at the same tindirBatmits that
Rabelais always leaves a gay loophadpwing even relative seriousness and
progressiveness to be ridiculédfor fiRabelais ... never exhausts his resources in
direct statemendgp. 454).

Now it seems clearly inconsistent to claim, on the one hand, that gay laughter is in
itself an fiessentl form of truttd and, on the other hand, that laughter merely
fiprepares the sdilfor a progressive, serious truth which is eventually to be
formulated in a serious and therefanmre adequate mode of speech. As i@k
formulated his views under the whafal eye of an extremely repressipeogressive
regime (his book on Rabelais was written in Stalinist Russia in 18é&)anding
rigorous political correctnesit, might be suggested that inconsistencies such as the
ones just cited are to be consideredgzerficial efforts to accommodate his views to
the established, officiditruthd of etatist socialisnfwhile laughter as such remains
profoundly at odds with this dogmatic truth), rather than as reflecting a basic
ambivalence or uncertainty Bia k h ownmihd This implies that, to be faithful to
B a k h t philosbpghy of laughter we sometimes must be more consistently
Bakhtinian than Baktin himself. Thus it would still be possible to maintain that
B a k h treicagrétien of the philosophical significamof laughter as afiessential
form of truthd is to be regarded as his basic achievenieatenif some of his
subsequent elaboratisrof this basicrevelatory insight happeio strike usas
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inconsistent at times. Like other forms of discouB& k h townnwork isalsoa
strategic, agonistic field in which incompatible discursive forces compete with each
other(the truth of laughter versus the truth of rationalism or progress for instance)
Still, there may be more ® a k h inconstenciethanStalnist censorshipWwe
must address the questiaietherB a k h tviewnod laughter, while apparently in
opposition to the messive truth of Stalinism, may naiso be considered as
congenial withit in some respects (that is, the question as to whattdkieiStalinist
regime can be considered as popular and grotesque in its ownkigtathly the show
trails in the context of which high ranked officials were suddenly exposed as foreign
agentsand the masscongresses held in gigantic, gargantuan palacéh, their
neverending rounds of applausegere stagedis carnivalesque eventdnd what
about Stalin as a carnivalesque, gargantuan, folkish version of a@fzeo@rse, the
genuine Baktinian question is not whether Stalinissnan instantiation of laghter,
but rather: how to develop a diagnostics of communism or Stalinism as a force field in
which the truth of laughter and a regime of terror collide and intéraetelationship
between the official truth regime of Stalinism aBda k h tamalysis sb popular
laughter is less equivocal than is sometimes suggéStdtherefore, instead of
arguing that Balitin is either being inconsistent or simply adapting himself to
external cicumstancesthere is yet another possibility, namely thag still fail to
grasp whatheriruth oflaughtedreally meansstill fail to discerrthe basic difference
between theadequatetruth of propositionalogic (of university discourse) and the
revelatory truth of laughter. Therfere, | suggest to reconsid&a k h tviewnod s
laughter as a basic form of truth somewhat more carefully. Subsequently, in the next
section, | will compareB a k h tviewm dnsthegrotesque withMa r gaéonical
judgement ofiGrobianisnd.
Bakhtin basically claims that, whereas reducedytater lacks pilosophical depth
true laughter is a universal philosophical principle (p. 16, p. 66, p. 70). Due to
laughted peculiarfiogico (p. 11)i a truth of reversal, ahside out and upside down
I the entire world is perceiveih its droll aspect, in its gagelativity. The serious
narrowness of official truth is rendered untenable by the irresistible and indestructible
principle of laughter which allows us to escapefitrath of this worla in order to
look at the world with eyes that aseddenly cleansechd freed from this truth (p.
49). Consequently, ware liberated from the restriction narrow seriousnesand
political correctnesthat direct the prevailing understanding of the world. Taier
understanding fiids itself uncrowned and subvertethe principle of laughter

38 Baknhtinss ambivalent relationship with his Stalinist environment is suggested by phrases

' i ke 6the triumpho(pf 30Q)pe®Oml @ amge B 4VWh dlee writes: O6Th
nothing to fear. Death holds no terror for it. The death of the individwmly one moment in

the triumphant life of the people and of mankind, a moment indispensableifoetieval and

i mpr ov e miimdredeadin@@ad Rabelais must be considered both as a criticism and as

product of the Stalinist erauch like Luber is both a foe and a producttioé late medieval

gothic age

Page p6



challenges and destroys limited seriousness and peetgrieed: any claim to
extratempord validity. It frees human consciousness, thought and imagination for
new potentialitiegand possibilitiesfiFor this reasad Bakhtin claims figreat changes,
even in the field of science, are always preceded by a certain carnival consciousness
that prepares the way(p. 49). Yet, laughter is not a disguisegrsion of some
abstract adequate truth in the sense thatdtherebeenno repressio, truth would

cast off the clowrd attire and would speak serious tones (p. 93). On the contrary,
flaughteré cannot be transformed into seriousness without destroying and distorting
the very content of the truth which it unvéil®. 94). Laughter i§another trutb (p.

94, p. 95), a form of truth in its own right. Laughter liberates, not from censorship, but
from fithe great interior cens@rfear. Laughter is not a camouflage of some altstrac
tendency or idea, but convefisomething else, somethingr fanore meaningful,
profound ... the comic aspect of the war(g. 134).

In order to determine what kind of truth Bk has in mind whenever the phrase
fithe truth of laught@ris used, Heideggérslistinction between truth as revelation
¢ e d)laadltruth as representatioadéequatio is indispesable. fiAdequacy
refers to truth in the sense of correspondeneeritas est adaequatio rei et
intellectud: a certain propdson or doctrine is considerettue insofar as it
adequately represtsor corresponds witan atual state of affairs. BuasHeidegger
(1927) point out, inorder for reality to be represented adequately, it has togenteas
to be brought to the fore in a certain wakis original eent of revealing or bringing
forward, of disclosurejs something which eanot be brought about by the established
truth regimatself. Its adequate logic, based on certain basic presuppositions, is made
possible by the revelatory force of laughter.

Contrary to scientific discourse, theperience of laughter does not contain a
systematic and propositional representation of reality. The definition of truth as the
correspondence (adequatio) of propositional knowledge with its sbmes not
apply to laughter. Rather, the experience afjfger allows reality to appear and to
emerge in a certain lig€ In terms of Heideggér distinction, therefore, the truth of
laughter is a experience of revelation. Batin likewise speaks abolaughter as a
(collective) mood orstate of mind that allws realfy to appear, rather than as
propositional or doctrinal formfaruth (i.e. a truth that caoe captured in the form of
a doctrine, a theory, a sequenme chain of propositional claims). Certain basic
aspects of the world are revealed, rathantrepresented, by laughter.

This may be clarifiedfurther by an important passage Bha k h tbook 6ns
Dostoevsky Laughter, Baktin tells us, isfia specific ethical attitude toward reality,
untranslatable into logical language, a specific means iofgsand seizing the wordd
(1973, p. 137). Laghter seizes a phenomenon ipracess bits transition, stressing
relativity and inconstancyhe transient aspect of thingemaining incompatible with

39 Preserving the ancient pagé@reek, Germaniayonviction thatlte creation of the world
was brought about (must be attributedtt® laughter of the gods (Bakhtin 1968, p. Real
(credive) laughter is Dionysian, ecstatic, glikke.

Page b7



the basic wil to power at work in adequate seriousé®lding sway in normal
science, for instance, #ee permanent effort to represent the world in such a way that
it allows us to secure and determine our convictipnseans of theories, definitions
and laws. Certain aspects of the world are revealelduphter in defiance of the
official representation of the world produced and sustained either by thealogical
doctrinalseriousnessr by theseriousnessf the academic expert

In short, laughter allows the world to become visible and accegsiblevelatory,
ecstatic wayA scientific understanding of tiveorld is rendered possible byoments
of genuinelaughter because laughter produces the kind okstibity presupposed
by science. Remember the story about Archimedésle taking a bath, he notd
that the level of the water in thettrose as he got in, and reatihat this effect could
be used to determine threlumeof an object, a body, such as his own body, or a
certain part of his body, such as a leg. At that very moment, Archimedesavest
laughed must have experienced genuine laughter. All of a sudden, reality appeared in
a new light and a new (serious, adequate) research practice was born. Laughter gave
birth to truth. And Archinedes was so ecstatic and exitedt he took to the istet
naked shouting)} d althave found it (in other words: truth hafbunded a new
science).Likewise, Mendel must have laughed when he discovered the 3:1 ratio.
Laugherproduces &ind of subjectivity which no longeieels intimidated by the
chaotic, oerwhelmingboundlessness of reality, by its unfathomatdenplexities
and deptls. Reality is familiarized by laughter arfibersuaded to reveal itself.
Therefore, the truth of science is preceded by, and rendered possible by the truth of
laughter, but thisloes not imply that laughternserely a temporary trutheplaced by
science, or that it is merely a rough and intuitive grasp, to be clarified by systematic
observation, propositional representation and appropriation. Laughter retmains
inspiring undetone asa worldreveding force in its own right, fuelling curiosity,
offering new possibilities for renewal, neways of escape, even from the very
truth-games rendered possible by it. Likewise, laughter does not contain some moral
doctrine or other, nocan it be reduced to any particular sescientific, moral or
theological propositions. Under specific circumstances, certain forms of moral
responsiveess are rendered possible by laughter, which opershasic form of
fianswerability or responsiverss, the possibility of being addressed by a new
insight a basic possility to respnd to the invitation to enter mew world of
research, a principahoral force which, under different circumstances, will manifest
itself in different andoften unpredictble ways giving rise to a leafike event, an
epistemological mutation

This also pertains to moral insights and ethical rese&eaighter allows the kind
of moral subjectivity(the moral mood)presupposed by the ethical discourse of a
certain epoch tdecome established. Although laughter, under certistorical
circumstances, magupport ad nourisha particular scientific, moral or political
view, it will nevertheless retaiits awareness of the relatitemporaland transient
nature of this truthand the allianceetween truth and laughter broken off as soon

Page p8



as the scientific, moralrogpolitical view involved begindo standardise its truth,
presenting itsas absolute and exttamporal. The gay and festive aspects of all
scientific, moral angbolitical transformations must not be taken to imply that laughter
as a philosophicaprinciple can be instrumentalisedlthough the principle of
laughter may seem to be in support of a particular theologypalicy, andin
opposition to another one, Igluter as suchliemains ureliable and destabilising,
Dionysian rather than Apolloniahaughted affinities remain shorlived, she does
not sell her birtkright for a limted amount of progress batways leaves a gay
loophole open allowing even allegegl minimalistic forms seriousness and
progressiveness to be ridiculea@ndthis is laughted &finalo word.

3. Marx, or: judging grobianism

Apart fram having greatly influencellarxist politics (with its cold sense diumour),
Marxd judgement of sixenth centuryfigrobianisno is of interest also for the
philosophy of laugher more generally. Batin at times refers to it, challenging or
even rejecting itMarx (and Engels) clainto sidewith the scientific vieyoint,
discarding prospects openedp by ubpianism as laughable or even hilarious
Laughter(biting satire)s instrumentased by Marx as a rhetoricaleans tdwumiliate
opponents

In his polemical essayloralizing Critique and Critical Morality: a Contribution
to the History of German Cultuf8 Marx (1847/1972) enters the ring against the
German writer Heinzen whaimed to rehabilitate and promatecertain literary style
referred to by Marx as Grobianism. He describes it as a crude, popular genre emerging
shortly before and during the Refornuatj which even at that time provoked aesthetic
repugnance. The grobian genre, Marx claims, is unable to please anyone whose
aesthetic taste has acquired at least some education. As the nineteenth Century, much
like the sixteenth Century, was an agfetransformation, Marx expectbut also
resentsits temporary resurgenéé. He describedt as vulgar, coarse and simplistic,
expressingoorlyeducated plebeianism, abounding in referencbeddy life, with a
predilection for the excessive and thegagiesque siding with ordinary existence
against learning, contaminated by the physical agitation that had somehow infected
the whole epoch, raging with the same exeeskrocity against progressias it did

40 Die moralisierende Kritik und die kritisierende Moral: Beitrag zur Deutschen
Kulturgeschichte

41 fKurz vor und wahrend der Reformationszeit bildete sich unter den Deutschen eine Art
von Literatur, derebloBer Namen frappiertdie Grobianische. Heutzutagehen wir einer

dem 16.jahrhundert analogen Umwalzungsepoche entgegen. Kein Wunder, dal® unter den
Deutschen die grobianische Literatur wieder auftaucht. Das Interesse an der geschichtlichen
Entwicklunguberwindet leicht den &sthetischen Ekel, den diese Sorte von Schriftstellerei selbst
einem wenig gebildeten Geschmack erregt und schon im fiinfzehnten und sechzehnten
Jahrhundert erregidp. 331).
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against conservative political forces. Due to lackotfer talentsMarx claims,
grobianismrelied heavily on abusive language. It had all the characteristics of a
puppet show taken fromaimedieval market square and transfeingéal print. Marx
thought of it asa cul-de-sac rathethan as culture. He cadsrs Thomas Murner
(nicknamedfiGoosepreachebd by his contemporari¢sas the writer who represents
the genre in optima forma, someone whd hisgrobian talentsn service of the
catholic establishment against Luther. The genre was later refined, hpaesgiut
to useevenby Shakespeare. froilus and Cressidait is personified by the knave
Thersites, who mocks and ridicules one of the tragic heroes (Ajax), calling him a
peacock and an ass who is suffering from excessive wit but is unable to disitharg

Some aspects difla r gséay are worthy of our attention. In the first place,
although it is clearly his objective to ridicule his opponent Heinzen, the larger part of
his essay is remarkably boring and of little substance. And although he tao relie
heavily on abusive languagéhe very language he claims to deteMa r awd
laughter does naeallylaugh but merely displays a cynical grin. That is, although he
relies on a technique apparently borrowed from the very genre he réjests, x 6
languaye is not grounded in a gagdlaughing moodbut in a cold and sinist@ne.
Furthemore, for someone who pretentdsside with the popular strata of society, he
displays a remarkable contempt towards what he refers to as a plelmziee,
expressingpoa education and popular wit. On further consideration, however, his
judgement is quite consistiewith his political convictionsin the sixteenth Century
the modern working class was still to emeethe scene and this explaithe
political ambivalenceor even the suspicion on the part of somedeegoted to the
cause of socialism and progress. The grobian literature excelled in squandering
energy without accomplishing or changing anythifdarx argues It aimed at
exposing the world by means of ridieubut with no intention of improving. It
abounded in indignation, but was bound to thwart effigrt to translateplebeian
discontent into a political program. Instead of promoting the resurgence ofisuch
genre, therefore, Marxismims to prevent theresurgence of this repressed and
forgotten genre. Max @im wasthe seizure of state power and the systematic
exploitation and transformation ofprecisely those vital popular forceswhich
grobianismtried to give a voiceMarxism as aop-down, etatistic(fiproletariar)
dictatorshipbrought about by polital engineers like Lenin, aimed poit an end to
popular laughter oncand for all, so thadn effetive mode of exercising power could
become established.

In view of Ma r ocarfonical judgemenB a k h teffontd rehabilitate grobianism
in Stalinist Russia was a rather delicate one indeed, although others, notably Gorki,
had @ved the way. Apparently, Batin challenged thelaim that everything should
be put inthe serviceof the revolutionarprogram Laughter is appreciated by Bain
for its peculiar ability to reveal a basic moral truth &mgerceive reality in a certain
light. It seves neither as a hinge for class struggte for that matter will it camibute
in any way to furthering particdar political regime
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This does not imply, however, that true laugfitasopposed to sarcasm, cynicism
or irony 1 is devoid of historical or political significance. On the contrary, by
exposing a basic moral truth, the established forms of moral sultjecare
challenged or even subverteahd this prepares the way for unprecedentethd$ of
moral subjectivity which are allowed tmnstitute themselves. In other words, true
laughter efies a platitude which liberalism shares with Leninismmely the
understanding of politics as adhnology for exercisingower, as a technology for
governing and regulatindghé behaviour of populatiorisan understanding which is
referred tohereas etatism. Although laughter does not provide any devices for
solving polcy problems, its political impact can be astonishing. In fact, all thermajo
historical transformations (frorthe deline of the Greek city state vihe dawn of
modern Europep to the collapse of the Berlin Wallere accompanied by laughter.
But laugherd political impact is bottorrup and unpredictable rather thizmp-down
and engineeredand therefore quite unlike the political technologies provided by
Marxism, Leninism,liberalism and other versions of etatiéf.

In his own writngs, most notably #hearly,polemical onedviarx himself relies on
abusive languag® a considerable extent. He seettesaarly aware of théact that
criticism originally used to ba comic genre. Marx basic strategy was to refute his
opporentdpoint of view throughridicule. InThe Holy FamilyThe German Ideology
and other polemical worksa comic (albeit rather sardonicinode of speech is
employed. InThe German ldeologyor example, Marx and Engels explain that it is
their aim to ridiculehe philosophies as well as thiilosophers of their time (5, 23)
and to bring out thefitragicomi® contrast betweae the author® illusions or
pretensions and their actual achievements (5, 28). Intfeat,treatise is a parody.
Theyact as if attending ehurch father@council, thefiLeipzig Councib, an allusion
to the fact that the works of the tiochurch fatherscriticized in this section, Bruno
Bauer (iSaint Brun@) and Max Stirner fiSaint Max), were published in Leipzig.
The whole section abounds in cynicallusions. Marx ad Engels consider the
philosophers of thetime to be laughablegseudeHegelan imitations ofHe g el 6 s
discoursgwhat begins as tragedy ends as far¢bgpy admit that if, like Hegel, one
designs a certain system or pattern of explandbr the first ime, this cannot be
achievedwithout great mergy, keen insight and factuehowledge. But if one is
satisfied with using an already existing patterpplying it in a mechanical manner,
like Bauer and Stirnerallegedly do, the resultfinevitably becomes amicd
(1846/1976, p. 176 line of thinking and an interpretation of the comical which is

42 Marxismcan perhaps be regardedsasnd of despotictatism considered indispensable

by Mill whenever the transformation of moral subjectivity presupposed by liberalism (that is,

by sophisticated etatism) has not yet been realized due to specific historical circumstances.

Marxism® basic bjective was to ridnalizesacc i ety by sei teimporgriyst at e power,
opting for a proletarian dictatorship, although it was admitted that this dictatorship implied

i g o v e-toami urc dh entually the state was to digagar, although this may seem a

laughable remaind@f pre-scientific utopianism. Lenin (notorious for lsarcasmas a person

and as an author) transformed Marxism intecnologyof power
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congruent with Bergsoi1940/1969) who likewise points out that the mechanical
application of certain established patterns of interpretation in an inflexiblenatasti
manner strikes us as comicahe strategy of Marx and Engels basically comes down
to keeping close track of their oppon@rgeasoningreading it aloud as it were
(Althusser & Balibar 1965/1970while incessantly ridiculing it, for instance by
compaing it to lines or sections taken from the Scriptures.

The opening lines ofhe Holy Family for example, parodihe language of the
Gospelsand reflect the Marx and Engedgle of humourfAnd Criticism [i.e. their
opponentgso loved the mass thatsiént its only begotten son, that all who believe in
him may not be lost, but may have Critical difetc. (1845/1975, p. 9Dften, Marx
and Engels will isolate a peculiar phrase and repeat it time and again, until the reader
is thoroughly convinced thétis indeed a rather ridiculous thing say. Stirner, for
instanceused the following line somewheri@Robespierre, for exaple, SaintJust,
and so on. SinceMarx and Engels feel that both Robespierre and Saistt were
unique historical personaligeindividuals beyond comparison, Stirddine strikes
themasodd Robespi err e, for exanrdpst,endsorodf or exampl el)
(and so on®. To kill this odd phrase, they keep repeatinggtin and again until
everybody agredbat it is a riliculous phrase, symptomat€the shortcomingsf its
author. Although the bulk of their critique is rather tedious, it is nonetheless comical
at times. Still another comic technique used by Marx and Engels is comic reversal,
which they notably appliedottitles, for exampleThe Poverty ofPhilosophy a
critique of Proudhod Philosophy of Povert{1847/1976).

Moreover, the humour of Marx (oahter,of Marx and Engels) is more than just a
figure of speech or rhetorical technique. Thahilosophical ws of readingallows
them to detect the comic flaws and shortcomiofgextsthat appear to be serious at
first sight. Take, for example, another opening line, a famous one oftenfititgkl
remarks somewhere that all facts and personages of greatamgmith world history
occur, as it were, twice. He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second@s farce
(1852/1979, p. 103). The revolution of 1848 wapaaody, a comic replay of the
revolutions of 1789 and 1793 and, Madds, the same goes farther whofidonned
the mask of the apostle Paiflll, 104).Ma r badic objective is tourn Hegelian
dialectics upsid@own by acknowledging that thigasic facts of history ampaterial
ones (concerning foodlrink and bodily existenceve are what we ¢aetc.)rather
than the lofty themes of German idealism. Still it is clear from the very outset that his
laughter is far from gay. It is cynical and sarcastic, similar in many respects to the
finegative laughté&r of the Protestant pamphleteers who weteith er 6 s
contemporaries. Although parodical devices such as comic reversatoamd
repetition are usedMa r Badic mood remains cynical, and his humour is jeering
rather than jesting. While writing ti a cynicalgrin, his basic objective was to
replace ebsting (laughable)discourse witha more serious, scientific approatiat
would put an end to the ridiculous balderdash of his opponents once and for all.
Although Marx makes extensive use of laughtgreculiar logic, the logic of the
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insideout and upsledown (most notably in his early writings), laughter eventually
remains a purely negative phenomen¢old humouy, instead of beinga
world-revealing force in its own right.

In chapter 1, | already pointed out how Marx;Tine Capital Part 1 explainthe
emergence of the immenseservoir of labour power presupposed by the kind of
society that was coming into existence in the early nineteenth century (1962/1979).
The startingpoint of the whole process, th@iginal accumulatin of capital, was
often explained(by advocates of the liberal regimay means ofian anecdote from
the pasi, told with fisovereign earnests®, but really a secular versioof the
theological account dhe original sin. Wheeas the Biblical story explainghy we
human beingsonce expelled from Paradideadto labour in the sweat of our faces,
theaccumulation anecdote explains wsgmehuman beinggthe wealthy elite) are
exempted from this scoge. In times long gone by, the story usually gtiesre were
two sorts of peo the diligent and intelligent versus tlezy rascalsThus it came to
pass that the former sort accumulated ltheavhile the latter hachothing to sell
except their ownlgns. And this original flaw allegedly explaitise pwerty of the
great majority 6 workers wq despite their labour, still have nothing to sell but
themselves, while the wealth of the few (the one time diligantgases constantly,
although they have longgo ceased to work (p. 741). lWa r godnteraccount,
however, the true histgrof this floriginaldo accumulation is revealed.ifta history of
violence, plunder and appropriatiowhich, notwithstading its astonishing
cold-blooded cynicismprovides a@icomic mirro, revealinghe ideological nature of
theliberal fistandard accouastill in vogue

Indeed, the historical chapters ©he Capital Part 1 tell about the exssive
exploitation and wastef human lives, the unrestrained vampirism that determined
the real living conditions of the working classes during the terrible ekoovn as
the industrial revolution and for which Dadt&ferno provided the literary model (p.
261). Subsequently, Marx points out how the working classes, although completely
overruled at first, gradually learned totpup some resistance. Yatly popular (that
is, parodical) forms of resistance are hardly taken into consideration by him. When
quoting from dialogues between chlltbourers and a party of officials investigating
working conditions in England, for example, he is startled by the chddse
remarkable lack of education. Apparently, the comic nature of their responses, the
mockery of their retorts escapes him. One of the interviewees, a twelve year old boy,
did not know what country he lived in, did not know anything about England,
believal God to be a little bird, the devil a good fellow, believed the king to be a
queen (p. 274)lack of education and oxygen, according to Maxshould such
answers count ggarody?
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4. Incipit parodia : Nietzsche
Freie Geister: Gesellen mit deneran lacht. 43

Bakhtin and Nietzsche shad a philosophical insight of crucial importance: that there
is truth in laughter. This section sets out to explore the basic affinity as well as the
basic tension betwedh a k h ttance of parody elaboratedn the Rabelais book
T andNi et z soncept df gay science. It is my contention that bothhBaland
Nietzsche draw attention to parody or gay science as a basic philosophical technique
or mode of thought that enablphilosophesto contest the appareselfevidence of
an establisheduth-regime and to reveal disavowaspects of moral existence. There
are other basic techniques or modes of thought such as argument or irony, but under
certain conditions, parody becomes indispensable. BotthtBaknd Netzsche
emphasize the negative as well as the positive aspeletughter. On the one hand,
laughter exposes the vulnerability of a prevailing truth, a predominant rationality.
This aspect of laughter becomes important when we find ourselves confratfited w
official truth-regime which presents itself as indisputable and beyond contestation.
Laughter serves to reveal the lack of salidence, the fundamental vulnerabilitfy o
such an adequacyhis is thenegative aspect. There is, however, a positygeet to
laughter as well. As Bditin phrases it in his book on Rabelais, laughter has a deep
philosophical meaning, being one of the essential forms of truth. Certain essential
aspects of the world are accessible only to laughter (1968, p. 66).

In the pevious chapter | pointed out that the gay and popular asp&cbaf r at e s 6
performance was ceatinly recognized by Nietzsche. leaion 190 oBeyond Good
and Evil for instancethe relationship between Plato and Socrates is defined in terms
of the aristaratic versus the vulgar. According to Nietzsche, Plato desperately tried to
giveS o ¢ r petfoengariice some standing by systematicadlyescribing a basically
vulgar way of reasoning, which he (Plato) picked up from the streets like a popular
song or thme#4 transformingit into something seriou®> Of crudal importance,
however, are theemarks on Socrates in the Bom which Nietzsche elaborates a
philosophy of laughteof his own The Gay Science

In the introduction td’he Gay Scienddietzsche defiesfigay scienceas follows:
it is the saturnalia a term, of course, osome prominence in the Batinian
vocabularyi of a mind thathas patiently resisted a persistent pressure of long
standing. It is a kind of recovery, almost like a state of drumées, where many a

43 Human, All Too Humat Preface, § 2.
44 According to Nietzsche&socr at es 6 way o f smélispebeiam(bc.).concl usi ons

45 Kierkegaard (1989) also presents Socrates as someone who belonged to crowded and noisy
city life, not at all disturbed by the bustling work of the artisans, the braying of theapsek or

the boisterous noise of the marketplace, soreavho liked walking around andkedg with all

sorts of peoplean ever quickwitted ironist who could begin anywhere and whose attention

could be triggered by any subject or situation.
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foolish and unwise thing will emerd®. According to Nietzsche, gay science reveals

the basic connection between truth and laughter (I, 81). To be able to laugh at oneself
is the summit of wisdorft/ Laughter is an instanas truth and reglation, whee a

basic liberating insight finally breaks through

In The Gay Scienddietzsche draws a basic opposition between gay science on the
one hand andternmorality on the other. Morality is an established truth, supposedly
beyond contestationhose basic vulnerability is nevertheless exposed by laughter.
Moralityd $asic claim, according to Nietzsche, is: Thou shalt not laugh. The true
philosopher, however, laughs at the basic values of morality. He perceives reality as a
playful comedy, full djest.

Yet, in The Gay SciengeéNietzsche draws a second opposition, hamely between
morality and scientific truth, an opposition which seems to moderate the previous one
between morality and laughter. Ithsi e t z Bopehtlea eventually, morality Wil
give way to scientific truth. The truth of scice is bound to hold its grounelven in
the face of laughter (I, § 46). If, through laughter, we recover from the illness of
morality, we will finally be able to think scientifically and one cannot laugiat
science. Science seems to be regarded by Nietzsche as an end in itself (Ill, § 123),
whereas laughter appears to be merely a path to truth, a kind of purification. We need
gay science to recover from morality and Christianiietzsche arguesbut
ultimately laughter is to be subordinated to science. Real science is nofigager
but serious. We need the fool, the jester, to recover; it is a path to truth, toward
science, but ultimately Nietzsche seems to agree with Spitma:ridere... sed
intelligere: we should not laugh, we should thiffk.

In this respect Nietzsche diverts frddakhtin, who considers laughter ultimately
irresistible. The view elaborated Tihe Gay Sciencgan be found in other writings of
Nietzsche as well. IThe Antichrist for instance, Nietzsche blames Christianity for
having prematurely destroyed the formidable effort of the Greek and Roman elite to
establish and foster a scientific understanding of reality. Christianity is blamed for
having discredited reason, knowledge anduéry, the will to perceive things #sey
truly are. For NietzscheChristianity (notably duringhe medigal epoch) is the
victory of afaulty moral sensibility of the great majority of vulgar fools over the
scientificsensibility of therational elité?®.

And here, a second basic tension betweenhakand Nietzsche emerges. For
whereas Baltin appreciates parody as a popular medieval genre, Nietzsche
throughout his writings displays a chronic contempt of all things medieval, popular

46 Introduction, 8§ 1.

47 cf. De Una mitisnecessatydkBod haw tofimake ourselves ridiculous, and
not only to others but to ourseldg®. 306).

48 |v, § 133; cf. Bakhtin 1968, p. 141.
49 A view confirmed by Luther who claims that the truth of faith is ridiculous from the point
of view of reason and contrary actual experience.
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and vulgar. In fagthe considers it one ahodernChristianityp great merits and
achievements to have done away with a lot of vulgar, medieval rubbish, with a lot of
popular heroes and popular lore. Indeed, he considers this to be Christ@andy
great contribution to Eightenment (Ill, 8 122). The Middle Ages are referred to by
Nietzsche as the great alcohol poisoning of Europe (lll, § 134). Even Faust and
Mephistopheles, two great figures of medieval popular culture, are considered by
Nietzsche as representing a bgsiejudice against knowledge, and therefore to be
exorcised on behalf of the will to truth. In thisregadd, e t z desvhseebnguite at
odds with the basic attitude and sbeily of Bakhtin, who affirms and endorses
parody and laughter as basic elemseof medieval life and thought.

Bakhtin and Nietzsche do not seem to share the same aesthetic taste. Whereas
Bakhtin appreciates medieval culture as a grotesque combination of a variety of
heterogeeous elements, Nietzsche praisedty of style, whichhe allegedly findén
Provencal poetry, the very opposite of the medieval public square, which is
considered the principal locus of laughter and taste inB a k h twork. dns
Rabelais novels, the Provencal idiom is merely one of the linguistic elenpert®
work, besides all sorts of popular devices, proverbs, school faates abuses, and
sayings coming from the mouths of fools and clowns. Indeed, his novels are
democraticand populistigather than aristocratic. It is the very culture of thekeg
square that Nietzsche, because of his aristocratic taste, despises. He reproaches the
German culture of his time for being merely an aggregate of influences and
subculturesi too pluralistic, chaotic,yes: even figrotesqué 1 and refers
disapprovinglyto it as a popular faif® The one basic feature of true culture,
Nietzsche claims, is unity of style. In other words, a strong tendency towards
asceticism and purification appears to be at worlk ine t z writifge fomething
that is quite absent in tipopularfigrobianisnd of Rabelais. Wheas the Rabelais
novels discardedthe demands of classical literary tastmd were therefore
condemned by the classical canon in the seventeenth and early eighteenth century
precisely for this reason, Nietzsche clgappreciates the effort of classical French
literature to conform to the rigid canons of unity to which the classicist poets
subjected themselves, thereby removing all burlesque and buffo elements from the
theatre agicruded andfbarbari® survivals. Wth regard to the problem of truth we
encounter the same tendency towards purification, restriction and expulsion in
Ni et z writingse After having profited from Christianibysffort to do away with

50 I Untimely MeditationsVolume 1, German cultuis reproached for excelling in

fiStillosigkeit oder dem chaotischen Durcheinander alleréStilied he complaints about the

fJahrmarktlarme der modernen ldéefrue art implies mastingchaos. As to Hellenism,

Nietzsche argueslthough far fromanstituting a unitargtyle, it was not a mere aggregate of

influences and subcultures. Nietzsche argju@sHellenism had succeeded in organizing the

chaos. It was not a mere mixture, bather a contest of styles, organized in such a way that it

had to be appreaied from an artistic point of vielBakhtin shared this positive judgement and

refered t o Hel | enilivimgnoweld ,cub uturex tarsamolfiates this to mediev:
well, seeing it as a living novel
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a lot of barbaric insanity in the nameffutho, Nietzsche argued,is now time for
European culture to do away with a lot of Christian insanity as inethe name of
scientifictruth.

Yet at the very moment we are convinced that the scientific will to truth is
Ni et z dasib eddnmitment, he himselfithdraws from such a conclusion,
emphasizing that even science itself is constituted by a basic, moral conviction,
ultimately without foundation (V, § 344). There seems to be a basic ambivalence at
workin Ni et z seovheemben it comes to sciendiefinal entries ofThe Gay
Scienceare devoted to laughter and parody rather than to science. Here Nietzsche
formulates the ideal of a meteanhuman state of welbeing, the final parody of all
earnestness. lBcce Homad\Nietzsche indicates thathe Gay Sencewas writtenin a
certain fiphysiological stat& referred to asigreat health, which seems to be not
merely a path but rather an ideal, a prospect. The summit of wisdom is the mood of
laughter itself. In the introduction he had called his book afbiterrymaking after
long deprivation. Indeed, Klossowksi (1963) is basically right when he claims that
Spinoz#® slassic formulaNon ridere, non lugere, necque detestari, sed intelligere
enabled Nietzsche to acquire a deeper understanding his own mduiekaig,
namely as a mixture of theszs a philosophy of laughter, mourning and profanation,

a philosophy which evolved out of a reversal of SpiGogaaxim, instead of
identifying itself with it.

Already inThe Birth of Tragedilietzsche had pointed tobasic form of truth that
came to be neglected and obscured but should be regarded as more profound than the
limited truth of reason. In fact, he claims that Greek tragedy evolved out of the
perpetual struggle betwedwo basic principles, the Apolfdan and the Dionysian.
Apollonian is the principium individuationis the principle of measureand
selfconstraint, whileDionysian refers to a state of excessive physical excitement (the
figlow of pleasur®), exemplified by the timeld image of a gay, wandag and
boisterous crowd. It is the principle of fraternization among men as well as of
reconciliation with the forces of natuPé.In ancient Greece, Nietzsche claims,
Dionysian unruliness and excess was checkeédsalanced by the moral, Apaflian
principle of measure and $etonstraint. Whereas the Apaflian principle provided a
superficial veil, a reassuring picture of the real, the Dionysianiptéwas regarded
as a deegr, more profound truth that allowédmarkind to discern the real as such.
Due to voiceslike Euripides ad Socrates, however, the Apailan principle was

51 And Nietzsche addgiAuch im Deutschen Mittelalter wélzten sich unter der gleichen
dionysischen Gewalt immer wachsende Scharen, singend und tanzend, von Ort zu Ort: in
diesen Sankiohanaund SanktVeittdénzern erkersan wir die bacchischen Chore der Griechen
wieder ... das glihende Leben dionysischer Schwéarmer. Unter dem Zauber des Dionysischen
schlief3t sich nicht nur der Bund zwischen Mensch und Mensch wieder zusammen: auch die
entfremdete, feindliche oder unterjociMatur feiert wieder ihr Verséhnungsfest mit ihnrem
verlorenen Sohne, dem Menschen ... [Jetzt] fUhlt sich jeder mit seinem Né&chsten nicht nur
vereinigt, versohnt, verschmolzen, sondern eins ... Singend und tanzend &uf3ert sich der Mensch
als Mitglied einer bheren Gemeinsamkeif§ 2).
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replaced by the Socratic principle of criticism and reason, while the Dionysian
principle was no longer considered as a basic formvielom. Instead, it was
discardedss irratimal and banished from the realm of rational truth (§ 19). Nietzsche,
however, Imged for the recurrence of théddysian truth of tragedy. Yet in his later
writings he will put his hopes in the recurrence of a gay rather than aftsagince.
Indeed, tlere is a shifof emphasisn Ni e t z workhrendtise tragic The Birth of
Tragedy to the comical The Gay Scienge Still, although tragic truth eventually
gives way to the truth of laughter, both serve as a remedy to counter thidledizess

of sciertific truth (cf. chapter 3). Like Bdkin, but decidedly less consistently,
Nietzschediscerns that laughter is a basic form of truth, a philosophical principle
whose truth cannot be reduced to, or identified with that of science.

In the next chaptemvhich is on Socrates, both the basic affinity and the basic
difference betweeB a k h tandN 6 e t z phdosophy will be further elaborated
and clarified by drawing attention to one particular entryhe Gay Scien¢evhere
Nietzsche refers t&ocrated famous final words cited by Plato Phaedo In this
section, however, | want to pursue my readingNaf e t z swn Ipldssphy of
laughter by drawingttention to some glosses by commentators

In his article on Nietzsche the jesteMNietzsche Narrentum i Walter Brocker
(1972) recalls several passages where Nietzsche emphasizes the importance of jest
with regard to truth. On 4 May 1988 for instance, in a letter to Brandes, Nietzsche
presents himself as someone who is mocking the most seriousXRiAgsl in Ecce
Homo he confesses that he wants to be considered a buffoonGerman: a
Hanswurst ratherthan a saint. | am a buffoon, he claims, and yet | am a spokesman
of truth. However, even in earlier writings, when he took sciéreckim to
knowledg more seriously than during his final episode, Nietzsche recognized that the
buffoon had a special task as a herald of new truths. When he refers to the first volume
of hisHuman, All Too Humaas a foad book,ein Narrenbuchhe considesthe ol
as aguide on the path to trutht ik in the food discourse that new truths first make
their appearance. The fool is granted the privilege of uttering them for the first time.
While bang excluded from theestablished truths, the fdolsap allows him to
introduce new unprecedented ones.

AlthoughNi e t z stydehiseofies associated with an ironic attitude, he in fact
sharedB a k h tnegatives appreciation of irony. He considered it a negative,
pessimistic and even decadent mode of speech (Behler 1975nhsisiédd on
moderate use (Brautigam 1977). Furthermore, likehBalhe rejected the sense of
complacencyonveyed by it. For although the iron@sinsides himself superior to
others, h&emains unable to come up with anything positivafirmative, hemerely
discards Another reason foNi e t z aversioa &as the fact that, in the nineteenth
century, irony was generally associated with romanticism whereas Nietzsche, faced
with the dispute betweeomantic and classicist aesthetics, claimed to baviour of

52 |ch hénge den ernstesten Dingen einen Schwanz von Posse an...
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classical taste. However, Behler and others point to the fact that, notwithstanding his
apparent rejection of romanticism and its aesthetic devices, Nietzsclimieated
by it to a much larger extent than he himself was willing toiednmeagnize. He was
both a romantic and a selffowed antromantic (Del Caro 1983). | will return to this
issue in deptlin my review ofThus spoke Zarathustraut | do agree that there is a
good deal of irony or complacent laughter at worlNin e t z swn twréirdgs. As
pointed wit by Behler, his rejection obmarticism was an aesthetical gestuyaite in
tune with some of his basic theoretical views, but rathedds with his personal
literaryinclinationsas an author

Moreover, there is a fundamehtdfinity between irony and one ®i et zscheds
basic devices the use of masks. Van Tongeren (1989), Behler and others have
stressed the fact that, although Nietzsche sometimes uses the term irony in a
fipejorative sense, on other occasions he emphatiigesrighal meaning of irony as
0y ¥ 3 Uon dissimulatioi thatis, irony as an adopted veil covering ongrue
insights by feigning ignoranceé3 If one conceals ordesnoble character and
intellectual depths in order to spare others the painful reé¢ogrit their inferiority,
irony (or dissimulatio) is a manifestation of strength and sovereignty rather than of
weakness and decline. Such an ironical attitude is part dfiptthos of reserde
which Nietzsche considers a mark of personal superioritylatidction®4

YetNi et z Basilhnodeof laughter seems to be parody, rather than irony (Van
Tongeren 1989). This is also suggested by Gilman (1975), although he restricts
himself to the importance of parodyfhi e t z poetty®® Giknan points outhat,
inNi et z apprbcitirs and use of parody, two incompatible conceptions of this
genre compete with each other: the classical or aesthetical one (formulated by
Goethe) and the Romantic or psychological one (formulated by Schopenhauer). The
classi@l conception indicates that, unlike mere negdiparody, true parody is not
merely comical or degrading. Rather, it is a successful reconstruction of the original
andmay becomean independent and valid work of art in its own right. The perfect
exampleof parody in the classicist sense of the ternTisilus and Cressida
Shakespeafe magnificent parody of Homer. Although parody is bound to generate
laughter, the comical effect is not its main objective. This classicist conception of

53 According to Kunnas (19820); ¥ 3 had d_hegative, moral connotation and referred to
insincerity, whereas dissimulation was a far more neutral, technicairtdicating a rhetorical
device.

54 cf. for exampleHuman, All Too Humah | , 6The WandeG&lrS5waatred hi s Shadow
he explains that mediocrity may well be the mask of a superior mind who does not want to

offend his less gifted fellownen and for thiseason takes on an outward posture that is not very

likely to give the impression of actually being a mask (since mediocrity is what the great

majority of individuals happen to have in common by definition).

S5 it is in his lyric poetry that the use ofdimode of parody is initially and most clearly
presented. It is to this specific aspect of Nietz&eitings that the critic can turn prior to
promulgating a general theoretical statement of the development of Niézaokerstanding
of parody and itapplication in other contexigp. 53).
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parody profoundlyinfluenced he aesthetic sensibility ofoung Nietzsche and
inspired several parodical, but certainly not degrading, adaptions of Ggebeens.

In 1865, however, while still a student, Nietzsche discovered Schopenhauer, who
articulated a Romantic view guarody, stressing its comical and degrading aspect
Schopenhauér sinderstanding of parody made Nietzsche abandon the classical
approach, although he never completely estranged himself from it, in favour of the
psychological one expressed iBeyond Goodand Evil Here, Ni et zscheds
understanding isfipsychologicad because thepsychological function isnow
emphasized: parody is presented as a psychological device that meets certain
psychological needs. Moreover, the sections concéarmedlably § 40 and 8231
onceagain reveaN i e t z basit iscOnsistency or ambivalence, time and again
swaying between a positive and a negative appreciation of the phenomenon at hand.

In § 40, Nietzsche claims that everything profd desires a mask. Some psychic
eventsare delicate to such an extent that they are in needra stude concealment
or other. One&an even imagine, Nietzsche claims, that some people, in order to hide
something vulnerable, roll crudely through life like a mouldy old barrel of wine,
refusing b communicate their true content even to those who are quite near to them.
Every profound mind is in need of a mask. According to Behler (1975) this aphorism
implicitly refers to Socrates. Although he is not mentioned explicitly, Behler
considers the barmage as a hint to the passage in Blaymposiumwhich
became a famous topos in world literature from the sixteenth century onwards
(notably in the writings of Erasmus and Rabelais): Alcibiadesmpaison of
Socrates with théz U o o, caditjewooden statuevith a grotesque exteriorub
containing articles ofvalue, a comparison which implied that Socrates,
notwithstanding his buffoctike ways and appearance, was really the summit of
wisdom and sobemindedness. In the cask®ocrates, so it seems, parody is to be
regarded as a mark of superiority.

In § 223, howeverNi e t z apprecatios of parody is much more negative.
Instead of concealing some profound content, it is instead a camouflage for lack of
content. Yet thee is something positive in parody as well. According to Nietzsche,
the Europeanugly plebeianMischmensclis in need of some costume or other, and
uses history as a stereom of costumes, presenting himself @sdgue classic,
romantic, and so on. Ouiis the age of carnival, Shroveu@sday laughter and
Aristophanedike mockery. Indeed, the realm of laughter is the only realm which
allows us to be original to some degree as hiétdgols and God $uffoons>®
Bereft of all other talents, we might stikcel in laughter. Even with regard to parody,
Nietzsche remains basically ambivalent. It can be a mark of superiority or decline, it
might suit the intellectual elite as well as the rabble, it can function both as a
camouflage of deficiency and as a iabh of truth.

56 Aparodisen der Weltgeschichte und Hanswurste Gattaglleichtdal’, wenn auch nichts
von heute sonst Zukunft hat, doch gerade unser Lachen noch Zukubft hat!
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If we once again try to compare the Nietzschean view on pairod laughter with
the Balhtinian one, it becomes clear that, first of all, both lBakand Nietzsche
recognized the importance of the jester as the herald and spokesmaawofrath.
Furthermore, they share a negative appreciation of irony and seem td agyesor
less, for Nietzsche renmed ambivalent in this respettthat the positive aspect of
laughter is of a parodical rather than an ironical nature. Or, to pubihér words,
both Balhtin and Nietzsche recognized lauglitemmbivalent nture, but Bahtin
overcomesthe ensuing inconsistencies Mi e t z @asitior dyxdistinguishing
between gay laughter (parody) and reduced laugtiteny). Finally, whereas
Nietz h epbstion is marked by chronic dispute between thenrantic and the
classical appreciation of laughtéra dispute which he, being an antomantic
romanticist himself, was unable to solvBakhtin revertsto a premodern conception
of laughter whe¢h still encompassesoth the affirmative aspect, preserved in the
classical conception (albeit strippeldere of its grotesque naturegnd the
carnivalesque aspect, preserved (albeit in a rather redodategative manner) in the
romantic conception. Andat the intersection of all these considerations and
ambiguities, the image of Socrates emerges. He is both jester and spokesman of truth,
both ironical and parodical, both superior and vulgar.

The first four books offhe Gay Sciencwere written just befre Thus Spoke
Zarathustraand are full of gaiety and wit, redescribing human existence as a comedy.
They intend to affirm life, rather than pronounce a moral judgement on it. The time of
thesupremacy of gaiety, however,dwget to come, fanumankindstil lives in atime
of tragedy, morality and religion. In the fourth book, two aphorisms are devoted to
Socrates: § 328 and § 340. In the first one he is considered to represent knowledge in
its struggle against stupidity. In the second one he emergesaking pessimist’

He calls Socratefithe wisest chatterer there has ever bedtietzsche greatly
deploreshowever, the final words of thean who lived the most cheerful of lives but
finally professed his basic pessimism by mockingly depicting lifea dénd of
sickness. Throughout his life his cheerful appearance hadlynkeen a mask
covering aprofound pessimisticinsight, a veiled and hidden experience of life as
futile suffering, which manifests itself in his final, disturbimisconcertingoke.

57 61 admire the coura geeerythingche did ssidaoddidadtsaysocr at e s
This mocking and enamoured monster and pied piper of Athens ... was not only the wisest

chatterer of all time: he was equally great in silence. | wish he had remained taciturn also at the

last moment of his lifein that case he might have belonged to a still higher order of spirits.

Whether it was death or the poison or piety or malisemethindoosened his tongue at that

momentandéd sai d: AO Cr it o, osuggestmgthabdeathlisapéouof a r oost er ,

theillnesscalledlifesThi s r i di cul ous and terrible Al a

AfiO0O Crito, l'ife is a

st
di sease. 0 |Is it possible

have been a pessimist? He had merely kept a che@eh while concealing all his life long his
ultimate judgenent... Socrates suffered lifdhd then he still revenged himsélfvith this
veiled, gruesome, pious, and blasphemous safNigtzsche 1974, p. 272). Nietzsche is aware

of the parody, he putbe genrd 6 | a st

wor do) mbkswhwielee hetahi @amne

thse who have eramthe®criptes borr owed f
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Nietzsche had already expressed his uneasinesSwite r final st id the first
book of The Gay Sciencehere he states that, unlike the Roman emperors Augustus
and Tiberius, who died in silence, thus showing themselves not to have been
comedians, Socrates finally had to strip himself of his mask, unableftairefrom
being indiscrete, by utterings final joke, which amounted to the confession that his
gay and merry lifé hisapparent high spirits arjdie de vivrel hadbeen a comedy:
comoed finita est®8 | will of coursecome back to this judgement of Socratesin
own rereading ithe next chapter.

Book V of The Gay Scienckears the titldiWe Fearless OnesHere Nietzsche
clearly recognizes the basic opposition between gaiety andAettre same time,
however, he maintains that the fearless, laughing ones are confrontedisittitde
guestiom, one that is not overcome by laughter but already casts a shadbaeon
Gay Scienceand an even darker one BN e t z subskgadntsachiewvesnt, Thus
Spoke Zarathustra

As our fifinalo judgement of Socrates will be suspended until the: oleapter, |
would now continue my comparison of Bakn and Nietzsche by subjecting the
latte® snost important literary achievement to akBtinian literay assessmerih
order to ascertain the exteto which it actually adherde the aesthetics of laughter
(as suggested inis concepbn of gay science Or, to put it more frankly, | want to
argue thaNi et z achidvam@rg as a philosopher of lauglitehe Gay Scienge
surpasses his limited achievements as a(podhus Spoke Zarathusita

5. Judging Zarathustra

fil would like to give away and distribute, until the wise
among men will once again have come to enjoy their
foolishness and the potireir richness (Zarathustra$®

| do not share the opinion of Dannhauser (1974) and othersTthet Spoke
Zarathustra idNi e t z greatest \fosk nor the opinion that it is a magnificent work
of art from a literary point ofiew. Rather, with the excépn of the promising
opening passages, | consider it tedjousrdy and artificial. As to the basic reason for
Ni et z artisticefdilge, | believe that he himself did not fully recognize nor
consistently exploit the parodical nature of his undertakaitpough it is in fact
already suggested by the title as such: the pHithses spoke.d.is biblical and its

58 The Gay Sciencg 36. Cf. Luther on the difference be®vethe emperor and the jester:
fiWir haben einen frommen Kaar...Er i stille und franm. Ich halte, er redet in einerahd
nicht so viel als ich in einemafed [Tischreder8:3245]

59 fich méchte verschenken und austeilen, bis die Weisen unter den Menschen wieder einmal
ihrer Torheit und die Armen wieder einmal iefi@eichtins f r oh ge(@us Speka si ndo
Zarathustra Prelude § 1).
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German versionalso sprach was often used by Luther. The book is studded with
allusions to the Bible, particularly the New Testarirend Danhauser adds théit

is only to be expected that most of these take the form of palady4, p. 244). |

have already emphasized, however, that the laughter at work in Zarathustra is reduced
and negative, rather than gay and parodical. However, bgfargouncing a
judgement, let mesubject the text, greatly appreciated by Nietzsche himself, to a more
careful reading.

Several of Zarathustbascts are indeed reminiscent of those of his biblical
Predecessor. Dannhauser refers for example to the factttiia¢ age of thirty
Zarathustra goes into solitude for ten years, tims-doingd Jesus, who spends
flonlyo forty days in the desert. It should not escape us, however, thabtitgoingd
is of a parodical naturéhat it is in fact a case of grotesqueaggeration, a literary
technique used abundantly in Rabalai®vels for instance Yet the possibilities
inherent in parody as a genre are not fully recognized or exploited, neither by
Nietzsche himself nor by his commatdrs. Its laughter is oftaedu@d to sarcasm,
at other occasions silenced by seriousness. In deitemaffers fromNi et z®@rc h e d s
Zarahustra )persistent effort to preach tserious, cheerlessyen gloomy truth of
atheismand nihilism61

The prelude ta'hus Spoke Zarathustidescribes ZarathustéagUntergan@, an
ambiguous phrase which is perhaps best translated as his descent, although it contains
a more negative connotation as wetxposure to thask of corruption and decline.

After an ascetic withdrawal, having lived tlife of a mountain hermit for ten years,
Zarathustra wants to become human again, to share his wisdom with other human
beings. The first person he meets on his way down is a saint. They laugh at each other
and at each oth@rsiords, but it is a laughtehat does not really laughike sarcasm

or other forms of reduced laughtezarathustré daugher conveys a sense of
egocentricsuperiority. He laughs at the elderly saint because he has apparently not yet
been informed that God has died. It imaghterthat laughs aignorance. From the

very first sections it seems obvious that the book is not written in a gay and merry but
in an ascetic mood. Exposure to the world implies risk of corruption. Although there
is much talk of abundance and gaiety, ZaratiaGsbasic experience seems to be an
ascetic, averting and defensive one.

This basic ambivalence at work is confirmed in the third section when he finally
arrives at the marketquare where he encountarstthe laughing chorus of Rabelais,
but a hoste, diabolical crowd representing the fAmassesodo despi s
Nietzsche The inhabitants laugh at Zarathuétrigeachings, but their lautgr is of a
negative, sarcastic mod@And all the people laughed at Zarathudtra scene
reminiscent perhaps ®aul on the Areopagubut their laughtelacks the positive

60 weichelt (1922) listed 107 allusions to the Bible, 78 of which are to the New Testament.

61 Fromthe point of view of a truly gay science, the truth of atheism would be a gay instead of
a gloomy one, a subject for laughter instead of bewilderm@etrhapssod has laughed
Himself to death?
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element andmerely discardsAfter having delivered one of his rather tedious
speeches, Nietzsche points out hbw decides to fall silent due to lack of
understandin§? It is an experience afstrangement rather than unificatfohThe
laughter of the populace, instead of revealing a merry truth, refuses Zardaitaistra
serious, vulnerable, ascetic trutha truth of purity an intimidating, eschatological
truthT Wehe! Es kommt die Zeit Andwhen Zarathustéa sschatological discourse

is interrupted by the cries and laughter of the pack, he claims tsaptple are full

of hatred, even when laughiingn fact, their laughter is cold as i€&.1t is a negative
laughter, full of hatred. But Zathustré soul is not corrupted by it: it retains its
ascetic purity.

Then, a tightrope walker makes his appearance, but his performance does not
provoke general merriment. On the contrary, it reinforceglih@nyatmosphere of
hatred and estrangentehlaving gotten half way across, he is joined by what at first
appears to be a gay and popular maskgtare figur@® But while shoutingiGo on,
cripple-footo, he willingly causes the ropealker® sleah. His laughter is far from
gay.it is sardonic andampletely negative. His voice is terribléfi{rchterlichd) and
his whole performance dreadful and frighiteg. This is not gay, but somédaughter.
Instead of transforming the apparently frightening and terrible into the comical, as gay
laughter does, thapparently comical is traformed into the terrible. khy elements
of his performance and speech somelstiivremind us of the gay, popular laughter
of the medieval marketquare: the verbal abuses Lahmful} Faultier,
Schleichhandler, Bleichgesichdatc i aswell as his curvets and pranksut all hese
elements are mere fragmerdgs)ptied of their Dionysian contentefdre longuneasy
laughter gives way to gloomy terror and this is reflected in the-taghe walked s
final words before he di€& the comical (the comic devil, pulling peofdietegs)
gives way to the terrible (the gloomy devil, condemning them to hell and damnation).
The pied jester is revealed the personification of something dreadful and diabolical,
lurking behind a quastomic veil A terrible emptiness lurks behind tapparently
comic mask while dark terror is omnipresent, the town is full of hatred, and
Zarathustra only manages to escape because its inhabitants laugh their diabolical

62 6Al's Zarathustra di es e ieidodas @k aherdgahwvdeghen hatt e, sah
fiDa stehen sie , sprach er fdalachenesie:sieerstehdreNchanieht, ich bin
nicht der Mund fiir diese Ohréd(§ 5).

63 |nstead ofoining in with popular laughter, that is; i t h wisddrreof fallyo, Nietzsche
claims that wisdom is the whispering conversation of the lonely individual with himsel§tamid
the hustle and bustle, the shouts and noises of the nsajkete Hluman, All Too Humat,

OMi xed Opinioi8§38)nd Aphori sms

64 fUnbewegt ist meine Seele und hell wie das Gebirge am Vormittag. Aber sie meinen, ich
sei kalt und ein Spétter in furtbaren SpaRen. Und nun blicken sie mich an und lachen: und
indem sie lachen, hassen sie mich noch. Es ist Eis in ihrem LB

65 f{EJin bunter Gesell, einem Possenreiler gléich

66 fich wuRte es lange daf’ mir der Teufel ein Bein stellen wiidteschleppt er mich zur
Holleo (§ 6).
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laugh at hinf?’

There is a notabléifferencebetween the popular heroism oélselais and the
antipopular prophetism of Nietzschin the case of Rabelais, tifigreat mar is
profoundly folkish (p. 241), also in a bodily sense:dats, drinks, defecates, passes
winds, laughs, argues, enters a disfiun short he does all the things livitngiman
beings do, bubn a grandr scale:fiThus does the heroism of Rabetaggeat men
differ categorically from all other heroisms, which oppose the hero to the mass of
other men as something out of the ordindue to his lineage, his nature, the
extraordinary demands and the exalted value he reads into life and the world (he is
different, therefore, ... from the Nietzsche&lbermenscjo (Bakhtin 1988, p.
241-242).

One ofThus Spoke Zarathustiakighlights isthe Feast of the Ass,cuasicomic
scene seeminglyborroved from popular culture, referring tme of the medieval
parodia sacra All of a sudderzZarathustra begins to cry Hétaw and blasphemies
abound, apparently it is a scefudl of gaiety and laughdr and at first Zarathustra
seems to enjoy the gaiety of his guests, but soon he deplores thatfttot ass bray
will contaminatethe vocation of the thigher oned They laugh, he says, but their
laughter is not min€8 Then suddenly they fall silerand Zarathustra, to his
bewilderment, witnesses the adoration of the f@&su rogues, you fools! he cries,
but in the end he seems to reconcile himself with the stubborn human inclination
toward devotioni like a lenient Moses, so to speak. Kunnas ()98%erves that
Ni et z paootlyés@dmepative instead gy, it is sarcastic jeering, clearly part of an
anti-Christian campaign, ral the opposite of cheerfulnesgarathustra as the
Savonarola of aChristianity. There is alwgis something spiteful ardknigrating in
his speecheslt is, at best, cold laughtet,achelnrather thanLachen (p. 46)8°
Nietzsche is too serious to belly comical. Zarathustris anfiagelash.

Although the acts of Zarathustra seem to imitate and parody the Gospels, the
comical aspect iseclipsed by the sombrpresence of soething negative: the
negativism of nihilismAs toZarathustré speechesn Von den Fliegen des Marktes
T Onthe markeb fliesi for instancehumars arefaced with two gloomy options:
either the desate isolation of solitary existence, or the sarcastighgar of the
marketplace. @Gher speeches, like the one on chastity, or the one on young and
elderly women, agaiconfirm Zarathust@ segativism Womanhood is interpreted in

67 Later he regrets having visited the markquare. He now considers it a foolish -aathy

should the rabbls noise be of any concerntohid® |l s i ch zum ersten Male zu den M
kam, da tat ich die Einsiedldiorheit, die groRe Torheit: ich stellte mich auf den Markt... Mit
dem neuen Morgen aber kam mir eine neue Wahrheit: da |

Markt und P6bel und PobeBrm undlange PobeD h r e nd(Thus $poke Zarathustra 6 Of
Higher One§ §1).

68 Dawn of Day § 1.

69 ct. Ale freudigeund sicherer der Geist wird, wm mehr verlernt er des laute Gelachter;
dagegen quillt ihm ein geistiges Lacheln fortwéhrend,dddiman, All Too HumaH, éThe
Wanderer and his Shadavg 173.
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accordance with what Rhtin refers to as the ascetic tradition, not at all in accordance
with the popular, grotesque one. The supposedly abundant and insatiable nature of
women is experienced as threatening and correipfigrathusti@ gynophobic verbal
abuses fithebitch sersualityd, fithe ruttish femal@ etc.i are cynical andefensive
rather than gayfbitter ist auch noch das slflReste Weibtc.) In Thus Spoke
Zarathustra laughter is jeeringlerisionat best its mockery is merely negative, at
times even apocalypticadh short,Thus Spoke Zarathustigwritten in a somte and
monotonoustather than a merypolyphonidkey. Itat best coveys a kind of laughter
belongingto the romantic periodigothicin the nineteentitentuy sense of the term,
butincongruous wittlthe gay laughterfahe Renaissance which it failsequal.

This is quite remarkable becauBee GayScienceabookthat waswritten in the
same perioélmost was devoted to gay laugiht Although as anovelidti et zscheds
performance is rather at oddsth the principle of laughter put forward by Beln,
his philosophical position appears to be much more congenial with it, at least in some
important aspects. As indicated above, although irony and sarcasm certainly play an
important role throughoulliet z s cwritengs dNietzscheexperts(for instane Van
Tongeren 1989) poirtb the fact that, in order to identiyi e t z Basidhtexlinisjue
of dissmulation,fiparodyis a more adequate label tharonyo. Parody (nockery by
means of comic imitationdsa literary technique wasmployed by Nietzschas a
vehicle for seHexamination and setfriticism. Indeed, Nietzscheotablyemerges as
a philosopher of laughter in thegenchreception otis work (Bataille, Klossowski,
Foucault)’0

Although Ni e t = swnHaegher conveys anoden, reduced, individualistic
tonality, it prepars the way for a differenand more lucid reading dPlatd s
dialogues, for a reassessmefit o ¢ r petfansadce, not from a modetwut from
a GreelperspectiveBuilding onBakhtin we may graspNi e t z sonchpé digay

70 pierre Klosowski (1963) refers to § 333 ©he Gay Sciencelevoted to SpinoZaNon

ridere, non lugere, neque detestari, sed intellig@teeintellectshould hold its ground against

6t he passiodhghter,imournimgandpeofanation. According to IStmsski,
Spinozabs adage e adebperamterstbindng af Biscolvremode @f thinkirig n
as a philosophy of laughter, mourning and profanatidiietzschecorsidered philosophical
reasoning as a particular strategy empldyeg strategic situ#on in which several rivalrives
compete with each otheFifebe, die mit einander kAmpfewhy not admit that laughter, like
seriousness, is a vehiadétruth? Why should the witb understandequirethe suppression of

these other basic motives,hiat than relying on them as vehicles of trutbatial standing? For
Nietzschemoreovera truth is nothing but a lie which temporarily manages to impose, itself

with the help of a caste of prissindeed, Nietzsche considéne Church the supreme

achiezement of a caste ¢dlented imposters, and it took a plebeian buffoon like Luther, the
impossible, ridiculous monk, to destroy their masterpiece, the last and final legacy of the
Roman Empire. Indeed, Nietzsé@hilosophy of laughter is basically contesl with his final

idea of eternal recurrence. Monotheism resulted from the fact that the other deities, confronted
with the ridiculous demand that one of them be regarded as the one and anlgu@bed
themselves to deathiet a similar roar of laughtenig ht r est or e tsilleedieux o | i fe again: 7
meurent de cérire, dest aussi de terire qui éclate du fond dédntiere vérité que les dieux
renaissenti(p. 227).
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sciencéwhich, although lidhting up in certain fragments, is easily lost again because,
due to the absence of real laughtén, e t z Ruglter dicknot have the power to
holds its groundin chapter threghereforewe will returntoN i e t z pdgémerd s
of Socratesthe jester Before ding so, however, we will consultwo other
philosophers of laughter.

6. Sola experientia: Bataille

From the very beginning, laughter and parody play a prominent rtile irritings of

George BatailleThe opening line of.0anus Solairefor instance, claims that the

world is thoroughly parodicall Human existence as such is parodicahe T
prominence of laughter ialso quite apparent irLoexpérience Intdeure, one of

Bat a i Imbsei@mortant works. According to Bataille, laughter is a phenomenon
which still remains a mystery to us, and most philosophical etioggplain its basic
character rfotablyy the one undertaken by Bergsondve failed. Although it is
commonly felieved that we laugh in order to express our feelings of joy, Bataille
emphasizes that we also laugh when we are desperate, or for no reason at all. Indeed,
he is considered a philosopher of laughter (Ten Kate 1994).

According to Ten Kate, it isBatailled sprincipal objective to criticize a
philosophical tradition of long standin¢with Hobbes as its typical modern
protagonist which merely sees something negative and humiliatin¢aurghter,
whereas Bataille himself emphasizes laughtidyerating impatand revealing force.
Bataille views laughter amdnstance of lucidity and revelation. Yet he also perceives
a basic conection between laughter and anxjesyd stresses that both phenomena
are genealogitly akin. According to Darwin, the original fution of laughter was to
deter, although in the course of evolution it acquired a broader communicative
function. There is something ambiguous or even preposterous in laughter, something
which defies philosophical or scientific explanation. Moreover, Batdioes not
merely describe the phenomenon of laughter but uses tigeidge of laughter
himself. His laughter is aimedotably at Hegel, antoexpérience Intéeure is at
times aparody (A fipetite récapitulation comiqoep. 5 of He g edrofownd
mastepieceThe Phenomenology of the SpiBut is his laughter realljgayo, does it
really laugh? In_oexpérience Intéeure, the wordfaughted occurs 148 times (Ten
Kate 1994), but does Bataille himself really laugh? What indtare of hisaughter?

Let us take a closer look.

Léxpérience Intdéeure is indeed a phenomenology of laughter. Laughter is
B at a basitfien@msexperiencé anexperience he claims to share with Nietzsche.
Laughter is not merely comical, it is something divine, and Batdi#leerns a basic

71 fll est clair gue le monde est purement parodig@est@ dire que chaque ceagfon
regarde est la parodiéiohe autré (I, p. 82).
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truth or insight to which laughter exposes us. Laughter is an experience of
sovereignty, but not of superiority. We do not laugh at, or simply humiliate the other,
and laughter does not aim at submission or degradation of the other., Rathan
experience of connectedness and sympathy.

On the first page of Loexpérience Intéeure Bataille refers toNi et zscheds
comment inEcce Homan The Gay Scienc&here Nietzsche announdist a new
ideal presents itself, excessive and divinkiclv parodies the earnestness of morality
and duty and pushes away the curtain of tigg&o be able to laugh at the samb
vicissitudesof tragedy, albeit withprofound understanding and sympathy, is truly
divine.

According to Bataille, laughter conta a basic critique of dogmatism and a
profound understanding of tragedy. It transcends and questions the limits imposed on
us by a prealent and established dogmatisng defies all forms of authority. This is
its negative function. But this function ®mals a basic truth concerning human
existence. Laughter is a ntragic way of discerning the fearful truth of tragedy. As
such, it is not an experience of violence but of sympathy.

Paradoxically, while questioning all forms of authority, the experiehtzighter
itself becomes our sole authority. Laughter is basically an experience of contdstation
laughteris contestationThis experiencehowever, has to b@Eramatized, has to be
lived, for otherwise we would not really be able to ladigh.aughter § primarily a
practical or dramatic rather than a discursive phenomenon. It reveals in a dramatic
way the actual impotence of dogmatic power. Indeed, practical laughter defies the
dogmatism of language itself and silences the established discursive maoldgetA
the revelation of laughter is experienced suddeénljyt is a sudden, decisive
breakthrough in a continuous struggle against dogmatism. A basic truth is revealed,
and dogmatism is overcome by the amitthoritarian authority of this overwhelming
experience, which is our sole authority sola experientia It is a bacchanalan
excessive plot of an ascetic effort. The morality of laughter contains a lucid insight
regading a basic, Dionysian trutthe laughter of the true, bacchanalian philosopher
tha transcends and defiestablished limits. This insight is a basic truth, a wisdom of
which it is impossible to speak without being ridicul@dBut the negative laughter
of ridiculeis completely different from the divine laughtdrtaue philosophes; who
laughs in an ungcedented way, laughing with th&ihole body, ndonger hiding
behind a discursive mask, negating Descartievice larvatus prode (fl come
forward masked) by actually taking the floounmaskedThe truth of laughter does
not allow fa any justification through argument; instead, it justifies itself, being its
own authority.

Furthermore, as was already hinted above, there is a basic connection between

72 ¢cf. 6Une n®cessit @xpérientd dgmeerait inacdessiblens nouse r . L
savions dramatiser (p. 136).

73 )i du divin une expérience si folled@m rira de moi siGen parl® (p. 45).
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laughter and fear. Wheas Descartes remaifearful at heart (fearingn omnipreset
deceptive god)his fear wassuspended by argumentidihg behind a discursive
mask, he rationalises it. But tigaietyof the laughing philosopher is excessive and
generous, implyinthe complete loss of certainfipcluding:fil rationalise, therefore
anm).

In Loexpérience Intéeure, Bataille recalls a particular biographical dramatization
of true laughter. The dramatic scene occurred when, after an extended period of
profound religious piety, his life was shattered by, and dissolved itself intixiigan
experience of revelation, revealing the ground of thitfigsle had read Bergsons
treatise on laughter and was about to meet him in London. He was irritated by the
book because he felt it failed to explore the true meaningughtar. He himself
considered laugder a kind of euphoria, providing him with what was to becdrize
key philosophical questioibut also a depressing and chaotic experience, as if he had
been laughing too excessively. It had finally dawned on him that the ridiculous is
simpy a truth we do not yet dare to recognize addocate. He eventually rejettis
former heroHegeli apparently Bataille had forgotten all abddite g eprofound
understanding of laugher as truth, in Rllenomenology if the Spifibas Wahre ist
so derbacchantische Taumel, an dem kein Glied nicht trunkgri isb embrace
Nietzsche, who claimed that aftyuthd which does not provoke ridicule and laughter
at least onceshould be regarded as fals¢e g ephiléssphy of productive labour
and discourse &s to give way to a philosophy of laughter. Laughter is both a
fundamental contestation, exposing the basic frailty of an established tdtla, a
dawn of day, liberating ufrom fixed boundaries and ties. Fear is overcome by
laughter, whichis a sovereignmode of thought, rewaing the ground of thingg(

213), and there is no basic difference between laughing at something and
understanding its trutifagain an insight, | would argue, which is captured more
profoundly and consistenthpy Hegel than by Niesche) Instead of considering
certain scenes or themes are comical and o#tserar-comical, we should recognize

that being as siicis profoundly comical. In comicglenres laughter is often stifled,
while real laughter is boundle§s. 220).Laughter isan experience of sovereignty,

not in thetop-down sense of etatism, bud an experiereof revolt, a release from
servitude.Dialectically speaking: laughter, not labour, is what liberates the Servant
from the Master.

A substantial part 0B a t a iLd Gouwpdblas devoted tohe divine character of
laughter: La divinité du ire, a text whichsummarizesB a t a iphilbsepbysof
laughter. While everyone is at worke claims, the philosopher laughs laughter
which is somehw considered divine, comindrom Ffoutsid®. Whereas the
philosophy of labour, i.e. Hegel, aims at suppressing laughter, Bataille (following
Nietzschehow endorsetaughter as philosopldybasic mode of thought. Basically,
laughter is lucid contestatiomvhere contestation refers taughted segative and

74 fLe rire était révélation, ouvrait le fond des chags 80).
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lucidity to its positive aspect. Pldsophical laughter is ecstagjuite different from
bourgeois understandings of laughtBataille tries to explain the experience of
laughter by comparing it to labour and poetrcérding toBataille, labour is an
assault omature, subjecting it to human objectives. Poetry, on the other hand, means
subjecting oneself to naty it is a kind of submissive idleness assivty. Like
labour, laughter takes provocative nonsubmissivestance twards nature Its
sovereigntyimplies questioning nature in a fundamental way. Thindifreedom of
laughter aims to subjectature rather than being a gesture of submisdi®rBut
whereas labour remains a form of servudnly laughter is truly soveig. Laughter
overcomes not only nature as such blso general human miserthe finaturad
human conditionHe who finally overcomes (human) nature is able to laugh in a
masterly,divine manner.

Moreover, inLa divinité du ire Bataille recalls a biogrdgical experienceof
laughter. He describésow as a youth he once climbedtht Etna. As night was
already approaching, he entered a mountain hut surrounded by the blackest lava in
order to escape from the cold and violent mountain wind. Before goingdto be
however, he went outside once more, in order to satisfy a physicai mpeed aller
satisfaire ume besoin(p. 366). The terrible cold strikes him and he is overcome by
fatigue. Yet he longs to climb the mountain slope still further in order to appitsach
summit, its abyss. Passing the lee that had been protecting him, he is seized by the
roaring wind and, finding himsedfta stoné throw from the crater, the darkness no
longer subdues the excessive horror of the sight. At first he shrinks back, foan
then he musters his courage. The wind is so violent and the horror at seeing the
volcan@® summit is so intense, that it is almost unbearable. Never before had the
notme, the inhuman aspect of nature seized him with somngity. And yet,
althowgh physical exhaustion prevented him from laughing, he was convinced that
whatdrove him towards the summit was nothing but boundless laughter. At last, he
laughed.

This scene is pervaded by what Btik referred to as the grotesque. Terror is
transformedinto laughterand also the bodilglement is presenfThe terrible and
diabolicali the mouth of hell:inhuman naturé is transformed through laughter.
Still, athough Bataillerecognizes that laughter reveasd connects, there is still
something indiidual and Nietzschéike (or Zarathustrdike) in the way he laughs.

His laughter has not yet distanced itself from whattliakefers to as thésardonic
laughter of the eccentric individudalt is (as Bataillehimself phrases ih Le Rire de
Nietzschg Zarathustré kughter, a nihilistic mode of laughter whiaihms toreweal

the absence of Godather thanto unite 76 Nevertheless, Batailledds to our

S 6La divine libert® d @homnieyeenomshemnte allapatue at ur e soumi se
(p. 356).

76 Note that Klossowski (1963) connected laughter not only with the disappeéararaiso
with the joyful recurrence of the gods: both epochal events are accompanied by laughter.
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philosophical understanding of laughtand his insights will pro¥ of value, most
notably in the chager on Luther.

7. Uneasy laugher: Foucault

As has been emphasized by Michel de Certeau (1994) and others, Michel Foucault,
following in the footsteps of Nietzsche and Bataille, was also a philosopher of
laughter, someone who wrote in a laughing mood, &khough his philosophy of
laughter shares several basic insights with the ones previously discussed, his
philosophical laughter sens to be of a peculiar, idiosyncratic nature. Letarssider
somepassages in his work wieehis laughter manifests iteein History of Madness
(1961/1972)Words and Thing&l966) and his essay on Nietzsche (1971).

In History of Madness Foucault (1972) emphasizes that the Renaissance
experience of madnesliffered considerably from classical and modern oZes(t
19%). Madness was considered to be basically akin to laughtezxperience which
is retained in the French wofdlie, meaning both madness and folly. Furthermore,
madness/folly was held to be omnipresent and inescapable. Another distinctive
feature of tle Renaissance experience of madness/folly was its fundamental
connection with truth. Thhe was something lucid and revelatoiry laughter.
Madness/folly revealed the futile and ridiculous nature of that which, according to the
official established views,hsuld count as serious and important. It was a kind of
wisdom that tured official knowledge intdolly, a profound insight and truth, a
striking and revealing view on life. In short, it was an experience of madness/folly that
Foucault felt was articulatdatilliantly in Erasmué Praise of Folly Foucault stresses,
however, that the Renaissance experience of madness/folly was in itself ambiguous
and unstable, containing both a tragic and a critical aspect. Whanadas of Folly
primarily represented lautgrd scritical aspect fifolly0), the tragic aspect
(Amadness) notably emerged in the comical/terrible paintings of Jeroen Bosch. The
critical aspect indicates that gay laughter reveals certain aspects of the world that are
usually neglectecand concealedby more serious truth gameshe tragic aspect
entails a somig, threatening and violent truth which is subdued &y lgqughter. In
subsequent classical and modexperiences of madness, however, this delicate
union of the tragic and the gay is lost. Adting to Foucault, the modern experience
of madness is orsided because the basic connection between madness and folly as
well as between madness and truth has been obscured.

Already in the classicakxperience of madness, which gained sway during the
seventeenth century, madness/folly is excluded frofficial life and discourse.
Human subjets are forced to abandon théiasic ambivalence and fithooseé

7 In chapter five, | will also discudss lecture orrank or unrestricted speech:U d ¢ a U
(1983).
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between madness/fgland reason, to commit themselvefficial truth (adequacy).
They areno lorger allowed to suspend or ridicule the serjoadequate truth of
reason. Those who persist are submittepr&mtices of power, like forced labour, in
order tobe transformethto rational subjects. Moreover, the choice between madness
and reason is praseed as a moral choice, preceding rational discourse as its basic
condition, while the houses of correction that emerged during this period are
consideredifortresses of the moral orde(Zwart 1995). Although the threatening,
tragic aspect of madness igarcerated, the critical aspect as such maintains itself,
but is radically divorced from laughter: it becomes serious and rationalistic, or
satirical and sarcastic at best, but héslonger experienced as gay follyaughter is
reduced to satire.

During the modern period, the efforts to discipline and normafiadness were
intensified bythe emergence of the human sciences, notably modern psychiatry. And
yet, Foucault maintains, in the margins of established discamses isolated voices
retaired the awarenessf the basic connection between madness, folly and criticism
which was omnipresent during the Renaissance. Their writings, quite at odds with
established truth regimes, are grounded in a basic experience of laughter,
transcending the limits aferious, scientific or philosophical discourse and basically
contesting established morality. They recognize the basic connection between folly
and truth and between the tragic and critical aspects of laughter, and this sense of
connection is the basic espence which constitutes the ground and origin of their
philosophy. But before turning to epistemologiealghter as it emergesWords and
Thingsand to Foucauft apprecation of Nietzsche, | will point teome aspects of
Foucaulé account of the Raaissane experience of laughter History of Madness
more carefully.

At the end of the fifteenth Century, Foucault claims, the grimace of eschatological
fear gave way to the cheerful countenance of folly. And until it was finally subjected
to reason inhte course of the seventeenth century, folly remained connected with all
the major experiences of the Renaissance (p. 18). The literary and pictorial image that
indicated the emergence of its reign wasfiBhkip of fool®, depicted by Brandt the
poet, Boschthe painter and many of their contemporaries image referred to by
Foucault as foll§ $satirical vessél (p. 19). Instead of being caged in pris@msl
fooldé sowers, fools wergyranted a wandering existence and dispersed all over the
country side. h the theatre they acted austodiansnd spokesmen of truth while
outside the theatre they became the heroes of popular fairs and feasts with their
fispontaneous religious parodigp. 25). Moreover, many foolish academic games
and disputesdiscours botfong emphasized foll§ proximity to truth. hdeed, folly
seemedloser to truth than reasorsédf.

Even death was deprived of its seriousness. Fear and death were ridiculed and
conquered by permanent irony and laughter. Gay madness succeeded imiomgrco
death, and terrifying gothic symbolism was demolished. Notwithstanding its absurd
features, folly emerged as a form of knowledge, nullifying the diabolic and
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apocalyptic triumph of the Antichrist that had intimidated the late Middle Ages. The
world regained its gay and cheerful aspect, and abounded in folly to such an extent
that, as Erasmus phrased itRmaise of Folly a thousand minds like Democritus
would not suffice to mock at it. The woddserrors were subdued by an almost
superhuman and divinfOlympicd) laughter.

In short, Foucault iccount of Renaissance laughter is remarkably similar to
B a k h tinisevdyad respects. Even the Silenus, containing something quite different
from what is suggested by its grotesque outward appearance, iBmednby
Foucault (p. 42). Indeed, folly was a paradoxical form of truth, and folly and wisdom
were fundamentally akin. Foucault emphasizes, however, that Renaissance folly was
not merely gay. In itself, it was a form of moral satire, of mori&csm. Folly was a
critical experienceijt conveyed a moral lesson (p.-38). Renaissandaughter was
critical, even didactic. And its connection to tfteagicd experience of madness was
temporary and unstable. In the course ofsinenteenth century folly wasduced to
criticism and satire proper, whereas the tragic experience of madness was obscured
(although never completely abolished) by reason. In short, the Renaissance
experience of truth was shdited and was to give way to the rectitude of rational
thought before long. Folly was stripped and disarmed and appropriated by reason.

A similar development is described by Baik. Unlike Balhtin, however,
Foucault stresses that even Resance laughter was never truly and complefaly
It never succeedein standing on its own legs but remained ambiguous and
vulnerable, and its final defeat was inevitabl&kenaissancéaughter was a brief
episode in the history of progress and the incessant labour of reason. Ultimately,
because of reasdndecisive couple force in the seventeenth century (p. 56), the truth
of laughter was subjected to the truth of reason as one of its instruments or devices
(i.e. satire). It no longer conveyed a truth of its own.

Notwithstanding this deplorable plot, it is importantime that Foucault clearly
recognized the moral significance of folly. It was basically a form of moral criticism.
The values of a certain age, a certain morality, were questiGhédoreover,
Foucault seems to suggest that, even in a rather delicatéopositibdud and
instrumentalied by reason and put to the service of redsanjectives, follyd basic
playfuness managed to maintain itse¥fet in comparison tB a k h uridersfasding
of laughter, the forms of laughter that Foucault portrays are meatty gay: there is
always ®mething hesitant, somethirignical or satirical at work in them. Unlike
B a k h tdneeyitien of true laughteFoucauld kRughter is never simply gay but is
always connected with a basic sense of uneasiness. Folly remeteble and
vulnerable and it is ultimately overcome by seriousnesdeardin fact, reason and
seriousness infected folly from tivery beginning. Throughout his work, Foucault
remains faithful to this experience of uneasy laughter which he alreasiynts in his
history of madness.

78 6 F o luisaat, mises en question lesexsb dun autre age...an autre moraled(p. 48).
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It is not at allastonishing that laughter (folly) was grantsdch a prominent
position in a book devoted to the history of madness.nfivice astonishingowever,
that laughterlikewise gaineda pominent position inFoucauld $ook on the
archaeologyof the modern human sciences. Laughter is the alpha and the omega of
Words and Thingé~oucault1966) It is a basic experience of truth, of revelation and
contestation, surpasg the adequacytruth of modern sciencesievealing their
limited, temporary and vulnerable nature. The very first lines of Foudcadbk
describe an experience of revelation, of laughter, an experience which is revoked in
the final sentence of its decisive, penultimate chapteefamous one i the death of
the modern human subject.

In the very first lines ofWords and Thingg-oucault explains that the book was
written because of a text by Borges describing a Chinese enagdiapwhich
conveysa way of perceiving and understanding the waqulde different from that to
which we are accustomed: a perception and arrangement of things which at first
glance is bound to strike us as utterly absurd and ridiculous. The laughter evoked by
the reading of this text, however, is not mere mockery. Raithisruneasy laughter,
for it seemsd contest somapparenthquite solid and quasielfevident practices of
perception. It is a kind of laughter that is accompanied by discomtetaise)’® The
takenfor-granted foundation of ouvays of connectingahguage and knowledge,
words and thingsprovescontestablé0

This uneasy laughter reflects the general uneasiness that emerged at the beginning
of the sixteenth century, when apparently incontestable structures of knowledge and
argumentation were suddgrtransformed into something basically ridiculous and
unconvincing. This event was represented by Cervaridesm Quixote. Foucault
emphasizes, however, that we rmalaysfind ourselves on the threshold of another
fundamental transformation, affecting thery foundation of knowledge, language
and perception. Modern mardanthropological slumbeér(i.e. the basic conetion
that the Cartesian egahle Kantian subject is the ground of knowledge) ristloe
verge of being subvertday an epistemologicdidawn of dayo: the recognition that
fhumarityd as we have come to understandsitbut a temporary fold, a recent
invention and bound to disappear completely without a trace. Those who remain
unwilling to think without presupposing that it is the human subjdua does the
thinking are to be confronted witphilosophical laughtei un rire philosophiquép.

354)1 alaughter which interrupthhe monotonous, anthropocentdiscourse of the
modern human sciences, and forces us to recognize that its ippismduddenly
obliteratecf?

9 6ce text eocadai rireBangtegnpss nomsans un malaise cer{@n9)

80 6La g°ne qui fait rir tegnsdoutdaupmofbnalaisedBor ges est appar
ceux dont le lanage est ruing(p. 10).

81 c. NietzscheHuman, All Too Humah § 167 &he Ding-an-sichmerits Homeric

| a u g expressing,the awareness that, once its history, its genealogy is revealed, such an

idea, such an effort to save or repair the classical, eighteenthyggicture of the world
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Around 1970, Foucaudt archaeology of medical, psychiatremd psychological
knowledge is transformed into a genealogy of power. This transformation is already
apparent in his transitional essay on Nietzséhiefzsche, la généalagilbhistoired)
in which genealogy is presented as a kind of laughter, a form of historical research
which laughs at the metaphysical quest for lofty and diRamigin (Foucault 1971).
Instead of searching for the origin of things in the sensdrsprung, genealogy
points to their origin in the sense l@érkunft That is, it reveals the vile, ridiculous
and accidental features of historical beginnings, degrading the metaphysical,
top-down account and replacing it with bottarp accounts, drawing atteori to
bodily and material forces and circumstances at workOmthe Genealogy of
Morals, for instance, the ascetic ideal is connected with celiasic, physiological
phenomenaUnlike Ursprung(origin in the sense of ideal foundations) therkunft
of moral ideagroves to b something unstabbnd accidental. Genealogy laughs at
metaphysics, just as Nietzsetie-adult laughed at Nietzschikeyouth who still
bothered himself with the question whether God was to be considered the origin
(Ursprung of evil. Historical beginnings are vile and accidental, rather than lofty and
divine. When ittcomes to originggenealogy point® the lmdy, to nutrition, digestion
andphysical constitutionrather tharto metaphysical groursd Genealogy reflecta
figayo, ficoars®, andfuncivilized attitude.

Moreover, genealogy is parody: it parodies the attitude towards history referred to
by Nietzsche in the second of histimely Meditation§1874) agsimonumentalisra
According to this attitude, history is to be perceives a series of monumental
achievements. The history of philosophy, for instance, is presented as a sequence of
astonishing intellectual highlights. By totally neglecting the circumstances that
produced them, these highlights are transformed into sorgeif@omprehensible
and divine instead of being interpreted as the accidental effect or outcome of a
particular and contingent constellation of forces and ¢mmdi. Instead of rejecting
the monumentahttitude as he had done in 1874, Nietzsahentuallycame to
parody it, using it in a way that defied its original purpose. At first, he too seems to
treat the history of philosophy as a series of astonishing highlightsraclites
Socrates, Plato, etc. Yet he ridicules the very predecessors with Wwhimost
intensively botherkimself (such as Socrates and Luther) instead of venerating them
as would have been expected in view of the genre conventions of monumentalism.
The monumentalistic attitude is degraded and transformed into its parodical
counterpa. Furthermore, geealogy aims to subvettie nostalgic nineteenth century
practice of adopting substitute identities, of feeling at home in historical
circumstances long since forgotten, tumhmistory into anasqueradeHe considers
Wagner apersonifiation of a desperate view oermanic and medievdilistory
which Nietzsche now trieto ridicule. History is acted oubut transformed into
buffoonery. Foucault refers to the famous section 22Beyfond Good and Evil

becomes defemtess.
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already cited above, where it is ced that only as histadysuffoons, in a
carnivalesque mixture styles and disguis&an modern man hope to attain his share
of originality.

In History of Madnes&enaissanckaughter is connectedith criticism and truth
although itsubsequently mmmesas a playful device and instrument of reason
(classical or satirical laughter). n Words and thingdaughter emergess an
epistemological event, an experience of revelation. Subsequently, however, laughter
seems to disappear from Foucéultritings. Although genealogy is identified with
laughter in the transggnal essay on Nietzschparody and gay science seem to be
extinguished completely in the genealogical studiest Foucault embarkapon
during the seventie®iscipline and Punisttonveys aserious,gloomy mood. The
spectaculatype ofpunishment relted in the first chapterses the grotesque language
of dismembermerit ahuman body is treated as fowl or pork in a kitchen, with this
difference that the convict sufferirfgppm such a treatmens conscious and alive,
almost until the very end. He is boiled in tallow and pitch, poached, drawn and
quartered, cut to piecesécroasted. Yet before long sugiotesque forms of torture
give way to the nomorporal punishmestof panoptcism. Ranopticsociety bears a
grim countenance and faces grimesistance. Laughter is silencedy the
omnipresence of power, and becomes powerless or even absent. The disquieting
transformation of human bodiestanmechanical, machidié&e artdacts is not, as
Bergsor@s analysis would imply, correcteldy laughter In Foucauld smpressive
account of the massive struggle between paaisptiand disciplinary power on the
one hand and popular or peasant resistance on the other, the outstanding manifestation
of popular resitance (namely parodical laughter) seems absent.

This twilight of laughterlasts for a decade. In théall of 1983, ina lecture at
Berkeley on' U d 0 orlinrestricted speecRoucault presents modern criticism as a
genre whose historgiintimately connected witlaughter Soecial attention is given
to aparticular tradition of laughter called Cynicism. A similar and simultaneous effort
to rehaliitate cynicism as a philosophy of laught®as made by Peter Sloterdijk
(1983) in hisCritique of Cynical ReasorBeveral basic genres of laughter dam
distinguished. Whereas in the nineteenth century Kierkegaard and d¢thssed the
importance ofriony, andwhereassatire can be regarded as fiokassicab form of
laughter, Foucault and Sloterdijk underline the importance of Cynicism (in the
original sense of the termasfkynicismd: Sloterdijk 1983, while Nietzshe and
Bakhtin emphasis¢he imporance of parody.

In the upcoming three chapters | wilbntend that, in view of the prxst moral
condition as outlineéh chapter one, pady must be regarded as a decisive form of
laughter, and | will analyse it vidhree remarkable casdsstories of moral
transformation. Finally, in the concluding section (chapteg 4) the relationship
between parody and other forms of laughter, notalyiyicism as presented by
Sloterdijk and Foucaultwill be discussed.
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Chapter 3: Judging Socrates

He pretend to people and always has his joke with them,
believe me, dear drinkincpmpanions! (Alcibiades)

CALLICLES: Tell me, Chaerephon, is Socrates in earnest or joking?
CHAEREPHON: In my opinion, Callicles, he is in deadly
earnest, but there is nothing likeking him.
CALLICLES: By heaven, that is just what | am anxious to do. Tell
me Socrates, are we to consider you serious now or jesting? For if
you are serious and what you say is true, then surely the life of
us mortals must be turned upside down and &ppigrwe are
everywhere doing the opposite of what we shdGlargias, 481B.

1. Mocking Asclepius

In the prevbus chapter | already pointed @ particular entry inThe Gay Science

where Nietzsche refers ®o0 ¢ r final aards, cited by Plato iRhaalo: fiCrito, we

owe a cock to Asclepiags At first thesefifinal word seem rather ridiculous, but

Nietzsche indicates that they in fact con®g ¢ r basieview on human existence

I aview quite in accord with the line of argument elaborated in theseoof the

dialogue. These words imptiat life is a kind of illness, and death the Somcovery

to a state of health. Socrates, about to die (that is, about to recover from this illness

called life) owes the customary tribute to the deity of medidiselepius. His last

words contain a je$¥ He is, in a very fundamental way, a jester, and to jest is

S o c r way ef eedealing trutl$3 Let us submiPhaeddo a more careful rereading.
There are many more instances of parodyhaedahan we might atifst expect.

For instance, when the cup of poison is handed over to him, Socrates asks the prison

guard whether é& should poor a libation togeity from his cup of poisonh anact of

mockeryor even insulti andasks a question which provokes a comicddade with

the guard whether the amount spilled by the libation would in fact less@ffdict of

the poison, etcS o ¢ r speeehsaédts, abounding in laughter, represent a genre which

may perhaps be comparedftbe language which mocks and insults thiydend

which was part of the ancient comic cal{®akhtin 1968, p. 16). Indeed, comic

pledges and oaths belonged to ancient cultic forms of abuse and derision § 352).

82 cf. De Unamuno (1954): o6Life is ... a comedy for tho
above feeling die comically... The mockers amsthwho die comically (p. 31516).
8 |n fact, as Bakhti aplayp aniimportant, kiberating partinghe 6 gay deat h

Rabelais imagery as well (p. 51).

84 These abuses, Bakhtin claims, were ambivalent: they humiliated, but at the same time
revived and are mistakenly considered as indicating that the pagan convictions were losing
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Socrates is parodying what should have been a tragic scene and therefore, by
parodyng the conventions of tragedy, Socrates is contesting the predominant view of
life and death articulated by this literary genre, for tragedy presepptise
affirmation of life as valuablén itself. It presupposes that the hero clings to life,
attaching avery positive value to human life, and yet discerns that he has encountered
something of more value even than life itself, something for which he is willing to
sacrifice his own lifd a gesture whictwould not be tragic at all if the hedid not
sincerdy appreciate being alive. Socrates, however, claims that, from a truly
philosophical point of view, the tragic understanding of life must be considered
untenable. As Nietzsche writesTihe Birth of Tragedyhe leaves this world without a
trace of the nairal finstinctived fear of death(l § 78). Parody is th path toward
liberation from the natural fear of deafinesupposed by trage#l Socrates emerges
as tragedy major foe, where tragedy refers not merely to a certain literary genre but
to a certaindrm of moral subjectivity, to a tragic way of lif§.o0 ¢ r eejecian of
tragedy implies a rejection of established moral subjectivity, of an unexamined life,
affirmed and taketfor-grantel in an unreflected mannéf This contributed to the
death of tragdy, allowing forunprecedented forms of moral subjectivity to establish
themselvesmore theoreticaiorms of life Birth of Tragedy§ 1).

There is one particular passage Rhaedowhere the parody becomes rather
obvious:

fiyou, Simmas and Cebes, anttresh, [Socrates] saidwill go hereafter, each in

his own time; but | am now already, as a tragedian would say, called by fate, and
therefore it is about time for me to go to bath; for I think it is better to bathe before
drinking the poison, that th&omen may not have the trouble of bathing the
corps® (p. 393).

This is parody (albeit mingled with misogyny: the neurotic fear of being physically
touched by women, even after deajcrates is parodying the tragic conventions in
order to reveal thewnerability of the view of life conveyed by them. That we are in
fact dealing with an instance of parody is already indicated by the pfaase
tragedian would say And indeed, the parodical nature $fo ¢ r aspeexls dcts
cannot escape us here. A falgero might utter something likié am called by fat&

but would never adéand therefore it is about time for me to go to batbnce we

credibility. In the contrary, these rites and cults afjlater still had to be tolerated in parallel to
official Christian cults long after the more serious pagan catieins had vanished.

8 cf. Kierke S @ a r dentfeis @BbAs)cally tiagic ... because death has no

validity for Socrates. For the tragic hero, death has validity ... Admittedly the tragic hero does

not fear death, but still ... it has vatidifhei s condemned Themnydi ed (p. 271).
punishment Socrates considered appropriate was a punishment that was no punishment, one

that amounted to nothing. The death penalty was no punishment for him because he did not

know whether death was somieitpto be feared.

86 With his rejection of an instinctivefé, Socrates condemned bettaltished arforms and
established eth&d human existence is to lfieorrected (The Birth of Tragedy§ 13.
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have noticed the jest, the parody, it can hardly escape us. Socrates aims at destroying
the persuasiveness of tliagic view of life from which the Athenians (at least some
sections of society, notablyouth from the higher social strata) were already
distancing themselves at that time. Indeed, there appears to be something parodical in
everything he sayst is a pevasive tone of voice

And this is rather remarkable, for in his lectures on the history of philosophy Hegel
refers toS o ¢ r fareveekbsdene as truly tragicfiDas Schicksal des Sokrates ist so
echt tragisch (1971, p. 514;iS o ¢ r date evasdprofoungl tragi®, p. 446)87
Philosophers have been reading Riaiight-hearted dialogige with too much
earnestnes#, seems, they noticed the irony, but the parody escaped them. But surely
he is joking, even when reeems to be speaking in earnest. His audignowever,
noticed it: fiBy Zeus, Socrates, | ddrfeel much like laughing just now, but you nead
me laugld, says Simmias

The following argument reads like a specimen of Rabdikegparody rather than
of serious rational debate:

SOCRATES: Do you agee[that beautiful things are beautiful through beauty]?
CEBES: I do.

SOCRATES:ANd great things are great and greater things greater by greatness, and
smaller things by smallness?

CEBES: Yes.

SOCRATES: And you would not accept the statement, if you vetdethat one

man was greater or smaller than another by a head, but would insist that every
greater thing is greater than another by nothing else than greatness, and that it is
greater by reason of greatness, and that which is smaller is smaller by mtgking

than smallness and is smaller by reason of smallness. For you would, | think, be
afraid of meeting with the retort, if you said that a man was greater or smaller than
another by a head, first that the greater is greater and the smaller is smtiker by
same thing [the head], and secondly, that the greater man is greater by a head,
which is small, and that it is a monstrous thing that one is great by something that is
small. Would you not be afraid of this?

And Cebes laughed and saifitYes, | should... (p. 347).

At a certain point in the course of his argument, even Socrates himself laughs and
says:fil seem to be speaking like a legal document, but it really is very much as | say

T aparodical laugh indeed, frankly identifying the official speeehrg whose figures

of speech are borrowed and whose conventions are purposely mocked by its comic
philosophical (dialecticallouble (p. 351).

87 His fate was tragic, Hegel claims, for insteadeing nerely deplorable, it reflectetie

collision between two basic moral forces, each of them to be considered as justified in their own

right. Although | agr ee -hisoacalsighiicanrceat es was a figure of
(1832/1971p. 441) and thatis performance exerified a moral collision, | would maintain

that this decisive turning point in history was coahi@ther than tragic, that all crucial moral

transformations are brought about by laughter and3tatc r speeehsadts belong to a

comical rather than a tragic genre.

Page B9



If submitted to a closer reading, many more instances of parody can be revealed.
Nietzschadrew attentin toSoa a tbasg technique with the phraseipit parodia
Of course, inPhaedothere are many instances of arguraéinh, irony, and other
modes of thought as well, but parody seems fundamental. Many apparently serious
arguments and conjectures, for instarace bound to strike us as rather ridiculous and
unconvincing if we read them carefully and unprejudiced. Moreover, we can discern
several instances of irony but they likewise seess Important and do not contag
truly Socratic laugh. Irony impliefiat one is in fact saying the opposite of what one
really wants to convey. It is a kind fifeduced laughtér as Bakitin calls it (p. 120),
flaughter without laughtér a fimodernized laughter which does not laugh (p. 45),
which has lost its regeneratipewer and joyful tone (p. 38). It is a mode of laughter
directed at utteraces rather thawhole genresof discourseexpressing a negative,
critical attitude. Parody, however, implies laughing in a more frank and generous
way, contesting the establishedth in a more jovial and fundamental wathetruth,
not of a specifiproposition, but of @peech genre as a whole.

This is how Socrates is presented by Nietzschanitight of the Idolseverything
he says seems exaggerated, bufi@ undermines aedain speech genre by
caricaturizingit (8 4). His very appearance markee victory of somethingrdinary
andvulgar. What was the meaning of this evetigtzsche asks himseliow could
arigocratic sensibility become subvertéy vulgarity, disguisedas fdialectic®?
According to the aristocratic mind, whatever is in need of jestifbn ought to raise
suspicion.Indeed, Socrates was a buffoon who succeeded in having himself taken
seriously8® What hadhappened was that custodianfsthe official moralregime
finally came to recognize that the peaceful coexistence between two incompatible
forms of moral subjectivity (thestrategy of containment, thus tolerating the vulgar
truth of popular laughter), had come to an end: established morality was fidlted w
parodical and apparently overpowering and irresistible intrusion of laughter into the
official modes of speech.

At this point, having moderated the importance of irongia ¢ r petfoensadce,
it nevertheless seems unavoidable that we take up d{jaek® seading of the
Socratic dialogues. Ifihe Concept of Irony with Continual Reference to Soctates
focusseson irony rather than parody & o c r aasie sldvice. According to
Kierkegaard, irony refers to a basic attitude as well as to a cagaiir bf speech. As
a figure of speech, irony basically means saying tipegipe of what one has in mind
For instance, saying something earnestly that is not meant in earnest. As an attitude, it
is theexpression of a philosophical principkferred taby Hegel as subjectivityAs
such, it is sheer negativjtydevouring everything without being able to establish
anything. It conveys the sense that, in the eyes of the ironic subject, thenaxtdal
has lost its validitybut analternativeto the presenoneis not suggestedvoreover,

88 Awas geschieht da eigentlich? Vor allem wird damit ein vornehmer Geschmack besiegt: der
Pobel kommt mit der Dialektik obenauf... Socrates war der Hanswurst, der sich ernstnehmen
machte: was geschah da eigentlitithe Twiight of the Idols, § 5)
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irony conveys a sense sélfconceitedsuperiority, and by means of ironical speech
the ironical subject distances himself from his fellow human beings and from the
actualworld. He does not wish to be understood immesdlyeind looks down othe
kind of plain and simple talk that everyone can promptly understand. The ironical
subject isolates himself rather than wishing to be generally understoadelishes
his joy in privat®, p. 249). Kierkegaard points out that iygoarticularly appears in
the higher circle§ it is a sophisticated form of speediust as kings and princes
speak French, the higher circles ... speak ironically so that lay people will not be able
to understand thetn(p. 249). A diplomat siew, for example, is often ironic, and
irony can also function gmlitical prudence (p. 253).

Kierkegaard does not distinguish clearly betwéieony proped and other modes
of laughter. With regard to medieval laughter, for example, he points out that the
parodiasacramust be interpreted as a kind of irony, indicating that the Catholic faith
had apparently lost its validity in the eyes of the individuals concefiretiite Middle
Ages [the Catholic Church] tended to rise above its absolute reality at certasn time
and to view itself ironically for example, at the Feast of the Ass, the Feast of Fools,
the Easter Comedy, etc. A similar feeling was the basis for allowing the Roman
soldiers to sing satirical songs about the victor... [Likewise] there was muchrirony
the lives of the Greek deitiegp. 253). Apparently he fails to recognize that parody is
a form of laughter in its own right, conveying a difieréasic mod and even giving
rise tocomic cultsi without the implication that the religious beliefspessed by
them had lost their credibilityQuite the contrary, to produce and tolerate a parodical
double is a sign of vitality and strengtkt.times, however, Kierkegaard does seem to
admit that in particular instances of laughter there might be sometiong than
irony at work. Comrmenting on the first book of PlaioRepubli¢ for instance, he
writes: AOn the whole, the irony in this whole first book is so excessive and
ungovernable, sparkles so inordinately, frolics with such wantonness and fieriness
[that it has] a certain resemblance to the grotesque figures that appear and the equally
grotesque leaps that are made iBchattenspiel an der Warishadow play on the
wall] and it is almost impossible to keep from laughing when Socrates says:
AT hrasymachs made all these admissions not as | now lightly narrate them, but with
much balking and reluctance and prodigious sweating, it being sur(pméd 3114).
Besides thégrotesquéreference to bodily functions, tliigonicalorelationship with
indirect spechis indeed absent here. Unlike irony proper, where the phenomenon is
at odds with the essence, the literal meaning with its coftebi 4, this seems to be
a case of laughter for its own sake, of laughter pguige, comedy

Apart from this one refrence to th&epublic however, Kierkegaard as a rule tends
to ignore the parody, the travesty, the parodical play with official genre conventions in
the dialoguesBut S o c r ddsie attitude is parodical rathéran ironical. Hb
laughter is plebeianather than elite. Moreovewmynlike irony, Socratic laughter
decidedly has a positive aspdcistead of simply rejecting the actu8bcrates aimed
to established and exemplify an alternati@emoralfisolutiord. Rather than simply
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distancing himself fromancient Greek culturen which life itself had become a
problem, his basic objective was to make life possible again by exemplifying
(living-through)a cheerful ad carefree alternative.

2. The truth of laughter

Ni et z eedidcowdbysof the parody &tork in Phaedoand his understanding of
Socrates as buffo brings him closer to the iakof the Rabelais book thaphus
SpokeZarathustradoes. In the prologue Bargantua supported by a quotation from

The SymposiumSocrates is staged as the ridiagdojester whose speech acts
nevertheless contain something of great value: gay truth. His ways stamp him as a
simpleton, hopelessly unfit for any office in the pofigrever laughing and drinking,
forever hiding his divine knowledge under a mask of mackés indicated,
Alcibiade® comparison ofSocrates with SilenusD{onysu$® sulgar companiojy

was often used by sixteenth century humanists and cited by Erasmus in three of his
works (Balktin 1968, p. 169). This scenapout thesefibuveurs trg illustre®,
presented by Rabelais in the prologu&trygantua conveysa combination of abuse

and praise which is truly parodical.

fiTherecan be no doubt as to the carnivalesqugins of the Socratic dialogage
Bakhtin claims(1973, p. 108). Théoriginal nucleis of the gered, he tells us, were
the agon®f ancientAttic comedy, the carnivalesaielkloristic debates between, for
instance, life and death, permeated wittie pathos of jolly relativity. Yet he adrits
that in Platé dialogues, this type of lahter is already subadl to the extent that,
although we can still discern its footprints, we no longer hear laughter fifBetfs in
Plat@d s$Socratic dialogues ... laughter is reduced (though not completely), but it
remains in the structure of the imaddhe central hero (Socrates) and in the methods
of developing the dialogue, arfidmostimportantlyi in the genuine dialogicality
itself... But here and there in the dialogues of the early period laughter goes beyond
the structure of the image and, sosfieak, bursts out into a louder register. In the
dialogues of the later period laughter is reduced to a mintm{pm137138). Yet,
although Bahtin emphasized the importance of the Socratic dialogue as a
seriacomic genre, he himself refrainfdm analying any one of them extensively.

The Socrates of Rabelais (and, by implicationBekhtin) is the Socrates of
SymposiungPlato 1951), a dialogue conveying a carefree, laughing mood from the
outset, where Socrates makes his appearante asmtinuouslyesting masteof a
band of carefree lads. Platalialogue presents us withfdanquet for laughtérs
sake (Bakhtin 1968, p. 5), a comic protocol: a set of speeches attributed to some of
S o ¢ r eontempddarieswhich are in facparodies of the styleavolved (Hamilton
1951, p. 12). The dialogue is written @nfar from serious vein. For example, as
Aristophanes is suffering frofmiccups, Eryximachus speaks before his turn. He is
presented as a pompous and oracular pedaiitis analysis is ... mechaml,
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catalogudike, and forced, and must have seemed so even to readers to whom the
scientific theories on which he relies were living and credif¢amilton 1951, p.

15). In fact, he reminds us of tfigay physician (Bakhtin 1968, p. 6768, 179) who
restores health by provoking laughter, a practice as can be found throughout the
Medieval literature of laughter summarized by Rabelais. Finally, he is deliberately
made to misintgret a famous theory by Herdak. When, after this rather absurd
performarte, Aristophanes takes the floor, he reldt@shumorous fantasy of the
nature of the first human beings and their rebellion against the gods, which has often
been called RabelaisianHamilton 1951, p. 16). After Zeus has bisected the
impudent, quadrupedduman rascals, Apolléturned round the faces, and gathering
together the skin, like a purse with drawstrings, on to what is now called the belly, he
tied it tightly in the middle round a single aperture which men call the navel. He
smoothed out the otharinkles, which were numerous, and moulded the chest with a
tool like those which cobblers use ¢mooth wrinkles in the leathérAnd should

there beflany sign of wantonness in them after that, and they will not keep quiet,
[Zeus] will bisect them agaimnd they shall hop on one e(Plato 1951, p. 6G1).

Yet in the course of his gayearted story an important truth is brought to light,
revealing a basic aspect of human existdirdy accessible through laughieas
Bakhtin phrases it: we wilforever remain unable to satisfy ounostfundamental
desire. Agatho speech, taking the floor after Aristophanes, is merely a parody of
the conventional rhetoric and diction. Finally, ed@m ¢ r awn spedith parodies a
contemporary genre: the language of thgstey religions of his day, revolving
around the prophetefsotima.

The narrative parts abound in jest as well. In the very first lines, Apollodorus (the
narrator) is mocked; reference is madeawolittle fellow who always went about
barefoob, who happened to be at the party and was considsed ofSocr at es 6
greatest admirers in those dayp. 34), whereas Socrates himgeteliberatelyand
jestingly nmisquoting a citation from Homér is introduced in the following veirfi
met Socrates fresindm the bath and with shoes on his feet, two circumstances most
unusual with him. He arrives late at the party, having taken up his famous position in
a neighboud &ont porch, where he is said to have made some important discovery.
Although many transtars have made quite some effort to conceal the omnipresence
of carefree laughter, in order to emphasize what they consider the serious aspect of the
piece, all participants jest unceasingly and Socrates is presented as the prince of fools
who fispends hisvhole life pretending ahplaying with peoplé (p. 103).A drunken
Alcibiades devotes hifamous mockpanegyric to him, cited inhe Prologue to
Gargantua in which he compares him to a Silenuse tconstant companion of
Dionysts, a bald, dissolute old mavith a flattened nose, usually riding an ass, and
yet corsidered something of a prophet:

Anyone who sets out to listen to Socrates talking will probably find his
conversation utterly ridiculous at first. But if a man penetrates within and sees the
conteriof S 0 ¢ r talk exoded, he will find that there is nothing but sound sense
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inside, and that this talk is.of the widest possible application; in fact that it
extends over all subjects with which a man who means to turn out a gentleman
needs to conea himself (p. 11a111).

A speech that raised general laughter h@sSocratic way of life produceéke very
reverse of what established morality would consider a perfect gentleman.

The truth revealed by Socrates is not the truth of argument orildgiis the truth
of laughter, and dialectics is a comic rather than a serious gerifeilight of the
Idols, Nietzsche again stresses the fact that, unlike many of his disciples, Socrates
emergd from the lower social strata fact clearly emphasized ths outward
appearance. He was, as Nietzsche phrases it, buffo, a term connoting popular jest.
With Socrates, vulgarity takes the floor: popular jest, indecent manners and,
Nietzsche adds, a vulgar genre, a vulgar mode of thdudiaiectics(for a Masted s
disaourse does not see itself as fundamentally questiongbdbeyates indicates the
point in history where aristocratic taste is overcome fisylgaro genres. For
Nietzsche dialectics is associated with the lower social cla88e3o0 a truly
aristocratt mind, whatever has to be demonstrated by means of argument either raises
suspicion or is considered sheer knavery, for one has recourse to dialectics only when
all other means are lacking: it is a sign of weakness, of being on theideféhs).

The dalectician is a buffoon, someone to be ridiculed.

While reading this crucial series of aphorisms, one inevitably gets the impression
that Nietzsche is in two minds about Socrates. | would, therefore, propose the
following explication. Dialectics is aulgar mode of speech, siding with the Servant
against the Master, bittrelies on laughter rather tham fiargumend andflogico 1
unlessit is admitted that laughter, as Bak phrases it, has @ogico of its own.
PerhapdNi et z pudtdné¢abtesis atevk here butin The Antichristhe inclination
toward reason and argumensisddenlyconsidered the expression of an elite rather
than a vulgar understanding of life, one supported by the upper classes of society. If
one agrees that dialectics is a vulganre, this means that it is a comic mode of
speech and that laughter (the popular mode of thought) rather than propositional logic
iSS 0 ¢ r basiedgvice.

In the SymposiumSocrates ishe master of parody playing games wsirious
argumens. The dalogue is a carnivalesque scene where members of the upper classes
(like Agathan) temporarily become drunk andngle with the vulgr (represented by
Socrates), so that theyngage in parodying the official truth and official rhetoric of
their own daily routinei theybecome merry rather than rational. They engage in a
comic protocol, subject themselves to an inverted canon, a carnivalesque regime for
the sake of laughter (which for example formally defines the amount of alcohol to be
consumed and the maemin which the moclspeeches are to be delivered), but they
are bound to resume their offici#fel and duties and the restrictiseetoricthat comes
with it before long. It is a temporary ension of official routines, afertain moral

8 6/ D] er P°bel kommt onfi5t der Dialektik obenauf
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or aesthetic gesibilities a temporarily sanctioned relapse into vulgarity by way of
festive, carefree laughter and affectionate, mutual mockery.

Several of the speeches delivered can be compared toth#estigrammaticad
parodies often practices in learned salstt circles during the Middle Ages, directed
at mocking official genres by exposing their basic grammatical and rhetorical devices.
And Socrates, with his persistent claim of being serious, mocks all ofsth@meepy
presenting a parody of what is gigsed to be a philosophical discourse or debate. The
very persistence of his claim that he is serious ought to raise suspicion because it is a
stock line of all comedians. His appareritgtionab performance is kindred to the
carnivalesque debates suchperformed by medieval vagrant scholars. His lines of
fiargumend are for the most part unconvincing or even ridiculdualthoughfor
centuries a large part of his philosophical readership seems to have refrained from
reading them in an unbiased w&y/A basic truth is revealed by what he says, but it is
not the truth of argument, nor is it grounded in argument; it is the truth of vulgar
laughter. His philosophy ifitested in the crucible of laughterand he himself is
fidirectly linked with the carnival fons of antiquity that fertilized the Socratic
dialogue and freed it from orsded rhetorical seriousnégBakhtin 1968, p. 121)

Modern reader will noticethe fimoderr, freduce® modes of laughter at woin
S o c r géerfermaince, will noticethe irony but often fail to appreciate true,
parodical laughter as beirf§o ¢ r basie dedicé a device which reappeared in
intellectual discourse during the sixteenth ceptwwvas abolished during the
subsequent age of Protestant theology, classical aestisetastificrationalism and
the Enlightenment, only tde rediscovered byhilosophers such allietzsche,
Bakhtin and others but first and foremost by literary authorfgr laughter is
invincible and ineradicable.

Nietzsche stresses that when Platoajanted, promising youth from the upper
classes of high Atheniasociety) met Socrates (a popular buffoon) it changed him
completely. It was a change that affected his basic mood and way of life, and was
accompanied by a elnge of genre: he switchéidm tragedy to dialogue. Indeed,
Socrates transformed young Plato (who had aspired to bectragicplaywright)
into afnovelisto, for according td\ietzschethe Socratic dialogue is the origin, the
example and forerunner of the modern noMktzsche consieted Plato as someone
who mastered all literary styles in vogue in ancient Athens and whose genre, the
Socratic dialogue, assimilated all these genres, setting the example for the future
novel (Verweij 1993, p. 189 ff.)Like the modern novel, the Socmatilialogue
successfully absorbs many elements from germash as tragedyand lofty
philosophical poetry into a generic mixture, discarding the requireémfeneric
and sylistic unification anccreating a form of art that was subsequently pushed to its

90 A student assignment phrased itas folows61 came t o these works with a si
expecting reverently to find a serious discussion from which | would walk awapmeiitund
wisdom, but found instead dialogues | could hardly accept and at times | found simply
laughable. And they are laughable... the truth is not in the argument but in the ughter
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ridiculous extreme by the cyni€d. Like Nietzsche, Baltin (1988) argues that the
Socratic diabgue constitutes a crucial episodeghe genealogy of the modern novel.
InB a k h wviewntbesovel has a lengthy prehistory, going back thousands of years.
The symposium as a genre was the prototype atitient precursor. The dialogues,
notably Symposium representeda multiplicity of genres, a loosely organized
competitive struggle between genres (p. 5, p. @y art form that successfully
parodied other (higer, serious and official) types of discoursetwithstanding their
stubborn effort tgreserve their canonical forrth(isexposing the conventionality of
their languagpe

The speech of Eryximachus mentioned above, for example, which was a relentless
parody of ancient medical discourse, might serve as a perfect specimen of parodical
dialogue as a literary technique. The genre of the symposia, of which Biatous
dialogue is just one example among mantyich for some reason has been preserved,
is perneated with laughter aricbny, with parody and selparody. Its basic feature is
indeterminacy or opeendedness: it ignfinished. It is a genre that is both critical and
selfcritical. As Balhtin points out, the Greek had a dffir language, for dialest
(either local, social, or professional), and this is rather apparent in the Socratic
dialogues, where every character has its own accent, its own typical figures of speech,
its own professional jargon anidiom i almostlike a nineteenth century novel.
Moreover, whereas thiigheid genres will idealize thpast (a feature which gives
their wordingssomething of an official air) the comgenresfocus on contemporary
life, their locality is familiar, their characters are contemporaries, acquaintances and
friends. According to Bakin, contemporaneity cannot become an object of
representation for the higher genres since it is too closely associated with unofficial
language and unofficial thought, with familiar speech and profanation (1988, p.
19-20). In antent Greece, contemporary lifeas a subject of representation only for
the lower, comical genres, rooted in the common péopldture of laughter. Their
contemporaries arttie spirit oftheir time became the objects of ambivalent laughter,
and this appés to the Socratic dialogues as well tasthe Roman satire, the
Menippen satire and th8atyriconof Petronius (p. 222).

In Socratic dialogug like in these other genres, the subject is portréiyéthout
any distance, on the level of contemporaglity, in a zone of direct and even crude
contacd (p. 2223). Or, as Jaspers (1964/1975) formulated it, Socrates is the first
philosopher who is presented toflerge as lifé.92 Distance is essential to all higher

91 @wenn die Trag0die alle friheren Kunstgattungen in sich aufgebkatig, so darf

dasselbe wiederum in einem exzentrischen Sinne vom platonischen Dialoge gelten, der, durch

Mischung aller vorhandenen Stile und Formen erzeugt ... das strenge altere Gesetz der

einheitlichen sprachlichen Form durchbrochen hat; auf welaiege die zynischen

Schriftsteller noch weiter gegangen sind, die in der gréf3ten Buntscheckigkeit des Stils ... auch

das |iterarische Bild des firasenden Sokrateso, den si
haben ... Wirklich hat fir die ganze Nachtnlato das Vorbild einer neuen Kunstform

gegebend as Vor bi | dBirthefSragedy§dn s o (

92 6Er ist der erste Phil osoph, der k°rperlich | eibhaft
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genres, and the absenafat is a basi feature oforms of comedyfiAs a distanced
image, a subject cannot be comical; to be made comical, it must be brought close.
Everything that makes us laugh is close at hand, all comical creativity works in a zone
of maximal proximity (Bakhtin, 1988,p. 23). Lawghter demolishes fear and piety by
turning a person or situation into amject of familiar contact, thus clearing the
ground for an absolutely free investiiga of it: familiarization of the world through
laughter and popular speech is an exelgnmmportant and indispensabbktep in
making possible realistic scientific and artistiedivity in European civilization(p.

23). This, according to Bakin, was what happened in the fourth Century B.C. as well
as during the Renaissance. Due to lafcifistance, the object was laid bare, became
ridiculous approachableindeed, the comic myth told by Aristophanes in the
Symposiuntan be considered a perfect condensation of the genre, described by
Bakhtin as fla comical operation of dismembermer(p. 24. The operation is
described quite literally, as an operation which happens before ourfeyés.the
Socratic dialogues, Bakin writes:

We possesa remarkable document that reflects the simultaneous birth of scientific
thinking and of a newréstic prose model for the novel. These are the Socratic
dialogues. For our purposes, everything in this remarkable genre ... is significant.
Characteristically it arises ... as transcripts based on personal memories of real
conversations among contemporariesarelsteristic, also, is the fact that a
speaking and conversing man is the central image of the genre. Characteristic, too,
is the combination of the image of Socrates, the central hero of the genre, wearing

the popular mask of a bewildered féckimosta fiMargito®3 i with the image of a

wise man of the most elevated sort... Characteristic also is the ambivalent
selfpraise in the Socratic dialogue: | am wiser than everyone, because | know that
I know nothing.. Around this image, carnivalesquegends sprig up (for
example,S o ¢ r ddicdaigrelationship with Xanthippethe hero turns into a
jester... Characteristic also is the proximity of its language to popular spoken
language, as near as was possible for classical Greece... Characteristically, this
genre is at the same time a rather complex system of styles and dialects, which
enter it as morer-less parodied models of languages and styles (we have before us
therefore a multstyled genre)... It is, finally, profoundly characteristandfor us

this is of utmost importance that we have laughter, Socratic irony, the entire
system of Socratic degradations combined with a serious, lofty and for the first
time truly free investigation of the world, of man and of human thought. Socratic
laughter (redoed to irony) and Socratic degradations (an entire system of
metaphors and comparisons borrowed from the lower spheres of life)... bring the
world closer and familiarize it in order to investigate is fearlessly and @réely
24-25).

Augen quollen vor. Stilpnase, dicke Lippe, dicker Bauch, gegénar Kérperbau lieRen ihn
den Silenen und Satyrn &hnlich scheingn 82).

93 The ancient Greek version of the mediedahs Wurst
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Like Kierkegaard, Bkhtin subsequently stresses ftliitis canonical for this genre
that even an accidental and insignificant pretext can serve as the ... immediate starting
point for a dialogue (p. 2526). Firally, he points out that Menippe satire (a
Cynical genre) isisually considered a product of the disintegration of the Socratic
dialogue,although here the familiarising role of laughter is ewsore powerful,
sharper and coarsenore plebeianLike the Socratic dialogue, however, its plots and
situations all servene goal:fio put to the test and to expose ideas and ideologues;
these are experimental and provocative pl¢ps 26).

I am in complete agreemewith B a k h tobservatoonsSocratic dialogues are
discursive experiments world views are tested and dysed in the crucible of
laugher. Socratic laughter, although often redudadmodern readingso irony,
basically and originally conveya gay, chedul and parodical mood. Being ironic
implies subtle degrathg criticism, but the parodical (rather tharomical) nature of
these dialogues has (I hofg@en sufficiently substantiated by now. The relationship
between Socratic laughter on the one handiied and fearless investigatimon the
other, however, still deserves some further consideratioce & borders on the
pivotal question concerning the relationship between the truth of parodgagtuter
andthetruth of science andxperimentation

In chaptertwo | referred to Nietzsche wthio Birth of Tragedyexplained how (in
thefourth Century B.Q.the Apollaian principle of ancient Greek culture (the moral
principle of measurand selconstraint) waseplaced by théSocrati© principle of
reasoimg, while its Dionysian counterpart (the principle of depersonalization and
excess) was saenly repcted agirrational, instead of being considered a basic form
of knowledge in its own right, allowing us to discern a profound andistattuth
aboutthe natural world anduman existencd-rom now on, the wisdom of Dionysian
laughter was banished frothe realm of scientific truth. Subsequently, however,
Nietzsche reconsidered his initial judgement of Socrates many tim@helGay
Science he thinksof Socraes as exemplifyindgigayd inquiry rather tharfiscience,
laughter rather than argument. Moven scientific nvestigation is regarded as a
particular form of knowledge, a considerable improvement compareeligious
mystificatiors, but the ultimatdorm of insight is bound to beibnysian and gay.

In the case of Bdkin, a similar ambiguity aa be found. On the one hand it is
suggested that laughter is a bdsien of truth in its own right and thakrtain aspects
of the world ardionly accesle through laughté On the other hand it is proclaimed
that laughter merely heralds aridars theground for aational and scientific mode of
speechliberating it from fearas an epistemological obstadi®esentually, the truth of
laughter is absorbed armlertaken by new forms of scientific seriousness. In my
view, this is thekey issue for anghilosophy of laugher: its connection with truth, and
with the truth of science. | will argue that we should resist the persistdimation
(omnipresent in the philosophical discourse on laughter) to coraiggittermerely
asa preparation foand as insumental with regard teomething elseLaughter is a
form of knowledge in its own right, enablififree and fearless investigatiputthis
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fifree and fearless investigatiremains intimately connected with the speech genres
of laughter itself. Although laughter may further scientific investigation by
challengng the constraints of certain dogmatic convictions, its positive truth cannot
be reduced to its negative function (overcoming dogmati&adher, thetruth of
laughter exemplifies a truth eveatmoment of & e d, @llwing the world to appear
in a certain manner and in a certain light, replacing an ambiance of gloom with an
ambiance of openness. But asbasi¢ groundingtruth or mood, it continues its
revelatoy and inspirational presence as an ambiandegwrscape, as an inherent
dimension otheactual (adequategsearctpractices it enables to evolve.

We already alluded to Archimedes ahis bathexperience Something similar
may happen to more modern researchers asWhakn the world suddenly ops up
before their eyes, when scientists suddenly experience a dawn of day for culture as
such,on such moments researchers are likely tstheck by an expénce which
Platorefers to agdivine madnessd U a U (RhBesirus@44 256). While working
in theirlaboratoriesscientists may suddenly behold a realm of existence, a dimension
of life whichhad previously remainddvisible for nature is want to hide hersglfor
instance when a microscope regeand opens up thmicrobial world for thevery
first time. Such scientistsehold strange and apparently ridiculous or ludicrous life
forms only accessible through microscomyoving in ways that seem to paraolyr
conception ofmovement as such, witthe help of aweird flagellum for instance.
They will experience bliss and jouissanfa, the world suddenly sheds its tedious
resistancend t he | aboratory becomes a fdAperfect worl do
time all the world becomesanviting laboraory for researchas ordinary ponds and
ditches suddenly become unknown worlds, teeming with life

Similar experiences may befall humanities scholars when, struggling with
impossible tets, they suddenly stumble acrassw possibilities folinterpretingit
from a tilted perspective, so that the text suddenly begins to speak and opens up, as if
theunknownauthor becomes a close companion, whose text becomes a living world
of thoudht: by adopting a reading stylehose validity is subsequently tested in an
experimental manner, by trying it out on various (previously opagdeecalcitrant
passages, concepts or phrageshole library may come to lifeas on Raphaéls
frescoThe School of Athems Rome, and artwork which allows us to approach Greek
scholas as if they were contemporariengagedh their daily scholarly pursuits

For me, this ishe solution to théproblem ofS o ¢ r ,as Neetzsche refers toiitin
Twilight of the IdolsHis mode of speech, hitruth gamé, referred to asdialectcd
was in fact a comic genre, representingmic, carefree mode of speech, titemic
double of themoreserious parts of Plabowritings, most of whicharenowlost to us.
For some reason beyond our knowledgje comicalfiiteraryo, lessfiseriotsd works
survived, with Socrates figuring as a buffelike hero,conducting gay dialectical
experiments by testing multiple conceptual opti@ithough later on the dialogues
becane more and more serioudnd even the earligiSocrati® dialoguescontan
sonme hints pointing to the existence af moreserious and apodictic forms of
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discoursg another gere in which Socrates 130 longer neededalthough his basic
mood will still somehow bgresenthere as well

But may it not be the case that Plato, buigdon the shoulders of laughter as it
were, subsequegt reduced Socrates to a mere prelude (a form of intellectual
parricide), presenting the dialoguesaa®mical, impious, jocular propaedeutic intro
to his work preparing us for something else, namdbtd® statistic truth regime?
This would imply that Socratic laughter actually became the victim of a strategy of
containment or compartmentalisatidn. those daysserious discourse was often
flanked bya comic, parodical double, often provided by thghar himselfi a
procedure quite common in ancienti@tire, and explicitly endorsdxy Socrates in
the SymposiumAccording to Bahtin, there never was an official genre that did not
have its paroditravestying double, its comic counterpart. The nfexstous example
was the sa@alledffourthd drama, tie satyrplay that followedhe tragic trilogy?4 All
tragedians were writers of safptays as well and Aeschylus (the most serious and
pious of them all) was considered the greatest master of comedy (1948, Homer
himself was credited withvriting a comic work now lost Official discourse was
always accompanied wifitorrective laughter(p. 55, p. 59), revealing its limitations
and insufficiencies.

Therefore although thesomic featureSocratic dalectics can hardly escape ¥,
Plat@d appreciation of theignificance of laughtemay havediffered considerably
from that of hé teacher. Rather th@immortalizingd Socrates lfy portraying his
comical talentsPlato eventually aims to replabés joallar performance wittiitrued
philosophy, sdhat the impiousplebeiarrogue (Socras) has to give waip the end
to the guardians of a new Madiediscoursginaugurated bylato). In fact, this is
how the Plato dialogues are composed. At first theamdadttention is completely
absorbed by o ¢ r wit, lusedentually he becomes fed up with it, and it is at this
point that the comic dialogue suffers an intrusion and is interrupted or even
overwhelmed by seriousness, with the implication that evdptgaly contest and
jolly witticisms are to be replaced by serious monologfiét that point the reader is
already entering another genre: serious philosophical discogmaoedidinita est
non ridere, sed intelligeren defiance ofS o ¢ r avin eesa@ition of the truth of
laughter, the Socratic dialogues are preparing us for a more serious mode of speech.

unlike 0 seermgsneast tiagedy does not fear laughter and parody and even
demands it as a corrective and compair(Bakhtin 1968, p. 121).

95 A perfect artistic example of a netassicist, tragic undstanding of Socrates, as

articulated by Hegel and others, is the French painter Da®ieath of Socrates painting

whose f i guriesdasamnobild asstatugefJarisah 1962/1986, §97). Nobody

laughs Wher eas t he Soc-comidigenre dimed &t faillptizeng Sogatea, 6ser i o
later on it became pacified and eclipsiedspite of the atmosphere of jolly relétty conveyed

by the dialogus, by seriousness

96 |t has often been remarked that Péatater dialogues are already monologuthier than
dialogues sinceeal conversation is lacking and the dialogical structure of questions and
answers has become atrtificial, superfluous and tsdio
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Meanwhile, it is astonishing thatd® (like Aeschylusgxceledin a literary genre he
himself must have considered to be of secondary importance.

But given this strategy of rectification, are we justifiedrelying on Plat® s
portrayalof Socrates to such an extent? Apparently, Plato used his master as a means
for achieving a philosophical goahich the reaSocrates did natompletelyshare.

To address this question, | suggest an exercise in triangulation, approaching the issue
from multiple perspectives by using different genhesiddition to Platd dialogues

as our initial sourcewe have two other sources at our disposal: Aristophanes and
Xenophon. From a philosophical point of vielgwever, Xenophon seems tacha
added value. In hisnimaginative narrative he apparently failed to understand his
teacher As Kierkegaard (1989) phrased it, he depicted him as a-mmioded,
garrulous, drollcharactersomeonenvho did not stand in anyofesvay and uttered
sheer nonsense. In his effort to show what a scandalous injustice it was for the
Athenians to condemn hino tdeath, Xenophon eliminated everythitigat was
dangerous controversial or embarsaing in him, tereby reducing him to
insignificance If Xenophod sinderstanding of Socrates is correct, Kierkegaard
claims, the people of Athens probably wanted to get rid of him because he bored
them.

Whereas Xenophon seems inadequate as aesolrigtophanes definitely seems
more promisingHis play The Cloudsabounds in parodut in accordance with the
logic of laugherjf S 0 ¢ r actua pefformancis exaggerated (using exaggeration
as a comic device fqgrarodyng him), then precisely this fan of laughter may offer a
magnifying glass which allows us to achieve a higher level of resolution so to speak.

The play protagonist is distupid country yokél called Strepsiadesho grew up
in a rural area but married a woman from Athé#s comes t&ocrates in order to be
educated, Wt soon he proves himself incapalit being refurbisbed. Maeover,
whereasS o ¢ r aitlexcticd preferablydeals with scholarly items and abstract
concepts Strepsiades has something definite and ordinary in mind: hts tealearn
thefinewod logic taught by Socrates in orderrid himself of his creditorsThisfnewd
logic is presenteds a parody dbgic proper, a rhetorical device that can be appbed
make the wrong seem righhs we are predominantly interestedaducation and
research, we will read thisomedy from a tilted (oblique) perspective, focussing on
the tools and devices used by Socrates to perform his enquiries and to educate his
students. In other words, we are not primarily interested in the coneic(tted
frontstage of the play) as such, but in the setting, the chronotope, latinRzals it:
Socrates school, hi§ ; 8 3 U g trahsated asthinkeryd or fthink-shop (i.e.
conceptual workshop)the locality where Socratesonducts histeaching and
performs his logical experiments

When his spoiled sorPheidippides refuses to take theeditine his father
prescribesfor him (o make himchange his habits), namely educatifrecause
Pheidippides egar ds phi | os o)pSrepsiasleserides foientepthes t er s 0
little gate intoS o ¢ r sathingshdp himself (which is already part of the comedy, of
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course: an eldbr, uneducated man entering an establishment which is designed for

quick-minded, uban adolescents). Thephrdise mpost er so i ndicates that sci
like the one unleased by Sokal and Bricmont (1998) already raged in ancient Athens.

By submitting a fakarticle to a journah orderto see how theojurnal would respond

(whether the articlevould be taken seriously) Sokal (1996) conducted an experiment

similar perhaps to the comic experiment conducted hefgistophanes: what would

happen if an old fooénters thei } 6 3 Us 8 te § dideetisablaboratory, how

will this novicer eact to the fAfashionabl efononsensed to w
Aristophanes has designed his polemical drama, his comic trap, to demonstrate

precisely this: that Socratic dialectics wming but fashionable nonsense.

When Strepsiades knocks on the door, he disturbs a student, so that theslatter
conceptual experiment or mental contraption miscarries. Although it is against the
rule to inform outsiders about the research that is beorglucted, the student
explairs that Socrates and his team anarrently spending their time on insect
anatomy (measuring the size of fleas and gnats with the help of melted wax). He also
informs the elderly visitor that during the night, Socrates himsél&dd been
investigating thelunar orbit until a lizard befouled his eyeSuch stories are
reminiscent perhaps of the stories told by Swift in the context oVthage to
Laputg in which he tries to ridicule the type of research conducted by the budding
Royal Academy of Sciencalhen entering the thirdkshop, Strepsiades notices
group of students in grotesque postwé are likewise studying astronorayd
geography, whil&socrates himself uses a contrivance (a basket) to contemplate the
sun. He is desitred as a baldnd barefoot fool who takedbusdightly andalways
remains seftonfident. Strepsiades tells him thatfim&nts to learn to speakthat he
desires to learn thdbtheio logic that will supply him with casuistry, subtleties and
circumlocutons, so that he may win the case when he is summormaitt Socrates
subjects him to a quick assessment (an intake as it were) to decide what kind of
curriculum (what kind ofintellectual artillerg) should be brought to bear upon this
candidate But he soon concludes that Strepsiades is unableato anything and
thereforeadvices him to send him his son instead.

The play aboundi buffoonish knaveryslapstick jugglery and practical jokes, as
well asin references to bellieslicksand paunchesnd iscomical par excellence.
Kierkegaard refers to this play d@parodicabd and firuly comia: a fiparodying
shadow (p. 145)of whatS o ¢ r adtual ractice must have been like. As was
already pointed out beforfgr Kierkegaard theomicalmakes a suation intelligible
via exaggeration. Accordin@tKierkegaard, Aristophanes ugeody as a device in
order to understand the nérincipledrepresented by Socrates. The actual Socrates
was anfieccentrié no doubt, but h@ow becoms a trdy comic figure, a target for
laughter insofar as Aristophansses in him a protagonisf the new principle of
subjectivity, threatening ancie@reek culture with destruction.

Therefore, The Cloudgarodies a practice (Socratic dialectics) which in itself is
alread thoroughly parodical. While Socrates (with his practice of questioning) treats
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his interlocutors as epistemological case historie§hi@ CloudsSocrateshimself
becomes an epamological case historifrhe question addressed by Aristophanes is:
what kind of knowledge does this thirghiop produceAnd he examines the practices
and products of this thinkhop by parodying them, using the magnifymgigss of
laughter as his device, much like Nietzsche used a conceptaain of a physician s
reflex hammeto examinghe conceptual and discursive conditadrtexts

But Socrates himself is doing something similar as well. We see Socrates at work:
conducting research, supervising students (who are practicing astronomy and
geometry) until a new candidateters the scene. Socrates daesntake, puts him to
the test: all this must have been normal practice, but the parody is that these questions
and tests are appliedadouffoon, resulting in a parodical version of what@mally
taking place irSocrated(i } 6 3 U o §dil while Aristophanes desperately tries to
expose Scrates as afmposter, as dy-product he nonetheless provides us with
something valuable, namely a lively, contemporary account of dialéctmactice
Aristophanes may perhapavedrawn on personal experience, magveentered the
narrow gatdnimselfone dayhe is our guideThe exaggeration is a magnifying glass,
allowing us to peer into Eboratory which otherwise would only be accessible via
Plat@d dialogueshichincreasingy reflect the research and teaching as conducted
at Plat@ ewn Academiarather tharthe original Socratic version

The framing of the question usually is how to retrieve the true Socratpasbing
Aristophanes distortions, building on the suppos that laughter blurs the medium.
How can we restore serious dialectics through comedy as a digjioph deceptive
intermediary?But taking laughter seriousimeans that we no longer see it as
somethingwhich stands in our way or blurs our view. tRer, via exaggeration,
something becomes visible which otherwise would fall victim to academic
forgetfulness. In other words, Aristophanes portrayal reveals a basic truth. Yes, there
is something irresistibly funny in climbing into a basket to observestimeor in
staring at the moon aflight. And yes, there is something ridiculous in studying
grammar, because we already know the difference between masculine and feminine
nounsdoniwe,we use this knowl edge every day: ASTREPSI /
eveyone already knows?o; ASOCRATES: Why indeed?o0

This is the moraleYes, it does seeraughable to waste your dagtudying the
sun, to spend youmights observing the moon,rao study grammar, or to trawl
through philosophical libraries in search of cqtee yes there is something
profoundly laughable about research, amdl it is theroad to truth. Research as
practiced inS o ¢ r thihkestsop is hilarious in a very profound way, boiesce and
scholarship always arand we need the magnifyisgdass ofAristophanes to retrieve
this basic truth. Socrates and his students are fully awatteedfact that they are
makingfools of themselves, that outsiders laugh at their exercises and experiments,
but once you have entered tfig @ 3 U o thréligh teaarrow gate you become
exposed to and infected Bye virus of research. Once you are called ibedomes
your vocation, until you experience your moment of divine madness. Laight a
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preparatory prologut science: sciareis laughable, scientists (with their concepts,
contraptions and contrivancegye laughable, and yet they are dhe road to
knowledge It is by pursuing this higlspirited practicealled sciencéhat knowledge

is produced. Science &@waysfréhliche Wissenschaftand every scientist, once in a
while at least, will be aware of the absurdity of spending the best yelis af her
life in laboratories or librariego check or replicate results the relevance of which
may be definitely incomprehensible outsidersYes, it is absolutely laughable to
embark on an ocean voyage to the Dutch Indies in 1887 to dearitte imissing
linkd, as Eugee Duboisonce did, who discovered hi®ithecanthropus erectus
(Home erectusdkull on Java in 189k0mething Wwich seemed highlinprobable or
even fnearly impossible ( Shi pman 2 hde€d,the ptory ofl thedDutch
anatomist whdravelled to Indonesia to begin hikie-lessdigging for the missing
link (until he, incraibly, succeeded) was certairfig quibotic bidd (Papagianni &
Morse,2015. But Dubois laughed at all his sceptics and criied unearthekis now
famous skull which became a reference poior paleeanthropology ever sincés

is indicatedby The Cloudsmoreover it is not as detrimentas it mayseem for a
philosopher to be accused of being an impo¥t#rat philosophers are exactly doing
when they claim to do research and why, remains difficult to fathom for outsiders up
to this day. Andhere is something comical in the fact thahile ffabricatioro is
generally conglered a form of misconducéll scientific facts are fabricatedin
laboratories or otherwise), as indichtiey the etymology of the wor@actd (which
comes fronfacere to fabricatg.

Now that we have learned thdessors from ancient comegye mayreturn tothe
wayin whichSocrates is presented to us by Plato. The basic objective of my rereading
is to expose the comical in places where one perhaps would not suspect it, and to
reveal the extent to whicB o ¢ r apbaeestlp serious discourse is actually comical.
Of course, also in the case of Platoe may questiorthe relationship between the
fiPlatoni® and theflactuab Soaates what belongs to Socrateadcawhat belongs to
Plato? Knowing thathe early, finarratived dialogues Apology SymposiumPhaedo
and Protagorag are generally considered to mdiSocrati®: they begin with a
apparently trivial, everyday situation pay much attention to locality and
circumstances, contain genuine dialogues, and end witholgaaconclusion®”
Therefore, theenarrative dialogues seem to provide us with a relatively trustworthy
impressio of whatactual Socratic practiaaust have been like.

But thekey issuehere is not to what extent Plato provides us with a trustworthy
picture of thefrealb Socrates. Rather, the key issue herth& scholarly inquiry
(raising questions about things we normally take for gramgeadherently comical, so
that the experience adlighter allows us to problematizvhat is generallsegarded s
obvious, therebynaking research asvocation possible. ErasniuBraise of Folly

9 6The carnival attitude ... is hostile to any final e
beginning (Bakhtin 1968, p. 138).
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composed by one of the most prominent and lucid scholar of his era, has no other
objective than to disclose the absurditybfscholarly pursuits; and yet they leatb
knowledge Protagoras counts as Platb snost remarkable achievement from a
literary point ofview. Therefore, | willdiscuss the parody containediin before
attempting a finatonsideration ofthe problem oS o c r 2t e s 8

3. The absurd couple and the ill -mannered questioner

From a Baktinian perspectiveProtagoras is a dialogue of special interest.
Interestingly, inthe introduction to his translation, W.K.C. Guthrie (1956) indicates
that, although the dialogue is second to none in giving a picfuBrezk life, the
reader interestkein Plat@ philosophywould do well to pass over a substantial part of
it, up to the discussion about pleasure and paimen Socrates begins to speak in
earnest. In my rereading of Protagoras lIvemphasize, howevethatthepreceding
part may actually be the most important oplejosophically speaking, whilé is
highly questionable whether, in the discussion on pleasulgpain, Socrates really
speals in earnest. Even his apparentfigeriou® discourse aboundsnicomic
ambiguities Even serious research remains tainted by laughter, as we have seen.

From the very beginning it is clear that the dialogue conveys a gay and carefree
mood. Note the opening linBWhere have you come from, Socrates? No doubt from
purstt of the captivating Alcibiadési a conjecture which happens to be true. The
dialogue is, as Guthrie pointed oula little comedy. Plato is amusing himself,
laughing at everyone, including his beloved mast&or example, Plato draws
attention toSocra e tge8ome passion for verbal distinctions, as wellcathe fact
that, at least to a skilled sophist like Protagoras, not all of his arguments are as valid
and convincing as is sometimes suggebtaaess we discern the inherent connection
with laughter. The main significance d¢frotagoras however, revolves around the
role oflaughter in the search for truth.

Like SymposiunProtagoras includes a coniidoorway sceni oneof the stock
ingredients of Socratic comedy. Having reached the doorway thfe house where
Protagoras is staying, Socrates and his companion just stand there for a while and
continue a discussion which had arisen between them on the way. When the porter
finally opens the door and discovers them, he cfida; sophistsl. The subequent
description of the conversations that take place inside is again remarkably comical. It

98 Although the first book oRepublicis not discussed here at length, its share of gaiety and
merriment is considerablnd of a parodical natur€he dialogue starts in a cheerful mood,
with Socrateseturning from aeligiousfestivalthat includedan altnight carnival And in his
dialogue with Thrasymachos, Socrates empipyscomical and parodical manrige official
conventions of judiel discourse in order to mock and annoy his (Sarcastic) interlocutor.

99 As Bakttin points out: the thresholflalogue orfSchwellendialogs a generic element was
quite common in the sericomic genres of ancient Greece (1973, pp9985).
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confirms Platé sexcellence in the particular genre to which the dialogue belongs, his
peculiar, philosophical version of the comedy of manners.

Protagoras bdly declares himself a sophist. The subject of his teaching is the
proper care of personal affairs so that the pupil may learn how to best manage his own
household as well as the stataffairs, and eventually may become a prominent
person in the city, ib as a speaker and as a man of action. This confession
immediately provokes a discussion between Socrates and Protagorashashier w
virtue can be taught at all. Challenged by Socrates to demonstrate that virtue can be
taught, Protagoras first decideg¢ll a story rather than give a reasoned argument. To
secure the survival of the human race, the gods bestowed respect for others and a
sense of justice on all human beings; for without those civil virtues a city cannot exist.
A humanbeingcannot existithout some share in justice, or he would not be human
at all. Still, justice and moderation are not acquired automatically but through care and
instruction and, if necessary, through correction and punishment until the individual is
reformed into a virtaus citizen. If a state is to exist at all, then there should be no one
who is a layman with respect to virtue.

Protagorad speech is a perfect and elegant example of sophist rhetoric. Socrates
subsequent intervention aims at deconstructing his seemifi@iless and
convincing speech by asking a series of questions intended to cause embarrassment
and doubt. Thisnivolves, among other things, a not so viatgresting debate on the
forms and rules of the subsequent discussion itself. Furthermore, uthiétenoore
complacent dialoguesS o ¢ r agpenend is shown to have the better reason a
number of times and Socrates not only occasionally appears to be advouoatiity
idea, but to do sin a mosttedious and tiresommannerl90 For example, while
discusing courage and confidence, at a certain point Protagoras rightly claims that
Socrates is being unfaifiNo, Socrates, he said. You have not remembered rightly
what | said in my reply. When you asked me whether the courageous are confident, |
agreed, but was not asked whether the confident are also courageédgps342).

The discussion also includes a careful analysis of one of Simorpdems, but
Socrates interrupts it because a conversation about poetry reminds him too much of
wine parties. He clmns to prefer sober discussion where each of the participants takes
his turn to speak or listénfieven if the drinking is really heavyp. 340), remaining
aware of the fact that philosophical truth was originally (that iseglegically)
connected with ancient Greek drinkingpout. Furthermore, the participants
occasionally mock, mimic and parody each abhspeech fiLet us, he [Protagoras]
replied, as you are fond of saying youfsilvestigate the questior..

At a certain point, however, the dission, and notabl\s o0 ¢ r gartersif)
becomes remarkabtgdious and laborious. Socrates himself recognizes fiiiisN o w
my good peopl eod, I went on, Aif you ask me what

100 ki er kegaard points out that Protagoras ends with o6t
what he had wanted to attack and Protagoras attacks what he had wanted to Asféardhs
its philosophical content was concerned, he considered the diadbgue to be ridiculous.
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beg your indulgence. It ifheasy to explaithe real meaning of what you célieing
overcome by pleasube .0 (p..346). Notwithstanding his appeal to indulgence, in the
subsequent discourse Socrates continues to switch between seriousness and ridicule.
Moreover, laughter becomé&o ¢ r aaireasgiment: iiThis position makes your
argument ridiculous (p. 346);fl fear that if our questioner is dthannered, he will
| augh and retort: fii (Wh 3&44); flfrwe dad anseediyou nonsenseo
straight off that it is ignorance, you would have lawheus, but if you laugh at us
now, you will be laughing at yourself as welp. 348); fiProdicus laughed and
assented, and so did the otligis 348). Laughter holds as a refutation, although it
may function as an expression of consent as well.

It is the reference to the imaginaiyl -mannered questionijust mentioned that
seems particularly significant in this respect. Socrates is perfectly aware of the
ambiguous nature of his disurseboth serious and ridiculous. He is aware that, to a
soberminded spectator, unimpeded by the demands of politeaelsg the demands
of the genre, his line of argument would be considered ridiculous. There is something
fundamentally comical about it, or, in other words, there appears to be a basic
connection betweerdialectics and laughter. Even the dialoguphilosophical
finucleus is permeated by laughter, by the carnival atgéttmthe world. Nothing is
selfevident or reliablé thatis the gay and liberating truth of Socratic dialectics. The
importance of laugter is confirmed in the final passage:

It seems to me that the present outcome of our talk is pointing at us, like a human
adversary, the finger of accusation and scorn. If it had a voice it woul&\Wagt
an absurd pair you are, Sates and Protagas@(p. 351).

Like the fill-mannered questiongr this fhuman adversadyreminds us of the
laughing chorus of ancient popular culture mentioned byhBakand Socrates is
aware that his discoursedpen to ridicule; that dialectical disputes retsamehing

of the gay and festive sfii of laughter that guide@dncient prandial ceremonies.
Taking the floor means taking the risk of being ridiculed, for nothing is reliable or
stable. Moreover, laughter has the final $&éyhat an absurd pair you aréhisdoes

not imply the futility of all philosophical debate, for this would be a merely negative
and cynical conclusiorRather it conveys a basic insiglegarding the human quest
for truth. The Socratic truth game is agonistic. No discursive option cambiglered
beyond contestation once and for all. What is to be feared is not so much
inconsistency as ridicule; and yet, ridicule seems inevitable.

Although often concealed by rhetoric and rationalitme vulnerability of human
discourse is finally revealeby laughter. Parody agay laughteris not simply a
rhetorical device but the basic mood in which the dialogue is written. Its basic purpose
is to expose theidiculous nature of the quest for trutfihe fhuman adversagy
reproaching them is a comicathar than a serious figure, and the apparent scorn is
nullified by the mood of laughter to which it adheres. It contains both an element of
verbal abuse and an element of praigeborrow a phrase from Batin: the abusive
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description of Socrates and Rrgbras aanfiabsurd paibis basically praisefudbuse,
a stock element of all the genres of laughter. Rather than a serious reproach, it is an
affirmation of a gay truth, indicating the limits of seriousness as they are recognized
by the truly wise. Diadctical logic isfuncrowne® by gay laughter, and the rest is
merriment.

ProtagorasrevealsS o ¢ r eeasendodnotvanting to be consideredsophist. To
begin with, the sophists present their speeches as belonging to a serious genre and try
to immunizeit against the criticism of laughter by means of lofty rhetoric and verbal
decorum. Socrates and the sophists exemplify incompatible verbal practices that can
in no way live in peace and quiet with each other. Furthermore, although at first sight
the soplsts seem to opt for a botteap approach, educating the young and talented
etatism (a civil service job) is the goahd, should the individual offer serious
resistance to the moral transformation required by the state, he must be reformed by
force. In he final section of this chaptewill indicate how this differfromSocr at e s 6
basc objective. Before passingffinalo ethical judgement on Socrates, however, let
me orce again address the questionwdrat kind of laughter he relies

The kind of laugker displayed by Socrates Protagorasand otherfiSocrati®
dialogues would not meet theteria of laughter mentioned Bristotle as befitting a
gentleman. In higrt of Rhetoriche points out that ithe course of a debate one may
try to confound on& opponend sarnest with jest and his jest with earnest
(1926/1959, 111 18:7). Yet he adds that, in certain chapters ¢tdeticsthat are lost
to us, it is explaied what kinds of jest there arad which of them can be considered
becoming a gentlemaAccording to Aristotle, ironys gentlemanly whilduffoonery
(b¥ecomaon U

In hisNicomachean Ethi¢#\ristotle considers jest to be part of the kind of playful
conversation that is becoming to a virtuous gentleman, that is, someone who is gifted
with a sense of propriety (1926/1982, IV &1). Those who gto excess in ridicule,
however arebuffoons and vulgar fellowsho itch to have theijokes at all costand
are more concerned to raise a laugh than to keep within the bounds of detloeum
gentleman will go for wittiness ofurbanity (0 U} U " )OwhizhUis the proper
middle position between dullness and ridicule. A gentleman is witty and versatile, but
as most men are only too fond of fun and raillery, even buffooraftarecalled witty
and pas for clever fellows; though for Aristotiieis clear witis widely differentfrom
buffoonery. The middle dispositida further characterized by tasayingonly the
sort of things that arsuitable toavirtuous gentlemafiVv 8:4-7). Aristotle adds that
the differexce betweernurbanity(0U U} U " )@mddiffooneryb ¥ ¢ & & enayche
clarified bythecomparison of the old and modesamediesfiThe earliest dramatists
found ther fun in obscenity;the moderns prefer innuendo, which marks a great
advance in decorumThe cultivated, urban gdemanistactful or witty, the buffoon
is someone who cannot resist a joke; he will not keep his tongue if he can raise a
laugh, and will say things a man of refinement would never say.

Now although it would be somewhat inordinate to consiler ¢ r #atghter 6
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vulgar in the sensef beingfiobscens, his plebeian laughter nonetheless seemeh
closer to that of thfiold comedyp than the witof Aristotled gentleman. If Aristotlé s
criteria are accepted, the kind of laughter conveyed byaBexrin the Swatic
dialoguesmust be considered as too buffeldte and excessive to pass for urbanity.
Perhaps we should say that, in the gay and playful atmosphere of ancient Athens,
where matter for ridicule walways ready at haddSocrates developedpaactice
which is corrected by Aristotle, who wants to make philosophy respectable enough to
evenenter a court

Hegelnot only considerS o ¢ r petfeensa@e as tragic rather than comas we
have seen, butlso refers to him as a perfect example of the Attiae of urbanityi
fiein Beispiel der ausgearbagten attischen Urbanit@a{1971, p. 454). Socrates is
depicted by Hegel as someone who is vivid as well as flexible, loquacious as well as
sensible in conversation. In shohe considers Socratestruegentleman in the
Aristotelian sense of the termin He g euer8ian, the comic Silenusf the
Symposiunis transfigured into a class{apollonian)statue. Everythingomic and
grotesque is sublated into the subliiexterior (the phenomena of comedgives
way to nucleugthe noumenal logic)indeed, Hegel refers t8 o ¢ r &irhneessé
statur®, mentioning him and Pericl@s onebreath agplastic individuals, asperfect
exemplifications of the ancient Greek practice of-edification(Zwart 1997) Like
Pericles, Hegel claims, Socrates was one of those lofty Greek individuals who
transfigured themselves into works of art by means of relentless moral exéfcise.
Subsequently, however, Hegel points out that, according to Plutarch, Pericles ceased
to laughever since he became involved in politics. Indeed, Plutarch informs us that
not only did Pericles hav@ spirit that was solemn and a discourse that was lofty and
free from plebeian and reckless effronterput also that he hath composure of
countenane that never relaxed into laughi€Pericles, 5; 1958, p. 13). According to
the poet lon, moreover, Pericles even displayed a presumptuous and arrogant manner
of address, containing a good deal of disdain and contempt for others, but Plutarch
hastens todd that much like the tragic tetralogy was in need of a comic salby,
human virtue needed a farcical appendage as well. Periaeg to avoid all forms
of conviviality and familiar intercourse, and to withdraw into ascetic grandeur and
turgid diction, testified of his nobility, buthis policy of supplying the Athenian
populace with a great number of official festivals and processions should be
interpreted as an etatistic strategy of encroaching upon popular festive existence in
order to diminish thgeneral idleness of Athenian city lifBy mentioning Pericles
and Socrates in one and the same brdaih,g enkedtlassical image of Socrates
resembles the painting by David (mentioned aboka) a close rereadingveals

101 6 Er [ Socrat es] st ehehgroRenrplastischen Naturen al s ei ne
(Individuen) ... wie wir sie in jener Zeit zu sehen gewiaind, - alsein vollendetes

klassisches Kunstwerk, das sich selbst zu dieser Homadithat... Das héchste plastische
Individuum ... ist Perikles, und um ihn, gleich Sternen, Sophokles, Thukydides, Sokrates,

uswo (1971, p. 452).
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that, while Pericles exempliéd the grand and lofty aspects of ancient Athens,
Socrate constituted his comic double

Yet, even Hgel is ambivalent when it comes to judging Socrates, for the gay
fiexterioro is not abolished completely in his account. In the case of Socrates, Hegel
tells us, ilosophy did not completely withdrafnom the toils and pleasures of daily
life (which was the subject matter of comedy), but flourished whitgaining closely
connected to urban existenddis philosophy exemplified the Athenian way of life,
which basically consisted of idleness antbless conversatiorlingering on the
marketsquare; a way of life, Hegel hastens to add, that would nowadays be
considered inappropriate and unbecoming. Socrates, however, strolled along and
passed his time with riiihg on his mind but verbal entertainmeiis jest
exemplified Greek gaiety, the gay and merry state of mimichicking the etenal
laughter of the gods ariicompatible with modern iron¥?2 Hegel even admits that,
quite unlike Periclaslofty prose, Socriéc seriousness is often tedious and boring (p.
464). Socrates, he claims, treated moral philosophy in an outspokenly popular manner
and his final performance, h&spology was outrightfipopular philosophyi fiDie
letzte Unterredung des Sokrates ist Pamhidosophi® (p. 511).So c r geste s 6
morewer, wastruly comicalinstead of being merely funny because it revealed the
inner conflicts of ancient moral life (p. 483).

In short, Hegel agrees that Socrdtiaghter was carefree and ludic rather than
ironic. His caefree laughter revealed ththie truly serious, tragic form of life which
had flourished in ancient Athens for decades (and which had been idealized by ancient
tragedy) had finally outlived itselfyhile the new seriousness sdphistic discoues
could not avert the imminent transformation of moral. lifdter the unrivalled
tetralogiesof ancient tragedy (the artistic achievements of Aeschylus, Sophocles and
Euripides), Attic life was in need afore satyrplay. Ancient moral existence was
sufering from a generalineasiness, was awaiting a new kind of hero to enter the
stage, not a tragic but a comic one. Someone who, by exposing the turgid nature of
sophistic discourse through laughter, would not only reveal the hidden inner conflicts
of morallife (laughteb Begative aspect), but would at the same time present ancient
Athens with a moral sation: laughted ositive aspect, allowing moral life to
reinvent itself undeunprecedented circumstances &mflourish once again.

4. The problem of Socrates

Do these considerations enableomprehensiveidgement regardinthe problem
of S o ¢ r AAne effdt to judge Socrates seefhamperedby the fact that he is
alwayspresented to us by sonmmemelse, giving rise to the inclinatioa distingush
betweerthefirued Socrategas he emerges in the apparently more vivid andikiée

102 6von dieser Ironie unserer Z6@{971,p.461). di e I ronie des
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sections of the dialogueghd the subsequent rectifimats and additions by Plato
Some dialogues seem more tréocrati® than others, and it is clear that we dav
been focussing on the more Socratic on&pology Symposium Phaedo and
Protagoras clarifying some of theiambiguities with the help @nciet popular and
comical genres omhich these dialoguesere apparently graftedThey constitute
what Balhtin refersto asthe comic double accompanyingpreserious genig(such
asphilosophical lecturg). Rather than being tragic itsePhaedoparodies tragedy
and its devicesin orderto ridicule the tragic view of life. Yetin Platd sasethe
genres ofaughtereventuallygive wayto a rationalisticetatistictruth regimepound
to influence subsequent philosophical thought decisively at the expense of laughter
resulting in forgetfulness of the truth of laughter

From an agonistic perspective, the dialegiconvey a struggle between comical
and serious, popular and aristocratic forces at work, where Socrateserdgp the
popular and comicadnd Plato the aristocratic and serious aspects. Whereas Plato
eventuallysides with etatismSocrates remains a leof laughter. It is Plato merit
as a literary writer, however, that he retained the truly popular, truly comical aspects
of So ¢ r perf@nsadceexemplifyingthe culture of true laughtemnd itspositive,
affirmative truh. Thanks toPlat@d &terary gifts, gay and carefre8ocraticlaughter
managed to retain its regenerative power agflij toneuntil today

Thefiproblem ofS 0 ¢ r eah lee sldined as follows. Yeg represented laughter,
and dialectics initially wa a comic genreyut at the samtme Socratesapparently
inaugurated a truthegime which eventually resulted in the repression of laughter.
His devicesbuild on popular culture, convewn affirmation of bodily fie, but
Socrates apparently usdsem to articulatea negative appreciatioof bodily life,
seeing life as a disead&rom a Nietzschean perspectidialects eventually resulted
in anascetic sensibility from which Nizsche tried to liberate philosophy agéiby
means of gay, affirmative science

The relationship between Iglter and rationality, between popular and official
forms of truth remains questionaple will argue, ancan only beconvincingly
addressed by dpening our understanding ddughter ¢ y 8,¥ngt as amere
physiological phenomenon, but aSasamtphanomea basic mood, giving rise to a
truly gelastic philosophy, a philosophy of laughter, which transcends restrictive
dichotomies, such as ridicule versus seriessn andmind versus body Yet,
precisely from a gelastic perspectiv§ o ¢ r adowagrailing of life seems
questionabléndeed Let us reconsider it once more.

Twilight of the Idolscontains an important series of aphorisms on Socrates,
reconsidering his final words ifPhaedowhich continued to bother Nietzsche.
Apparently Socrates was fed up with #&3 This caused him to confirm étitruthd

103 Accordingto Nietzsche, the two great judicial murders of histotlyekilling of Socrates
and Jesus wereactuallycases of suiciddioth victims wanted to die and chdsedie Human,
All Too Humarll, &Viixed Opinions and Aphorismsg 94). Kierkegaard (1989) jmts out that,
in the eyes o8 o c r &k deattdwas far from tragic since he considered life insignifiaadt,
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recognized and endorskythe sages of all times: that life is insignificant, that it lacks
true meaning and value. Now according totkBehe, this remarkableonsensus
sapientiunrconcerning life mustot be rgarded as an indication that this vabl&m

is true but ratheras an indication that the sages of all tin#mre the same
physiology. They are tired of livingTheir judgement wth regard to life $ a symptom

of physical declineWhat about Socrateg@cording to Nietzsche, the problem of his
plebeian desceh?4 was aggravateldy the fact thahe was unattractive: to the Greek
mind a sign of retardeghysical developmentind theréore a refutation in itself
almost In ancientGreece, this woultlave sufficed to explain where is an aspect
of exaggeration and caricature in everything Socrates says or does. He was a buffoon,
but one who succeeded in having himself taken seridustyathappened?

At first, Nietzsche see€S 0 ¢ r mohyasad expressiarf resentment of the rabble
againsthe higher strata of societyy excelling in a truth game which aristocrats will
consider beneath their standi¢g7). On the othehand, higddialecticsintroduces an
unprecedenteébrm of2 9 L, stirring the ancient Greek lusor compeition (8 8).

And yet neither one of these judgements grasps the quintesser@eooafr at e s 6
performanceSocrates really seemed to have had a remarkably clese eémvhat

was actually happening at that time: the decline of ancient Greek culture, a process of
which hehimself was merely a symptom. During this situation of moral crisis, this
moral intermezzo, human drivegre in danger of becoming excessive agassive

and desperately needed a niyrannyo, a new form of organization on behalf of
selfpreservation and Socrates personified a way oamt unprecedented form of
moral subjectivityi a possible escape from anarchy. Human subjectivity was in
danger 6 being overwhbned by the tyranny of the Dionysian, and gkrstely in

need of an antidote, suchthg treatment recommended by Socratésch consisted

of constituting an unprecedented kind of moral subjectivity. Socrates was the one
who, in the face 6 an advancing anarchy, succeeded in regaining mastery over
himself. His case responded to a general experiemoalafse andlistress. In view of

the widespread loss of satfasteryhis dialectics representedare (8 9). He wathe

gay physician opaost-traditionalGreek culture.

But, having reached thisicid conclusion, Nietzsche finds it difficult to hold his
grounds and, after rereadiftpaedo he starts wavering again. Perhaps Socrates was
actuallya symptomatic intensification d¢he decling rather than a cure (8§ 11an
iliness raher than a return to healttife is an illness, Socrategas fed up with it, and
wanted to dié¢ fiDeath is the physician we are in need of $iat ¢ r :dhbse webe his
final words. Ni et z dasic estéategy congss of exploring several padbse
interpretations, considering Socrabeth asa pessimist andsan optimist, bottasa
personification of the truth of laughter amd a spokesman of rationalisatioBy

heeven felt bored by it and doubted whether death reatigtéated an evil. These tragedies
were only tragién the eyes of the beholders.

104ssokrates geh°rte, seiner Her kunfa nach, zum nieder
(Twilight of the Idols§ 3).
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staying firmly on the trail of gelastic philosophyjowever, a more consistent
interpretation is possibléf we arguefor instancethat (a) dsease is a physiological
process (from infection via proliferation and crisis up to recovavig)le (b)life is a
physiological procesto, we may concludéc) that ergq life is a diseaséd there is
humour involved in drawing such an analdggtween two processes that initially
seem to move in juxtaposed directions (either towards health or towards death), and
its discursive key is n@ negative ond.ikewise,there is somethingrofoundly witty
in the fact thabioactive substancesan be both remedy and poison, usually both,
albeit depending on the dose, as the gay physician Paracelsus already argued:
gelastic insight which underlines the relativity of lleand disease, thereby opening
up new avenues for research. For Socraliés and this especially applies to
intellectual life, tovita contemplativacan betransferred from one generation of
scholars to the nexthisvita contemplativas thefigifto (both remedy and infection)
which Socrates bestows on his disciples. Laughter liberates from the fear of death to
such an extent that gay dialectidsdfiliche Dialektid may even see death in a
positive light: passing the rod, transferring tita conterplativa, with all its gelastic
symptoms (its gelastic seizuresd preoccupatiofsto the next generation of
(laughable and laughingholars. Even death can be coped with in a-bfgtited,
jocular way: why should this entail a negative view on lifesash as Nietzsche
mistakenly claim3

Yes, Athenian life was facing a crisis of decadence and dsodiatestablished
morality andestablished modes of exeraigipower were losing credibilityaughter
not only revealedhe breakdown of established rality, however but alsoreleased
and gave the floor to the omnipreseffitee-floating energy that allowed for
experimentation, so that Athenss a polisbecame a moral tebed where
unprecedentkforms of moral subjectivity could be tested asdablishthemséves.
His remedy isa bottomup solution, albeiin the context ofitemporary intervalfor
new forms of etatism were about to seize controthis respect, t fourth Century
B.C. issimilarin many respectt® the sixteenth Century A.Dnhich dso was a kind
of interregnum providing room for manoeuvre fomoral and epistemological
experimentation, as will be discussed in the next chapter, focussing on another highly
ambiguous figure,reotherlanguage genius of humble descent, narivkltin Luther.
But before leaping from Socrates to Luthanotherimportant epoch in theistory of
laughter, nameldellenism,mustbe discussedn thefinal section of this chapter

QD

5. Philosophies for sale

The Hellenistic period is a period of transitiopaving the way forwhat were to
become theo-calledMiddle Ages, a pejorative terthat was coinetiecausgeduring
this period philosophy and literature were ofraore practical, moral andlidactic
nature,andmarked by aendency toward apprdpting, reworking and absorbing
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materials alredy available (Lehmann 1922%n artisanal approach to scholarship
despised in modern timdecause of the egocengimphasis on being origindrom

a parodical or gelastic perspective, however, this modern prejuditéglisy
problematic. Parody always interagigh the discourse of othetsy definition, and
precisely this interactioan be highly creative and revealing, whereasadled
original ideas will often prove highlgeitgemafireflectingthe ideologicalzdtgeist
(themoral, epistemological and political correctnesfshe epoch. Parody starts from

the awareness that we take the floor when others have already spoken and that the
very floor on which we (as authors) position ourselves consists of the ribing
othersWe cannot claim tdowno ideas, for they are always already there. We would

not be able to think or write at all in the absence of a discourse already established, a
stream of ideas and signifiers already thriving, and to which wemgmaginally
contribute. We dwell in thislds and margins of a fj otleathlways already pervades

and prestructures our worldThis concept (that authors learn to read and write in a
pre-existing world of ideas) constitutes the backdrop of Hellenistic and medieval
discourse. Hellenistiand medievathinkers areschdars: literati, gelastic readers.

A prominent spokesman of Hellenistic laughter was LuofaBamosata (12580
A.D.), greatly appreciated and relentlessly imitated by both Erasmus and Ra%@lais.
Indeed, their work conveya profoundly Lucian mood (Ratgon 1979). Luciah s
main genre, satirical dialogue, waplayful combination ofseveral literary forms
already exsting The philosophicaldialogue had evolved into an -&lo-serious
genre, and Lucian aimed to retrigt@parodical, satirical ahburlesque elementds
comical and popular sourceas he exfains in one of his dialogue§ite Double
Indictmen} he aimed to revivify thigll too respectablgenre by blending comical
elements \th it. In a court casdidialogue now claims to have been wnged and
maltreated, i.e. to haveeen degraded to the comical, the average. In other words,
fidialogu@® blamesLucian for ridiculing whathad managed tdbecome Idfy and
serious.

Luciantransposeshe Socratic dialogues into an oight comicmode of spegh.
Thetypical scaes utilized by Luciartlie comic banquet, the mock trial, tesemly
of the gods, etc.) aecond hand. Furthermore, likeMoliére, for instance, scenes,
settingscharacterandanecdotes tend to recur in sefuent works. They ostitute
the building blocksof his writings. To expose the protagonist as a parvenu, an
effeminate dehachee or as an ignoramase among his favouriteechniques of
vilification (Robinson 1979, p. 19). lhexiphanes(a title which refers tahe
pretentiais use of words) the protagonist liast written a parody orsymposiuma
challengeto the son of Ariston (i.e. Plato), and after dinner the scholars involved will
take a postprandialambulation in the LyceunPlat®d slialogueis stripped of its
philosoghical content and reduced its extraneous detajlso thatnothing seious is

105Bakhtin, however P kaghte is dekoi of trieigaityl988Lpu c i a n
387). Unlike authors like Rabelais or Shakespdaelaims, Lucian did not fully exploit and
explore the comic potentials of the popular tradition on which he réliedt 6 s wai t and see.
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said at all. like all comic writers, Lucian is highly sensitiventards peculiarities of
diction, dialect and tone of voicélis works abound in parodical devices such as
comicexaggeration or the application of serious conventions to totally absurd topics.

One of his most prominent plays, widely readha sixteenth century, is entitled
Philosophers for Salddba ¥8) O 9 literally: [philosophical] lives for sale It
conveys a markesquare atmosphere and diction. Zeus and Hermes are staged as
selling philosophergphilosophical lifestylesjo the public, presenting their (often
rather dubious oeven deplorable) qualitiés a loud voice. In the case of the Cyg)ic
for instance, the buyss told that he will be taught to consider marriage, children and
native land sheer nonsense, to behave impudently in public, using the coarsest
language, and to choose the most ridiculous ways of satisfying hislegt sold for
two dimes. In this manner, all of the philosophical sects are ridiculed. Democritus is
presented as someone who laughs incessahtBvexything and everyone, who
considers all human affairs laughable and claimagthere is nothingesious in them.
Everythingis hollow mockery, a drift of atoms. And Socrates is presented as someone
who is eager to associate whlndsome lag]l whereas Plato dwells in a city of his
own making where the laws against adultery have been abolished. Egiures
presented as a pupil mughing Democritus and the drunk Aristipgusho himself
surpasses his teachers in impiousness. As for Aristotle, reference is made to his
remark that man is the only laughing living being, an insight which incites Hermes to
conclude that th basic diference between humans amgsresides in the faculty of
laughter. In short, the play is a pdy on markesquare advertisememthere the
salesmen, instead of boosting about their merchandise, admit and frankly deplore the
poor condition and ridiculousontentof their human commaodity (an example of
parodical reversal) with the possible exception ofstdtle who is able to survive
Luciand Rughter and, in fact, sells for a rather good prib@entyminas.

In his subsequent play, the philosophers hatarned from the underworld in
order to come after Lucian with the intention of stoning him to death, for having
vilified them in his dialogue, until his mockery convinces them that their followers
realy are as impudent as Lucian hagesented them.

How to read this satire from a gelastic point of vidwia clear that philosophy
(scholarship in general) is staged as something profoundly laugifétilesophers
from various schools are put up for sale far below the initial price. Obviously, the
publicdoes not see much value in their teachingsughter is triggered mainly by the
complacency of the scholars involved and in their boundless mutual rivalry. Even
when they are in the defensive, they continue to fight each other instead of realizing
their coommon interests. In the perception of the bystanders, their views hardly
represent any social relevance whatsoever. They suffer from ridiculous
selfoverestimation or seififlation. But the must laughable aspect is that they all
claim to speak the trutlvhile they are continuously contradicting each other, so that
every philosophy seems to have its own conception of truth.

This means, however, that Lucian points to a very itaportension namely
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between knowledge and truth. All philosophies claimrtmpce true knowledge, but
this doesnot mean that they actually discern (let alone ot truth. Laughter
reveals thatruth-seekers will never captutieetruth once and for all, and thextdless
internal arguments aian inherent part of scholarshgm indispensable ingredient of
practices of truthFurthermore, academics today ar# &irced to sell their trade and
tools, by submitting proposals to Caliwith something like a 10% chance of being
funded, or to top journals with staggering rejectioates, or by advertisintpeir
programs on the competitive market for students. Against this backdrop,
self-overestimation is an important requirement, for how to seduce scholars into
wasting their lives on finding thtruth if not for the illusiothattheir work will be of
lasting valuethat they(rather than othersjill be among the elect arakcidedly on

the right track. The truth of laugher reveals some key dimensions of what it means to
become enrolled in a scholarly curriculum, to endorse a adholocation,asan
fimpossble profession, while most outsiders woukhy away from such a counse
doubt. And still, these taghable pursuits will enrich tHeves of those involved and

put themon thehazardousoad towards truth.

As indicated in tk Introduction this book is not at all an encyclopaedia of gelastic
philosophy, but rather devoted tdiaited number of case hist@s. A systematic
gelastic genealogy would opep copious archivesnost of which are beyond the
limited scope othis exploratorystudy. Take for instanceligious figuresike Saint
Francis, challengingstablished morality by posj as God simpleton and fool,
inaugurating anendicant order whose members referred to themselvesudatores
Domini (Bakhtin 1968, p. 57)while at the same time enlistirspme of the greatest
scholars of occidental intellectual histofonaventura, Roger Bacon, John Duns
Scotus, etc.)Hopefully more case studiesan be addedh the future especially
concerning the soalled Middle AgesFor now, the next chapter entails a leap into
the sixteenth century A.D.
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Chapter 4: Judging Luther

Aber wohin gerate ich mit meinem Geschwa(t.uther)t06

1. Preliminary remarks: the early sixteenth century as
— 24

On the first page of his book druther and KantBruno Bauch quotef\dolf von
Harnackwho claims that, whereas the teachings of the early church, notwithstanding
their dogmatic character, still constitute an object for philosophical reflection, no true
philosopher will be able to appiate Lutherl97 Although Bauch shares Harnacls
sense oémbarrassment regardihgther, he nevertheless argues that it is possible to
separate the philosophicaintentrom its disageeable but residuabntext98 i and

this refers to things likd: u t himpul8iwe and violent religious drive, his aversion

to logic and sound reasoning, his grobian sense of tiyraad his lack of proper
education fBildungo in the sense of urbanity).u@e at odds with the position of
Harnack and Bauch, the basic objective my rereading of Lutherthat his
philosophical ginificance precisely residestimeigrobiaro, fresiduad aspects of his
achievement. But before rhing to Luther himself, | will firstposit im as a
Renaissance figureubsequently drawg attention tdN i e t z jsidgdmert af him;
much likehow in the previous chaptélusedNi e t z midgémerd of Socrates to
developmy understanding of Socratic laughter.

Unlike those who (like Nietzsche) try to distinguish the Renaissance from the early
Reformationby regarding them as two mutually inimical and basically incdiblea
historical events, | wiltather point out what they have in common. In my view, the
Renaissance should be considered a strategic, agonistic situation in which several
discursive forcescompete with one another, atimes impeding andat times
reinforcing one another. Three of the major forces to be distinguished are: (1)
sixteenth century humanism, that ihe rereading and rediscovery of ancient
literature on an unprecedented scalal amith an unprecedented intensity and
satisfaction;(2) the early Reformation: the translation of the Scriptures th&o
vernaculay partlyas an expression ofsistance against the clergy and Rpamal(3)
adiscursive mode thavolved fromcertain lat medieval tendencies: the literature of

106 6 whoast t he use ofoEdlnle tPhiedilal Maey 2, Lut hers, daC ma
Schule halten sole M. Luther. Werke, 15 (2), p. 521.

107 6Ein Phi l osoph vermag die Mittel aufzutreiben, um d
tiefsinnig und weise zu finden; kein Philosoph aber ist im Stande, dem Glauben Luthers irgend
welchen Geschenc k  a b z u gBaueti 180d,¢1)h 0 (

108 | das philosophisch Bedeutsame herauszuarbeiten (p. 5).
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parodical (also referred to agrotegjued or figrobiard) laughter Erasmusl.uther and
Rabelaisrepresenthese fores in optima formaYet if we read their works more
closely, they cannot be considered homogeneodges of writing either, but rather
constitute stratgic fields in their own right. Inhte writings of Erasmus, for example,
althaugh undeniably dominated blyumanist objective laughter isabundantly
present, although in his cageobianism is subdid and refined compared to the
language of Luther anBabelais. Likewise, although grobian and parodical laughter
is quite prominent in Rabeldissooks, humanist and asdierical forces are at work
as well. Finally,L u t hwritingssconstitute an irresistd mixture of theological
seriousness and grobian laughter.

The position adoptebly Luthertowards late medievdfgothi) discourse is not
as univocal as is sometimes suggested. Althagreffort to distance higelf from
the medieval state of mihis quite apparent, discursive devices suchhegorical
exaggeation and folkish parody are still at workev&ral basic ingredients of
L ut h theoldg are already present in medieval thgicll discourse and
mysticism. Where to locate theliscontinuity with what went on befofzIn this
chapter, will primarily focus on thecontinuitywith the late medieval state of mind,
notably theexcessive reliance on laughter as an access to truth. For alth@asghus,
Luther and Rabelaisll had a significance andlentity of their own, laughter
constitutes théasic mood or state of mind which was present and recognizable in all
of them, a general nod or ground which allowed thegenresof writing to emerge.
Neither Erasmus nor Luther can be fully appreciatedéfneglects the basic mood of
laughter that is apparent in their writ¢in the case of Rabelais this is obvious of
course) Thus the basic mood of laughter allows for the emergence of Renaissance
discourse as an agonistic, strategic situation. Yehkaugloes not providefgrounad
in the sense of constituting a stable principle or basic condition of unity. Rather, it is
the source of the instability whicbpens up the world andharacterizes early
sixteenth Century discoursa:quasiground, tempordlly impeding and contesting all
efforts to establish a coherent and serjousrarching or foundationdiscourse. It is
a source of disorder and confusion rather thasmatcuctive, centripetal force, like,
for example, the kind of rationality whichilssequently came to constitute itself in the
writings of Descartes and Kant, aimed at securing a stable and homogeneous
discursive field, abolishing laughter.

The Renaissancthg early sixteenth centyrgs an epoch must be regardekind
of discursivaenterregnum in which the basic moofllaughter temporarily prevented
the establishment of discursive homogeneitytil modern rationalitand mainstream
Protestantism finally achieveddecisive coup oBtat, expelling the quagrinciple of
laughter to tle burlesque undercurrents of official discourse. Subsequently,
Renaissance discourse becorsabjected to a systematic process of rectification and
purification, with the banishment of laughter as its major objectizeasmus is
appreciated as a humanistitthe sensibilities of classicisendEnlightenmengllow
only a thoroughlyadapted (arpapal) Rabelais to enter the scholdittyary. In the
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case of Luther, his grobian laughter increasingly constitutes a source of
embarrassment to his followers, whtake every effort to separafieontend from
fresidu®, and serious theology tiie serious aspect of his workjom its
all-too-primitive discursive ambiance.(u t hremragably grobian mode of spegch
This, howeverhas resulted in a profound digion. My reading of Luther is therefore
arereading an exercise in retrieval, aimed at revealing the philosophical significance
of hisirresistible laughter.

| already referred to Toulmdn sriticism of the standard account of modernity
contending thathe ecclesiastical and ideological constraints imposed on public and
scientific discourse inhe seventeenth century were far more rihiah the ones in
vogue during previousenturiesToulmin refers basically to Renaissance writers like
Erasmus and Montaign Shakespeare and Rabelais, but he hardly mentions their
contemporarytuther. Is hea medieval relic, a spokesman of thenRissance or an
anticipation ofseventeenth century rigidity and intolerant@®e case of Toulmin
the dividing line between Reisgance and Count®enaissance remains contestable.
For instance, Toulmin refers geventeenth century Cathoklet as fhistrionic and
grotesqué, and as a stratagem to redidte temptationgo disbelied (p. 54), but
labels likefhistrionicd andfigrotesque happen to be the very termaich | will use
to outlinethe peculiarities of u t hlieaguiétis style The negativeappreciation of
the grotesquéwhich up to thisday seems takefor-granted is part ofneoclassical
aesthetics. How to deal witthe histrionic and grotesque featarof L ut her 6 s
language? To addressghguestion, | will submisamples taken frorthe immense
bulk of his writing to a process of rereadingotablythose parts of his oeuvre which
are often seen dsesiduab (frisidud0d). Before giving the floor td_uther himself,
however, Iwill addressNi e t z widgdmerd af him, particularly some remarkable
ambiguities or inconsistencies ihis judgement,which my rereading aims to
overcome

2.. EAOUOAEABO EGCAI AT O T &£ , OO
Luther hat es schon gesagt, und besser alsléh...

Ich habe nie bis jetzt starker meine innigste Abhangigkeit
von dem Geiste Luthers gefiihlt als jet2L0,

Although of Lutheran descerit,i e t z midgdmerd of Luther does not seenbto
based on ahorough acquaintance with either his work or his life. References to
Luther preferably address a limited set of telling anecdotesecoimg his

109 gLut her already st ad[®adnoiDay, §262.d better than | did. ..

110 s Never did | experi encebmydas mutheaslsenowdependence on Lu
[Letter to Erwin Rohde28 February 1875].
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personality. As Nietzsche regarded a pebséteas as largely determined by his
psychological and physiologal constitution, the argument ad hoem was not
something consideed improper. On the contrary, meticulous historical or
biographical verifications would reduce the poignancy of such intuitive
assessmenis'l Mostof Ni e t z midgéneritssof historical psonalities were in
fact ad hominem evaluations ofjgasipsychological anduasiphysiological nature
(often based on anecdotal informatiényith fresentmend andfivulgarityo asbasic
itemsonNi et z erdomalitysscale

Hirsch (1986) and othehmve pointed to the fact that, in the course of his writings,

Ni et z appréciatidrsof Luther suffered a remarkable shift. In his earliest writings,
notably The Birth of TragedyLuther was associated with the Dionysian principle,
with fdrived, fimusic andfhealtt®.112 He emerged as a heroic figure, an intellectual
Hercules who put an end to tkiga contemplativaf medieval asceticism, a Nordic
double of the heroes of the Italian Renaissance, a true protagonist of the German soul
who could still be of cesiderable use in the struggle against romanticismrandh

like Wagner, a prominent spokesman of German gafetyunderneath thévisibled
aspect of German culturBlietzsche suspectednorevital, healthy, ageld, popular
force which during the Reforration, emerged suddenly and vehemently from its
abyss anevent personified by Luthdi4 He even refers to the Lutheran chorale as a
truly fiDionysian calb.

Of course, Nietzsche recognized that such a picture did not corresgondttoh er 6 s
own basic objeives. Therefore, a second, apparently incompatible element was
added: Luther was basically a plebeian buffoon who inadvertently became a hero, and
his heroism was at odds with the original intentions of his spiritual revolt. However,
due to his insufficiet understanding of the art of government (thatoisthe
technigues oéxercising power) he foolishly crushed the basic conditions for what he
had in fact wanted to support: Christianity. Indeed, as far as his intellectual talents
were concerned, he wasther the opposite oNi e t z sealhheréesi the
calculating andshrewd Renaissance politicians and popes, who weret her 8 s
principal foes.For Nietzsche,L ut h eejectios of thevita contemplativa for
instance, did not evolve out of a welbbnsideed judgement, and even less out of
dislike for Christianity as such, but rathout of his crude and lumpidipeasari
judgement concerning the lives of Saiht®

111 Untimely Meditations IWerkel, p. 254.

112 The Birth of Tragedy, § 23; Cf. On the Future of our Educational Institutions, where
Ni et zsche r efoeindoflutberthe-mieebésdne al t hy

113 Untimely Meditations IV.
114 The Bitth of Tragedy, § 23.

115 pawn of Day, & 88. In a famous letter to Brandes (20 November 1888] Nietzsche refers to
the Renaissance pope Cesare Borgia as the summit of Renaissance laughter, the perfect reversal
of Chr i GesareBorgiatalg Pafislasware der Sinn der Renaissance, ihr eigentliches
Symbob). Is Luther, the CountdPope at Wittenberg, a rehabilitation of Christian seriousness,
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Before long, however, a different picture of Luther emergeNinet zscheds
writings. Althoudnh he still considers him a plebeian buffoon, he now recognizes that
Luther had in fact saved Christianity from its impending ruin rather than devastating
it, by bringing the Renaissance to a halt and provoking the CeRefermation with
his lumpish and idiculous stubbornnessl® Nietzsche now sees him as a grim,
violent, retarded and backward mjmdstoring to life an epoch that haden on the
brink of becomingexpired. While the Renaissance is referred to by Nietzsche as the
Golden Age of our millenniumthe Lutheran revolt is considered hérst and
foremost foetl’ In short,Ni e t z midgéneert sf Luther beose unequivocally
negative. Luther becomes the perfect lout, the perfect personificatid@enman
lumpishness, the spokesman of tloeudestof instincts118 The Reformation is now
perceived by Nietzsche as a brutal, peasant version of Christianity, a pointless revolt
that emerged out of the primitive indignation of simpletbha fipeasant revaitin
the realm of morality, a ridiculous recurrencetlué originalfislave revolb, defying
and despising everythirgyistocratic refined andntelligent, while remaining at the
same time eager to obé¥9 Due to a rather coincidental concurrence of political
circumstances, Luther was not burned at the stigke away, but was allowed to
succeed in preventing the Renaissance from achieving its magnificent goal.

In short, Luther had suddenly become one of the great pessimists whose basic
motive was resentmed£l In a remarkable section dfuman, All Too Human
Ni et z sevideadjddgement of Luther is abundantly cl# At times, Nietzsche
claims, Fortuné $arces become dreadfully visible, like during the negotiations at
Regensburg between Luther aheé diplomat cardinaContinari. On the verge of a
peaceful sttlement,L u t hbmydheaad knécherneKopfi continuedits struggle
and resistance, full of suspicion and gloomy fear. For the sake of certain formula
which, due to their ideological and theological nature and their lack of
correspondence to any redljects or state of affairs, did not allow for any sensible

or the summit of parodical laughter: a grobian, plebeian isen for pope!

116According to Erik Erikson (1958862), it was Jacob Burckhardt who taught Nietzsche to
see in Luther the noisy German peasant who waylaid the march of Renaissance man.

117 6 Da g eagaist thd Renaissapdebt sich nun die Deutsche Reformation ab als ein
energischer Protest zurlickgebbeler Geister, welche die Weltanschauung des Mittelalters
noch keineswegs satt hatbekluman, All Too Huma, § 237; CfNietzsché semarks o d e r
Bauernkrieg und Pdbelaufstand, der tiber den geistigen Geschmack im Norden Europas Herr

gewordenistundwec her an dem groCen fiungei stigen Menscheno, a
hatted, Nachlass, Ill, p. 465.

118 ¢t | 6Wenn auf TeinenbelriechEmde Artkven hdteraei duchunur

von ferne hingewinkt wurde, dann wurden die Seelen der altengisdden frohlich sonst

waren sie verdrosséifHuman, AlkTooHu man | | 6The Wag882Z24)er and his Shado

119 The Gay Science, § 358.

120 pawn of Day, § 207.

121 pawn of Day, § 3, § 68; Thantichrist, § 61.

122 4y man , Al | Too Humanmd Aphbrism§&RP6.x ed Opi ni ons
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discussion, Germany went up in flames. Forces were put to work whose magnitude
remained ungralleled throughout modernitybut they were of a negative,
catastrophic and deplorable nattmher tha Dionysiant23

Hirsch claimed that this remarkable chang@lin e t z pdgdmerd was caused
by his accidental reading of the second volume of Jafssgaeschichte des
Deutschen Volkeg\lthough thisclaim is controversiglSalaquarda 1986)Nietzsche
did base his assessmenft_uther onsecondary sources, such as Jartssrstead of
on studying Luther himself with one exception. During a decisive episode of his
creative life in which he produced’hus Spoke Zarathustiend Beyond Good and
Evil, Nietzsche came to read (and greatly appreciate) the German Bibie (h e r 6
translation of the Scriptures) entsively. In fact, he immediately proclaimedu t h e r 6
Bible to be the most spledid German book and Luther would have appreciated
Ni et z pdgédmet)fer Lutherhimself considered his translation of the Bible his
most important achievement as a writer. Compared tot h Bibled Nietzsche
claimed, almost everything eli® Germanwas merefiteraturéd124 Once again a
rather ambiguous picture of Luthemerges. On the one hand, he is still considered a
lout and a buffoon. On the other hand, he is the unrivalled master of German prose.
The latter judgement was baseddn e t z ewn teadidgsof Luther, the formen
anecdotal eviden¢@rovided bysecadary sources

Probably because of his intensive readingLofi t h Bibled Nietzsche even
discernsa basic affinity with Luthei for example when he noticed thafpgrt from
Nietzsche himself Luther and Goethwere to be regarded the mdstisive evets
in the history of the German languakf® Hirsch and others pointed to the fact that
Ni et z =eadimgeod 21 t hRBible @reatly influenced the languageTdfus Spoke
Zarathustra Allison (1990) emphasizes the extent to which NietzschiEhirs Spoke
Zarathustrg borrowed from and relied on somelofi t hbagicéhstorical devices. |
alsoquite agree with HirsgthoweverthatNi e t z enitalioa dicdnot succeed in
equalling the original. On the contrary, comparedl to t htemslat®on of théNew
Testament(an overwhelming and magnificent literary achievemeértius Spoke
Zarathustra is artificial, tedious and decadent. Instead of being untimely and
antiromantic, Nietzsche in mamgspects remains a perfect representative of the
nineteenth centyr notably because of his negatieeighter, much like Luther was in
many ways a perfect representative offipaderd centuryof gaiety whichNietzsche
admired so mughout could not equal, let alone surpass.

Nietzsche increasingly came to despise thearyfovincial,peasantike aspec
of L ut hpmersahality. Yet at the same time he persisted in a rather positive and
apparently incompatible appreciation fou t hcemiaddscorum. For example when

S
S

123 1he Gay Science, § 148.
124 Beyond Good and Evil, § 247.

125 gch bilde mir ein, mit diesem Z[arathustra] die Deutsche Sprache zu ihrer Vollendung
gebracht zu haben. Es war, nach Luther und Goethe noch ein dritter Schrity; Briefran
Erwin Rohde, 22 Februdi884.
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Nietzscheclaims that, in the case of great men, toarse, the impudent and the
excessive (the atbo-human so to speak) allows for their influence to be contained
within certain boundariedecause of the suspicion itdtherwisebound to raisé26
Although at times emphasizing the terrible and tragion®svenL u t h keogréphy,
Nietzsche recagzed that the larger part of his oeutssdonged to the comical geste

In On the Genealogy of Moralsietzsche writes thaif one day someone would
interpret (in a truly psychological mannethe freal Luthed, something powerful
would emergeg19). But what would this real Luther look like? Elsewhere in the same
book @2, 8) Nietzsche had already explained that Wa@neerost cheerful episode
had been the one in which he had concerned himselflwitht hreariape. Had he
pursued his plans in this direction, Nietzsche claims, he would certainly have
produced a wonderful Luth@omedy. Instegche createdParsifal, the story of the
perfect simpletonas Nietzsche lpases it, infecting himselfith Catholidsm. Was
Wagner serious, was Parsifal really a tragedy, or rathareaddl to tragedy? Was
Parsifalwith its excesses and wilful exaggerations a parody on the tragic genre as
such, a comical piece in which Wagner finally reached the summit of artistic creation
being able to laugh at hims#/ with the implication that he had finally recovered
from pessimism? IiHuman, All Too HumarNietzsche included a little scene that
reads like a fragment from such a Luther com&&f/This comical scene (which in
fact resemlds or rather,parodies some of the actual conversations between Luther
and Melanchton recorded in the TischredéRY presents us with thikeab Luther
as perceived by Nietzsche: lumpish and gay, employing grotesque images,
transforming the terrible intdhe comical by connecting it with the material body
lower half.

In Ni et z siewhthedlmulk of L u t h theoldgy can be explained by his
peculiar, folksy logical instincts: his suspicion against arguments and eticifette
and, even more significant, higasant conception of truth, considering truth to be
something which someon@ha®, and someone else does ribaved i a rather
comical and wvulgar misunderstanding oftruth, according to Nietzsché31
Lutherthe-peasant, due to a deficient sense of reverandeetiquette, demanded the
right to speak witlfhisd God directly, without mediation and without embarrassment.
Indeed, his resistance against mediation by gipspes or sainswasfor Nietzschea

126Human, Al | Too Human |1, o&8W6xed Opinions and Aphori

127According to Nietzsche, an arwenmsetibarschches his summi't
zu lachen wei® The Gay Science, § 3.

128 | ther. Du redst heubwahr wie ein Engel, Bruder!
Schwarzedt (Melanchhon): Aber es ist der Gedanke deiner Feinde
Luther Sowab ei ne L¢ige aus dWhmtisTTauthd uman, AHTont er m ( 6
Humanll, § 66.

129 Cf., for instance, 5:5428.
130 on the Genealogy dflorals IlI, § 22.
131 The Antichrist, § 53.
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sign of peasant impertinence and ruderféss.

From aBakhtinian perspective, th&ischreden (fiTable Talk® or fiPrandial
Convers#ons), collected and published posthumously, constitute a crucial part of
L u t haehieGementrather than being a collection of raw materials from which the
theological conterftas to be carefully isolated by serious readers at the expense of an
enormous residue of grotesque and histrionic waste. Indeed, it iskawhere
considerable support can foeind for the picture of Luther as a popular buffoon. The
time-old affinity of food with the spoken word, of eating with speaking provides the
generic link between PlaioSymposiunandL u t h mandias conversations. The
laughing tone, the carefree vocabulary, the gross exaggerations, the fearless truth can
be found in bothLuthe® &old (and often abusive) language constitutes a perfect
example of what Bakin refers to ashefbanquet form of speech, liberated from fear
and piousness(1968, p. 297). Allow me to give a few examples in response to
Ni et z gudgeneedtsof Luther 8 commented on above, notaliyi et zscheos
remark on the basically peartdike logic Luther relied on.

One remarkable example of this logidiisi t hwversidn ®f proving the existence
of God. According to Luther, ghmost convincing argument demonstrgti@od s
existence ishe factthat acow gives birth to a coand never to a horse, and a hdise
a horse, and never to a cow; ergo, there must be someone who is guiding this
wonderful process of reproductid®3 Furthemore, Luther at times succeeifs
solving some tedious theological issoe other in agrotesque and peasdikte
manner. Take, forxample, the way he responds to theestion concerning Gods
responsibility for the existence of evil in the world, which came up in the course of a
discussionon how a certain section of th8econdBook of Samuehad to be
interpreted. Although in principle God is able to prevent all évither arguestHe
sometimes (for reasons that are bound to remain obscure to us) restricts Himself to
alleviating or contaiimg its harmful consequences. This is explained by Luther by
means of the following example. If someone is about to shit somewhere, God may,
instead of preventing it, induce him to retreat into some corner or other, rather than
emptying his bottom on thatle134 Suchconversation readike scenes borrowed

132 | uther, diese berestie und unbescheidenste Bauer... Luthers Widerstand gegen die

MittlerheiligenderKirb e (i ns b e s o n d &ls 8aw dem Bagdtwaq dhearsist T e u

kein Zweifel, im letzten Grunde der @érstand eines Ripels, den dige Etikette der Kirche

verdrossjene Ehrfurchtdtikette des hieratischen Geschmacks, welche nur die Geweihteren

und Schweigsamen in das Allerheiligste einléssnd es gegen die Ripel zuseBL. Diese

sollen ein fur ak Mal gerade hier nicht das Wort hatieaberLuther, der Bauer, wollte es

schlechterdings aeds... er wollte vor allem direk r ed e n, s e | bdanit seineand e n dungeniert
Gott reden..Nun, er had getan(On the Genealogy of Morals Ill, § 22).

133 Hoc est optimum argumentum, quod me multum saepe movit, quod ex generatione

specierum probat esse Deusin ku gebir allzeit ein ku, ein pferd ein pferd etc.; kein ku gebir

ein pferdnec equus vaccamErgo necesse est aliquid, quod ita gubernet cb{Bi&44Q.

134 scum autem Semei mal e agere vult, Alsso sagt Gott : Dem
wenn einer scheissen will, das kann ich nicht weren, aber das ers hieher thue auff den disch, das
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from popular farcerather than aargumens in theological debag3® i until one
recognizes that the transformation of the terrifying (the bewildering thought of God as
the omnipotent origin of evil) intthe comical id u t hasaess ® moral truth. It is
part of what Baktin refers to as théspecific truth of table tatk(1968, p. 117).

But how could someone who argues in this manner, clairiagour aperture
produce either truth or dung, whileonsistently comparing his adversaries to
arseholes and sows wallowing in the mire, actually succeed in preparing the way for
modern moral experiened a k h tdngepd sf parody and the grotesque will allow
us to further our understanding of this questishich was raised rather than sedv
by Nietzsche. From a Bhknian perspective, Luther became the master of German
prose because he acted as the spokesman of popular lauglgbterds the basic,
vital and Dionysiarforce at work inL u t hlangudgeThis is the hypothesis that
will be put to the test in the subsequent sections of this chapter, in which some of
L ut hwriting svill be submitted to anore careful rereading. Will discard the
standard (piousaccount, which can be found in almost gvartroduction to his
writings, holdingthat the quintessena# L u t hweork éngst be carefully separated
from those elemnts which seem merely anealpas well as those which nowadays
are consided disturbingly grotesque in short those elements whichave been
floveremphasizedby ill-dispsed (notably Catholic) readgsuch as this author)

3., OOEA & Ad, AEdR%

Nietzschebased hisppreciation of Luthemostly on anecdotes. Alreadjuring his
life-time Luther was surrounded by a host of biopieal or quasbiographical
legends hehimself referred to them asdgends fiLiigende). Some of thenseem
at least partially true, howevebecause thefocus attention on certain significant
aspects of his achievement which might otherwise escae stsort, we should not
reject them altogether. Maveer, they are padf the timeold canivalesqudradtion.
Carnivalesquéegends, Balitin tells us, debase the hero and bring him down to earth.
They familiarize and humanize him and bring him up ¢lbse they do sdwithout
harming the genuinely heroic core of the ina968, p. 109).

Among the most obstinate of these Luthemgi@ndsVan Bakel 1946}s the claim
that he descended from a line of notorious drunkards and superstitious simpletons,
while he himself appreciated what he euphemistically referred to as a prope¥3ink.

will ich weren und sprich: in winckel! (V, 5225)).

135 simons (190) points out that, whereas in the case of a sermon scenes form every life
provide a clue which enables one to focus attention on the spiritual (that is, the lower is
connected with the higher), in the case of parody it is tiwer avay around: the higher

degaded and reduced to the level of the lower (p. 74). Many prandial conversations are
difficult to subsume with certainty either under the genre of parody or under the genre of the
sermont their generic identity remains ambivalent.

136 6 wer nbt Weimt Weib une Gesang, der bleibt ein Narr sein Leberdliarane of
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It has often been claimed that the many physical ailments that disturbed him in his
later years were caused by excessive food and #fihland that he died from hitting
thehay with an overburdened stomach. Anothegkead holds that he firmly believed

in the existence of devils, while others suggest that he encouraged gross sensuality
and libertarianism pecca fortifel) and that his basic motive for starting the
Reformaton was his personal inability to hold on to celibdé§.All these liegends
support the image of Luther as a popular buffoon, an impious, gluttonous,
fimpossibl®, ridiculous monk, a character such as can be encountered in early
madern novels and populartaes.

Furthermore, there is another set ofdends that persistently portray him as a
hardheaded, stubborn peasantlfully blocking serious possilities for consensus
and reasonablsettlement. Although these images of Luther are (at least partly)
deploredand considered incorrect by scoresather experts, these experts do admit
that (albeit most unfortunatelyhiey are encouraged and nouristgdsome peculiar
(but allegedlyinessentigl features of his achievementnotablythe fact that his
writings at timesexcel in coarseness and verbal abuse, while in some respects he
remained attached toertain figothi®d remnants whichbefore long came to be
consideredhsoffensive to reason, such as his ratheriti@thl andfigothia opinions
concerningdevils, and even hi¢from a modernistic perspectiveemimedieval
understanding of the Communion. When he claims just a few days before his death to
have spotted a devil sitting on a raiipe, in the shape of a black dog exposing his
behind, one is ind& reminded of the gothigrotesquegemonic ornaments still to be
seen on the roofs and drains of gothic cathedrals, borrowed from late medieval
popular imagination.

All his biographers agree that the picture of Luther as a person contains several
astmishing contradictions. During his student years, someone referred to him as
musicus et philosophicua desciption whichseems to poirtb the clairobscure, the
blend of gay and gloomy inhis personality. At times he was quite gentle and
indulgent, butat other times he was ferocious and inflexible. He was both a
revolutionary and a conservative, both a scholar and a prophet, both a national figure
and apater familias In short, he seemed to exemplify in optima forma the energetic
but politically unrelable, early modern temper referred to by Marfgsbiaro.

his most famous line$n case one is tormented by temptation or nausea, or falls short of faith,

Lut her recommends sexual i thueeinenguentsid,foand substanti al
a Christian ought to remain a gay sort of person, while the devil will att@ntyrn him into a

melanchol¢: Ein christen soll ein frolich mensch séirischreden, 3:3298].

137 &ressen und sauferct. the passage in the Tischreden where heleaés what is

consumed by him each year in view of his growing too fat, and is embarrassed and astonished at

the result $edens et edens in mensa dixg: 3258].

138 | fact, one of the reasons for LutBefther to object to his son becoming a mordsw

his prediction that Main, in view of theinnate physical temperament of the Luders, would not

be abletoendureamars t i ¢ r e g famlg-nainé wabrlgiratlyGzelled_uder).
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There was already something remarkable in his physique, in the architectonics of
his body. Instead of bowing his head while walking, as he was taught in the convent,
he strode along with his aé facing the sky. His face bears the expression of peasant
firmness, stubbornness and humowe are told that in his youth his glaneas
uncanny, almost unbearably. 9during the examinations at Worms, his adversaries
shuddered before his ghastly, deficoaspect and one of them, Nuntius Aleander,
describes how Luther made his appearance with an idiotic expression of laughter on
his face, which seems to have suggested something like a blustering fire or a raging
storm.The Dominican cardinalajetanus, iis said, refused to continue the dispute at
Augsburg because he felt intimidated bg gloomy profundity of u t hgaze 6 s

But onother occasions, notably during his lateange he emerges as a gay, merry
and laughing figure whose physical appearamsarks the rejection of medieval
asceticism. We are also told that he moved his members vividly while preaching or
praying. His devotion was of a merry natdf®, and he actually coined a special term
for it: Friedigkeit As Preuss justly noted, one canngiasate Luther from his sense
of humaur (1947, pp. 5465). His merriment was as abundant as his rage. His verbal
aggression was as ferocious as it was gay. There is irresistible wit at work in the way
he keeps comparing his enemies to hogs, goats, sresiks,alogs and others farm
animals!40 L u t hlanguage clearly excels in carefree humiolsstund trink, auf
einem vollen Bauch stehet ein frohlig Hauge is not gay and merry on occasions,
but intrinsically merry, writing in thdasic mood of laughtewhereas it is the dedils
basic objective to turn us infinelancholiacs141

In the literature Luther isoften presented as an unstahiletermediary figure, a
transition between the world of medieval dogma (unable to retain him) and that of
modern phibsophy (unwilling to admit him), something like an obedient rebel or a
brisk neurotic, both restoring and adulterating the Word of God. All biographers,
however,unanimously point to his astoniely gift for language and this vulgar
humaur, his folksy maners;his excessive reliance on verbal abuse. Erik Erikson
(1958/1962) has drawn a very famous psychological portrait of him as a young man.
Thefifolksyo aspects of. u t hpensobality are explained as remnants of his rather
humble descent: his nostald@ the hard simplicity of peasant life, his vulgarity and
blockheadedness, his preoccupation with saws, mud, soil and fertility, his
stubbornness and rebelliousness, as well aggoighiad preoccupation with devils.
Eriksord ®ook is primarily on yound.uther and he discerns a markedfatiénce
between the youngstéa fascinating, highly giéd neurotic)and the older mara
sturdy, voluble tablealker who looked back on his past as a mytholdgica

139 cf hisfirstspiritual 6 Nun freut e dmeih/undlaBtens&ohligChr i sten g

springenm.
140 A linguistic device employed by the church as well. Cf. the first lirexstirge, Doming
the famous papal bull that condemnaetdnddic m: ORi se to You

damage Your vineyardo
141 6ryistitia instrumentum Sathanad:2840].
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autehagiography, indulging himself in florid selévdations with athistrionic flair,
contributing selected memories to what was about to become his official identity.
Erikson expresses his distaste for those histriaiterdinner exaggeratiodsthose
ffolksy exaggerations of his tablalk vocabularg (p. 139), considering them
fundisciplinead, firresponsiblé andfigrotesque (p. 147)i falthough for a few years
Luther occupied the stage of history with some ofédklibitionisticgrandeur of a
Renaissance man, there is no dohhbt he concluded higfe in obese provinciality

(p. 194).

Young Luther, on the other hand, is considered a gifted but severely disturbed
youth whosecausebecame hisure Indeedl u t hcage Bistory is said to consist of
marked periods of manic productivity that alterdateith severe depressive
breakdowns in which his inclination towards gaiety was eclipsed by his chronic
tentationes tristitiag or even by utter despaiBesides psychologich ailments,
Erikson studieghbhysical problemsas well. Luthesuffered from lifelmg constipation
and urine retentioh?2 due to chronic melancholia and kidney problems which he,
after leaving the monastery, tried to counter by consuming huge amounts of beer and
eating ravenously. Erikson suggests, howewbgt in view of his immobile
circumstances, already during his stay at the Wegtllwt also later in lifehis
enjoyment of food and beer greatly aggravated his sadness and his constipation as
well as his preoccupation with the lower parts of his body. Erikson tefisiasvould
spealof fibeing on | abour o when his kidney stones ma
passed, he announced the elimination of Gargantuan quantities of fluid: eleven
buckets at one tingg(p. 245)143 Indeed, he wagbawdyd about hisfbulky body,
flobviously enjoyed barty food and plenty of bagras well agbelching and farting
His grotesque body language and filawdy jokes are explained as expressions of
neurotic symptoms, a¥egressed, defiant obstinacyand his obscenity is said to
express thdneeds of i maniedepresive natur® while his repudia and anal
witticisms as well as hiimany nasty and provocative statemeiftgth which he set
fia lasting bad example to his peaplare considered an indication of regressive,

142 Apart from all of ths, Luther also suffered froeonstant buzzing and whizzing in his

ears, which Erikson attributes to a chronic middle ear infection. He even suggests thét kuther
spiritual wedceonghtbelexpiined bynhis fact (p. 244), much like

Nietzsche suggested tifato c r a t G@isroncei c e 0 ¢ o u leat prdblem$atStor ii sut ed t o
vielleicht auch das Damonion des Sokrates ein Ohrenleiden, das er sich gemaf seiner

herrschenden malischen Denkungsart nur anders, als es jetzt geschehen wirde, adsgelegt

(Human, All Too Human |, § 126).

143 Luther was in the Hat of keeping hisfriends nf or med about his physical condi
Lord has kicked me in the as$ie writes in a famoustter to Melanchion from the Wartburg,
6and my stool i s so urag dand astwe atl2Mapdspe ta rliod ooff iptrde s s

Indeed, he begs Melantion to pray for a healthy stool. In his letter of 27 February 1537, once
again to Melanclhion, he reports that, as he got up one night and tried to piss in vain as usual,
God suddenly opened up his ureter and bladder and enabled him to release a huge amount of the
kind of liquid which is considered inferior by others but of precious value tfoek dtimself.

Moreover, he reports that this very letter had been written while alternately pissing and writing.
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obsessive transference.

Up toa certain point, Erikson claimk, u t hbedy éasguage could be explained
as being in accordancettvicontemporary aestheti¢&eople in those days expressed
much more openly [the emotional implications] of the primary bodily functions. We
permit ourseles to understand them in a burlesque show, or in circumstances where
we can laugh off our discomfort; but we are embarrassed when we are asked to
acknowledge them in earnégp. 205). In his later years, howevéwhenL ut her 6 s
freedom of speech occasidiyadeteriorated into vulgar license, he went far beyond
the customary gay crudity of his early dags. 206)i andErikson cites the following
line taken from the Prandial Conversations as an exaiffi@m like ripe shit, and the
world is a gigantic aswholed.144 Instead of considering u t hamal \giticisms a
symptonatic of a neurotic, obsess concern with defecation or as evidence of
psychic decline, Will rather stress th@rotesque speeajenre to which they belong,
in which excremental imagesther than conveying a negative mood, are associated
with reproduction, fertility, and life, with birth, dying and being reborn, with laughter.

L u t hgeotesgsainderstanding of the body displayed throughout his praa
conversations, of which catlessexample could be cited. élrefers to the nose as
the head ktrine, with the implication that God has to accept prayers whelsad
from underneath a privd#° while consideringsomeond sapacity for defecation
(which in his case had begreaty affected by monastilife) a sign of good health
[3:3006]. Moreover, according to Luther, as the physical deb@geraichs was satd
increase instead of decrease with emasculation, he recommends that one should rather
put on a second pair of testiclgan to have his natural pair cut off [3:2865]. And
during a conversation with Lukas Cranach (referred to as a person of comparable
gaiety) which took place in an orchard, Luthesinged out that they in fact fed
themselves from a peasénbuttocks whoseshit contained the seeds which had
produced the trees, etc. [3:3210a].

EvenL ut h relatibnship with the eVil displays all the features of grobian
laughter such as can be found in the writings of Rabelaiotir®l contemporaries.
Via grobian laughte the terrible gothic creature is transformed into a jovial
companion. Inhis later years, Luther had come accept the dewil £ompany
[3:3154; 3: 3208], although at times they would still quarrel and Luthefdwmel
disturbed by his presendeuther jstified the obsity of his laer years by saying that
he wanted to grow sufficiently fab chokethe devil, if by anychance he were to
swallow him, so that hevould feel forced to spit him out again. He defines sexuality
mainly in terms of the physicalegessity to rid oneself of bodily discharge, and
discusses itin a downto-earth folkish manner. It is a cure against melancholia
inflicted by a devil. Luthebelievedin the presence of demons atlils, hiding in

144 4| crhderbeiffe Dreck, so ist die ®it das weitédrschloch... Ich danck dir, lieber Gott,
das du michessest unter deinem geringen Hemiff seird, 5:5537.

145 gyasus enim est latrina capjtsteht einem Uber demawl,immo ipse Deusnuss alle
Gebet und Gotts dienst unter dem Sshaus geschehen laséd8:2807].
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forests, waters, marshes adduds, prducing all kinds of weather effects which,
according to Luther, were mistakenly attributed to unknown natural causes by
philosophers angbhysicians [3:2829]. fie cevil would tempthim to enterinto a
theological deb, or causesome kind of physical ailnme. While residing at the
Wartburg, Luther claims to have thrown walnatsl inkpotsat him [3:2885].

All this verifies themood of laughter at work ib u t hneodetfspeech. Yet, the
most prominat of all the Luther liegends,one which happens to beug, if only
becausé.uther himself isthe source of itconcerns his basic experience of revelation,
the very turning point of his spiritual lifiea story which continuetb embarrass his
followersfor centurieswhile providinghis enemies with an easargetfor ridicule:
the decisive experience which came to be known a3 dnmerlebnisi or fiower
experience, which will be discussed in the following secsoBut first | will explain
my Bakhtinianconceptual framework and methodology.

4. Luther as a contemporary of Rabelais

The narrative ol. u t hliéeraddsperformance has triggered considerable attention
throughout the ages. Countless biographical studies about him have been published.
As arule, he is presented as a serious, fanatic, depressedgloomy figure. In his

own selfnarrative, however, another, often neglected side of his personality emerges.
Notably in hisTischrederi Table Talk or Prandial Conversatiohkuther stands out

as a gay and jolly figure, a contemporary of Rabéef&isThese conversations,
although predominantly devoted to comments on the Scriptures, are crammed with
jokes, verbal abuse, parodfrancparler, colloquialisms, folksy witticisms and
laughter. Bak t $boofk on Rabelais (1968) allows to recover fitiemicalsided of
Luther. Moreover, by relying oB a k h treading of Rabelais, we become aware of
the crucial and intimate relationshiplinu t hveriting setween truth and laughter.

The turning point in his biography, as well as in his reading of the Biblheis
so-called Tower Experiencéilurm Erlebni®): a comical scene, quite in accordance
with the genre conventions of late Medieval and Renaissance comical narrative. His
extraordinary gift for language and his profound acquaintance with vernacular speech
genres (the unofficial and unpublished spheres of language) allowed him to revitalize
and familiarize Christianity, to reform its standard chronotopes, and to create the
German language.

In my rereading of Luther, Bdkt $ bodk on Rabelais will functioras my
principal guide, although | will rely on other works by Bd#ik as well (notably
Bakhtin 1988). Bak t $ methods and concepts will Fapplied to the case of
Luther. That s, | will read Luther in a way that is reminiscent oftBaks reading of

146 All references refer to the Weimar Edition of Lutheworks, containinghe Tischreden in
six volumesDr. Martin Luthers Werke. Kritische Gesamtausgaldeimar: Bohlaus,
19131921.
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his grotesque French contemporary. Yet, evBapplicatiom always entails a
reassessment of tlimstrumend as well.

Those who regard Luther as an excessively serious figufegatash (someone
who doesot laugh simply have notead him. In his wtingsT thatis: in the original,
un-adapted, unexpurgated versions of his writindgughter, verbadbuse and other
elements ofgrotesque aesthetics are omnipreséhtWhoever glances through
introductions and editorial comments to the published vessainhis works will
notice the countles@apologies made by editors regarditige crudeness and
coarseness of his langudgtheyare hardly ever absent. Time and again we are urged
to ignore the grobian aspects of his style and in many editions, condeffabt is
made to tone down hitorious earthiness. My rereadiisgan effort at retrieval and
rehabilitation. IfL u t hwerbab laughter is silenced and omitted, he is bound to be
misunderstood. The established reading strategy which relies onistivectibn
between serioucontend and grobiarfresidu® cannot be rejected firmly enough.
Those who read Luther with an unprejudiced eye will be struck by the Ralilatais
tone and quality of his stylend languagéZwart 1999)

I will first summariz B a k h thaokot Rabelais by pointing out a basiet of
oppositions on which itests. Subsequently, | willread Luther as a contemporary of
Rabelaisfirst of all by drawing attention to a crucial scend.im t hligerinGwvhich
the grotesque settin of his work is exemplified in a highly cdensed and
emblematic form and subsequently stressing the importance of thexcremental
grido as a basic perspective that allows Luther to come to teithdis ideological
environmentwithout disavowing hisrustic, downto-earth origins. Finally, | will
briefly present. u t hbéogrépky as a sequence of typical chronotopes, separated by
instances of metamorphosis.

5. Rabelais and his world

B a k h famou®study of popular genres of literary laught868) is no doubt a rich

and complex work. Yet, it relies on a fundamental scheme that consists of a series of
basicoppositions, notably(1) the opposition on the level of discourse between the
lofty and serious speech genres of official discourse vénsuanguage of the market
square; (2) the opposition on the level of basic moods between the basic mood of late
medievalfigothiad terror versus the basic mood of laughter; (3) the opposition on the
level of aesthetics between classicist canonization g#sthetics of the sublime)
versus the aesthetics of the grotesque. Let me briefly explege oppositions that
allow me to summarizB a k h inmpnes8iwe book.

147 Many of his writings are written in an offensive tone, built up in the form of abuse of others

and expressed i n t he reamentabelpletivesrtywhithchéewas oar se and exc
particularly addi ct é dethal éblise,halvevérongdinotapurely6) . Lut her
negative phenomenon. Being witty and jolly, he fienjoy
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The serious speech ges of official discourseachieve stabilisation via
canonization and he production of an artificially neutralized nomenclature:
ideologically reliable words, functioning in a quasitomatic manner; a basic set of
terms, concepts and neologisms, constituting a stable, reliable, predictable circuit.
Once one enters this aiit, its inherent logic will prove irresistible. It seems
impossible to detach the official words from their established ideological meanings.
The production of legitimate speech acts is predetermined by fixed procedures. Those
speech acts that fail to mehe established criteria are regarded as illegitimate.

In the 18" Century, the paradigmatic example of such a system ofdgieallly
reliable elements wahe mechanical discourse of scholastic theology: the truth game
of the Srbonnites, relying o pecular, technical kind of Latin, containing a large
sample of typical neologisms and academic phrasgisatingfixed and unavoidable
shortcircuits between terms and meanings, fixed procedures for producing legitimate
verbal utterances. For thoseavwntered this system, it was impossible to escape from
its powerful grid, its firm discursive sway, its truth regime, from the powerful,
invisible hand guiding the production of written as well as spoken discourse.

The unstable and ideologically unrddia languages of the market usqge,
however, functioned as eounterpart. In these unpublished spheres of speech the
ideological and vulnerable nature of official discourse was suddenly revealed. Serious
idioms were ridiculed, degraded and travestied, fandd themselves accompanied
by their icomic doublé. On the market square it was revealed that there are no
ideologically reliable genres, no indifferent or neutral words, only artificially
neutralized ones. All words belong to particular speech gemeé®\very genre has a
peculiar logic and persuasiveness of its own. The language of the market square
constituted an encyclopaedia of genres, idioms, dialects, proverbs, jargons, in short: a
living heteroglossia. It constituted a setting in which the qoesble nature of an
apparently inviolable discourse suddenly found itself exposed to ridicule. On the
market square, the mood of seriousness, the sway of terror suddenly gave way to the
liberating mood of laughter.

Laughter as we have seeis regarded Y Bakhtin as an essentiabfm of truth in

i t s o wagertainiagpbcts ofthé@worddr e only acce@d¥8,p.l e to | aughter
66). True laughter is a philosophical principle in its own right with a peditgico
of its own thatgrleabern atesi bromefnsbe: fearo (p.

Laughter opens up the deep comical aspect of the world. It allows reality to appear in
a carefree manner. What the mood of laughter reveals is that there are no
extratemporal truths. Laughter is the suddevarenes of the lack, the shortcomings
andvulnerabilities of established discourse, of the officiathtrotherwise held to be
immutableand indisputable. Gay and carefree laughter is a positive, affirmative force,
an affirmation and rehabilitation tfe, notably of its bodily aspects.

Laughtets peculiar logic relies on a series of basic techniques. One of them is
comic reversal or the practice of turning serious connections ugeitie. Socrates
may stand as an example here: the philosophicarjeste hero of the famous
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seriacomical dialogues whose speech acts abound with laughtdroughmuch of

it seemslost in the serious (modern) translations of Fiaswork. In the famous
farewell scene ilPhaedg as we have seeocrates mocks and iidles the tragic

view of life, in which life is equated with health, while death is regarded as the
ultimate illness. INS o ¢ r ssspeech actdragic phrases are parodied, put between
quotation marks and cilejestingly The tragic view of life gives wato an
atmosphere of gaiety and laughter when Socrates turns the logic of tragedy
upsidedown by proving that life itself is the disease and death the ultimate remedy. In
other words, the shedircuit life=health : death=disease that had functioned as th
apparently indisputable grounding of the tragic view, suddenly finds itself abolished
and disunified, in order to give way to a completely new, unexpected and liberating
set of equations: life=illness : death=remédgquationghat were to become quite
important during subsequef€hristian) centuries. The basic signifiers of ancient
morality were put between quotation marks and, subsequently, their interconnections
became radically reverse8.o ¢ r saversian @f acheerful death parodied tragic
coneptions of life and death and rendered them lessesilént.

A second technique consists in playing with words, notably hiftiognor adding
a character or two. Bakin gives many examples of this. Take for instance the last
words uttered by Christ dhe crossSitio( il a m t leansureniatum @6t fial nt d
is accomplishedod). I n medi eval parodi es, the | at
intoconsumatumes$tii | t | s ¢ echargingievdtiddigestive davan sexual
connotations. A minothange (the omission ohe letter) immediately has a comical
effect and transfons a solemn tragedy intawore jovial scene.

This example also involves a third technique: the degradation of the serious and
lofty by connecting it with elements of bodilife, preferably the body dower
stratum. Due to the omission of the letter the final words of Christ suddenly
become associated with eating, drinking and intercourse. This technique is of central
importance to the speech genres of the grotesque. BEerfumctioning on a lofty
plane are degraded by associating them with eating, digestion, defecation and other
bodily processes. Let this suffice as a summarB af k h tstudy. 8Mhat can be
gained by reading Luther from this perspective?

6. The tower ex perience: the issue of locality

The official reading of Lutherelieson a basic procedure, a reading strategy, a basic
prejudice as we have seerrrom the very outset wgnewcomers)are urged to
distinguish betweaethe theological content of thvork i which is to be preserved and
purifiedi and the vulgar remainder, the grobian elements that are abundantly present
in his writings (and even highly characteristic of his style), but must be regarded as
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irrelevant or even inconvenient from a theologicahpof view.*® The canonization

of Luther from the 1% Century onwards involved a purification of gia,
premodern elements. My reading of Luther, however, starts form the contention
that it is impossible tdetachfiofficial 6 content from the vulgaiés and obscenities of

his language, simply because there is a foretdal congeniality betwedsoth. It was

the basic mood of laughter that allowed him to discern a new and liberating truth in a
setting that was still dominated by gothic terror.

In Luthe &standard biography two decisive turnipgints emerge. The first of
them came to be known as tB®tternheim Erlebnis the Stotternheim experience.

One day, whilestill a student and on his way from Eisleben to Eramtjapproaching

the small vilage of Stotternheimyoung man Luther was suddecBught ina terrible
thunderstorm thdtightened him to death arnerrified him so muclthat,paralysedby

a sudden flash ofighting quite near, he made hiamous vow to Saint Anne to
become a monkBesidesbeing terrified by the storm itself, he was struck with fear
and despair at the prospect of facing divine judgement. Indeed, he was overwhelmed
by all the ghastly terrors of late medieval lifehe whole scenés an emblematic
picture oflate medievalgothic terror, of the gloomy atmosphere in which Luther
spent his earlier yearSubsequently, while trgig to become a perfectmoriku t her 6 s
sensiblity remained thoroughly gothiand melancholic. His basic experiential mood
was one of fear and despadthier than laughter. He desperately tried to subdue his
sense of guilt by means of a rigid regime of fasting, freezing and isolating himself in
his celli all to no avail.

At a certain point, however, at a time when he was completely absorbed by his
readng of the Psalter and the Epistles of Saint Paotiafoly the ones addressing the
Christians ofGalatiaand Romg Luther experienced a spiritual transformation in
which thehorrible scene, théhunderbolt experience near Stotternhefound its
reversalits antipodelndeed, this new experience constituted its comic dolthlas
another decisive taing-pointin his biogaphy, thdransition from a gothic, inhibited
youth™*® into an astonishgly productive midife, known as th&urm Erlebnig the
Towerexperiencd representing grotesque scene par excellence. It is recounted by
Luther himself during one of hiischredernPrandial Conversations, Table Talks]
and recorded by visitors in three versions. Before analysing the narrative as such,
however, v must first pay attention to the genre characteristics of the document that
contains it.

The Tischredenconstitute aremarkable part ofl ut h eeuMesL ut her 6s
ideological heirs tended to regard it as a huge collection of matfeaal which the
thedogical content had to be carefully isolated at the expense of an enormous residue

18 This is the Lutheran version of Voltagemage of th&emple du Go(fTemple of Taste],

referred to by Bakhtin (1968): an intellectualist image of heaven in which all the great works of

world literature are thoroughly rewritten and purified by angels.

YA youngster fidrendhddiiln trgwt,erniens sitehred muntve and invisi
lifedo (Bakhtin 1988, p. 135).
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of grotesque and histrionic wast8.From a Baktin-like perspective, however, itis a
crucial part ofL u t hatpud, $or several reasons. To begin with, it is a work that
provides considerable support for the picture of Lutherfp®pular foob, someone
remarkably familiar with te genres of grobiataughter; someone moreover whose
reading and writing practice was intimately connected with abundant food intake,
with eatirg and drinking, with laughter. Indeed, thischredemevitalize the timeold
affinity between food, drink and the spoken word. The laughing tone, the carefree
vocabulary, the gross exaggerations, the fearless truth and the astonishing,
uninhibited scholahip of L u t h Eischeslenare quite in accordance with the
speech genre referredtoby Békas At he Banquet form of speech, I
fear and piousnesso (1968, p . 297) . In his | ater
former nun) and family théormer Black Cloister. Besides his many children, a
variable number of poor students lived with him and shared his hospitable table. Over
dinner, while eating and drinking heartily, he was in the habit of entering into
discussions with them in a ratherefaee manner. The bulk of these conversations are
devoted to comments on the Scriptures. Until the end of his life, Luther continued his
intense reading of the Bible, and the Prandial Conversations basically contain the
protocol of this reading practice

Yet, othergenres are preseas well. Notably, the Prandial Conversations contain
a huge series of comic stories and jokes.my knowledgel u t htalent as a
comic writer never have received the attention they deserved, but should we collect
thesgokes and stories from thiéschredena comic novel could easily be composed
out of them. These storiase crammed with jovial indecencies and comic expressions
and they often built on jokes.

Take for instance the story about the lazy priest who, idstéasaying his

obligatory prayers, was in the habit of recitini
receive these letters and be so kind as to compose from them the canonical chants
Yoursel fo [2973]. Or 0 glog who sistook Kis neddosu t the butche

testicles for the bowels he was cleaning and swallowed thaistory which arose
during a discussion over the etymology of the wimbnkd which, according to
Luther, was derived from an old German namefiastrated horeg2981]. Or the

story alout the priest who, as he witnessed a dog urinating in his censer, asked
whether the animal had turned Lutheran. Suchturted stories, reminiscent of
Boccaccio, Rabelais and others, narrated by Luther over his hospitable table,
contributed considerablio the merry atmosphere of his prandial conversations.
Indeed, the world seemed full of gaiety, with everyone mocking everyone else, and

%0 The catholic biographer John Todd also urges us to exercise care in using the Table Talk.

Alt i s quite easy to make a sel eoftacbaree from passages
blasphemero (Todd 1964, p. 8).

151 Certain connections could be discerned between his daily digestion of the Bible and food

intake, a connection that complements the obvious one (made by Luther at several occasions)

between writing and defecatio
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Luther joining in with Renaissance laughter. Th&sehrederwere recorded by the
visiting students mentioned aboweho were in the habit of taking notes. They
functioned as théthird persodin L u t hpeivaté lfe, fieavesdropping as Baktin

calls it, on the private, intimate spheres of his speech, making the private public
(1988, p. 124). The compilation of themsetes eventually resulted in enormous,
macaronic heaps of text, scattered over no less than six bulky, carefully annotated
volumes, with vernacular, untrimmed German constantly passing over into scholarly
Latin and vice versa offering the modern reader geading experience beyond
comparison.

Now somewhere in these conversations we suddenly find it narrated how young
Luther, after having experienced a gloomy and gothic childhood and adolescence, full
of hadship, while brooding over a very disturbing gage inthe Scriptures, all of a
sudden discerns a new and unexpected truth. And Luther quite frankly points out that
this happened to him while dwelling inside a mdrtiatrine. Let us look into these
entries in thélischrederin more detail [3232a].

For days and weeks young man Luther, a monk in the monastery of the Black
Friars, had been pondering over a welbwn phrase taken from the Epistles of Saint
Paul, a terrifying phrase that drove him into utter despastitia Dei Nowadays we
may find t difficult to understand why these words meant so much to him, but in
L u t hepactdtey constituted the very heart of the omnipresent gothic atmosphere
of moral anxiety asdepicted for example in the famous painfirtge Last Judgement
by Hieronymus Bech. In those days, Luther (like many of his contemporaries) was
overwhelmed by a sense of guilt, an awareness of his deficient, sinful nature, spotting
devils everywhere. In the established circuits of gothic theology, the plustiiz
Dei had acquireda fixed and indisputable meaning: Divine Justice = Divine
Punishment. Justicend punishment functioness synonyms. And this shegircuit
of gothic theology inevitably produced a terrible syllogism, the basic syllogism of the
gothic ethic of fear: (1) W are constantly falling short and unable to improve
ourselves, (2) We will be judged by God, (3) Ergo, God will punish us. The
frightening image of the punishing Deity greatly reinfordedi t h aptitifiles for
depression and melancholy. There simply wapnogpect of escape.

The Renaissance solutidn by continuous exercise we are able tescelpt
ourselves into an elegantly cultivated harmonious body and even to realize the typical
grandeur of Renaissance miamasnot available to late medieval moriasm*>?

For althoughmonastic 0 o d twas devoted to selfimprovement through physical
and spirituakxercise, it was askesis in the sense of abstinence rather than moderation,

152 Nietzsche, a great admirer of the Renaissance practice-ofhpetivement, in the course

of which individuals transform their life and body into a work of art, recognized that this effort

at glorificationi Verklarungi of the body eventually met witan insurmountable limit: the

Unterleibi fiDer Unterleib ist der Grund dafiir, dass der Mensch sich nicht so leicht flir einen

Gotthdd (t he abdomen is the reason whiBeyondn does not easi
Good and Evil§ 141; 1966, p. 89.
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and Luther had experienced that sexual abstinence increases the bodilyattess,
than subduing them, transforming them into a truly diabolical fdrcehort, we are
unable to improve ourselves and the terrifying prospect of an omnipotent, punishing
God was an image omnipresent in gothic art. It was a prospect that gredtiscezin

L u t hphysiéabkailing as well. His rural, folkish body never managed to adapt itself
to monastic asceticism and he continuously suffered from severe constipation.

Many years later, during one of his Prandial Conversations, an obese and
goodheated Luther told those gathered around his hospitable table the following
story. In those days, he told them, the terrible wéjaisto andfjusticed used to strike
him like lightning and it terrified him merely to hear them uttered. For in his still
gothic mind, justice was inevitably associated with punishment. But one day, while
lingering in the tower in which the moaksloaca was located, reflecting on a most
obscure phrase in the Epistle of Saint Paul to the Christians of Rome, where it is
suggestedhiat those who are justified through faith shall live (1:17), it suddenly
dawned on him that, rather than being punished by God, it i6 @Gmtice by which
we are justified or rectified and saved from sin. For a modern reader, it may be
difficult the grap immediately the tremendous sifirance of this new interpretation
Indeed, we tend to fall silent for a while, or feel urgedetead these lines over and
over again, without gaining a clear understanding at first. What is Luther pointing at?
What hashappened?

What we in fact witness here is the basic truth of the spiritual movement that came
to be known as the Reformation, formulated forwhegy first time in an untrimmed,
primordialversion. The bulk of u t htleepldyg (a theory about to shakerBpe to
its very foundations) is contained irete few, remarkably comic lintat rather read
like a parody of revelatiorin thesewo words the nucleus d?rotestant theology is
captured Indeed,L u t hggarficscorpus of writing ighe discursiveecho of that
tremendous roar of laughter that overtook irhac turri, in qua secretus locus erat
monachorumlt was a lauglthat subvertedotany particular phrase or concept, kat
whole epoch, a whole worldaughter with historical generative forae triumph of
life over gloomy seriousness (Batin 1988, p. 194). A new style of reading was
bestowed on him in a mofikgrivy I Diese Kunst hat mir der Heilige Geist aliéser
cl[oaca] auf dem thorm gegebér® For Luther we are utteripcapable of impraing
ourselves » means of works or exercise @t we remain guilty before God, who
nevertheless takes pity on us by saving and rectifyifigatiteassome of us. In short,
we are irrepataly doomed, nothing can save asgo God will save us.

Of couse, this revelation, notably the use of the word ergo, has nothing to do with
propositional logic; it is a truth of faith, which cannot be recapitulated by reAsdn.
yet, once we allow this revelatory trufh the sense dff & e ¢ tO entér our min@nd

153 This art [of reading] was bestowed unto me by the Holy Spirit in this c[loaca] in the tower

[3232b]. He now read the Scriptures, notably this terrifying passage, with a completely

transformed eye. Suddenly, h e tidejodtisgones, @At he words ca
another and smiling in agreemento.
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operrup our world once we really open ourselves to it, it becomes irresistible: it is not
something which can be denied or rejected. We are overwtielreassured,
brightened by itit makes us laugh, or cry, or defecatewbatever. It is an experience
reminiscentoN i e t z definitian @ffgay séenced as the saturnaliaf a mind that
has patiently resisted a persistent pressure of long standing; a kind of recovery, almost
like a state of drunkenness, where many a $botind unwise thing will emerge, an
experience which reveals the basic connection between truth and laughter.

From a rational point of view, suehline of reasoninghay seenabsurdL ut her 6 s
response to the gothic truth (we are doomed, our works &all ishcomparison to our
sins, we will remain guilty before Go@rgo nothing can save us) is the gay and
liberating truth that God himself will save uggardless of our sins. It &gay
rereadingLuther himself refers to thigrt of reading with which he claims to have
been equipped by the Holy Spirit while he was busy attending to his daily physical
needs. Those very lines which seemed to support the gothic regieneofsuddenly
announced a dawn oég. When we are about to be overwhelmed bgrutespair, the
liberating truth dawns on us that only God can tredefore will save ugardon our
sins through aract of grace. W are rectified through faith, whilBworksd and
exercise (the hard core ofispual existence and monastidfe during the gothic
period are rendered insignificant. u t h taeoldgy provided a solution to the
general experience of fear and bewilderment that dominated the twilight of the
Middle Ages by pushing gothic belief to its extrennel ghen turning it upsiddown,
relying on parodicatlevices of exaggeration and reversal.

Luther apparently had a clear, intu@igrasp of what was happeningGerman
regons at that time, becaubé casehis theologybecamea kind ofcollectivecure.
This explains the astonishingnpact ¢ views some of which today magrike us as
exaggerated, excessive and pathological. His tower experience transformed him to
such an extent that the otime melancholic suddenly changed into an astonishingly
energetic maniac who, apparently unalised by physical suffering anoly the
frightfully complicated political, social, and religious conflicts in which he became
involved, produced a gigantic corpus wfiting, encompassing, apartom his
translations of and glossaries on the Bible, a gneahber of theological and
polemical treatises vith decisively influenced Westerthought. Although those
who claim that Luther retrospectively came to idealize his tower experience by
turning what had actually been a gradual process into a sudden, rgithbkvent
are probably right, his autobiographic anecdote does point to a significant change in
L u t hbagic&tate of mind: the (sudden or gradual) expulsion of terror by laughter.

It was an experience of relief and release. Luther was suddenlycabfief
himself from his burden, both mentally and physically. The-ttme melancholic
suddenly changed into an astonishingly enérgetithorwho was to produce a
gargantuan corpus of writifg? The Holy Spiriti aname for the astonishing human

¥ The Tower Experi ence & notonlyof lothed ewans a &écomic doubl e
Stotternheim Experience (a gloomy experience, complemented by a comic one), but also of the
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possibilty of introducing new and unexpected associations between words and
meaning¥® i actedas midwife in giving birth both to Protestant theology and to the
German language. In the introductiolw the Latin edition of his works, Luther
stressed that, due toetfT ower Experience, the terrifying wordisstitia Deisuddenly
became hi s #giaatfeemula m wipch tha excrememal grid $sill
noticeable">® Even more so if we remember that the excrements constituted an item
of some importance in the thegical images of earth and paradise produced by high
scholasticism. Thomas Aquinas, for example, points out that in paradise, original
humars did eat and defecate, but th&rcrements faeculentiai had nothing
indecent orembarrassing about them (19E&jma ParQ97), whereasi. ut her & s
experience, the whole world seemed transformed into a huge malodorous Yatrine.

L ut hamidalsretrospect stresses the sudden nature of the transformation. In
fact, his autobiographical account concords with whihBa (1988) refers to as the
chronotope of metamorphosis. One of the characteristics of metamorpimesis
that decisive life events are compressed into a single moment of crisis and rebirth, a
time of exceptional, unusual events. This we findLuthe. His claim that his
rereading, his liberatingetranslation of the wordDivine Justicewas compleely
original and unprecedented:Dionysian impulse so to speak, ignores the fact that it
had already been used by others, with whose work Luther wasfaiter. In his
idealizing retrospect, however, a gradual development is condensed and compressed
into a single decisive emblematic moment, so that we are faced with a -Gestit
I asudden trasformation of a gloomy monikto a jolly protestant, a sldlen shift

famous revelation Saint Augustiesperienced when reading and reflecting on that same

Epistle of Saint Paul. In contrast to Luther, however, Saint Augustine was dwelling, not on a
latrine, but in a beautiful garden and instead of defecating, he wept abundantly (St Augustine,
1912/1950, Bok VIII, Ch. 12).We must not forget that young man Luther was an Augustine
monk. His experience was a kind of comic follay as compared to the paradigmatic

experience reported by the higldgteemed founder of the monastic order to which he
belonged.n his commentary on the Psalms, on which he was working at that tither L
returns sever alConfdssiorsBook & a passaga that abvioasly frad a deep
effect on him. Another important support was the work of Tauler in which Luther umederl
sections on distress and birth.

155 | acan (1994)Le signifiant et le SairEsprit (pp. 4158).

1% Even thisl ntroductionbetrays Luthey songeniality with the aesthetics of the grotesque.

After having apologized for the rough and chaotic state of ofdss writing, a series of
biographical scenes is presented in shartd, speaking of being dead drunk with Papal

doctrines, of the market square noises produces by brawlers selling indulgences, of the
contemptuous #Altali an mdgardinalCajea® sma deaibny sod me ochree wforme n
in an innwho, asked for their opinion regarding the Holy See, wanted to know whether it was
made from stone or wood, and, finally, of his own #dre
opened the gate for him anitbsved the terrible signifiejustitia Deito take on quite a different
countenance [WA 54; 17987].

157 As the reigning ideology refused to make sense out of it, the life obthedould only be

crude, dirtyseltdestructive. Between the word and theythere was an immeasurable abyss.

In short, there was, according to Bakhtin, a close connection between medieval ascetic ideology
and the coarseness of medieval bodily practices (1988, p. 171).
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from gothic horror into Renaissance gaiétydue to the decisive experience of
laughter. Two basic and relatively stable images of one and the same individual are
separated from onanother by a sudden metamorphosis. Young Luther, who
desperatsgl devoted himself to asceticism, had been suffering from melancholy and
constipation. In his autobiographical account, Taem Erlebniss the turning point
between the gloomy, inhibited monk he used to be and the jolly, highly productive
ringleader of Rotestantism he came to be. A letggm effort of intense reading and
reflection is compressed retrospectively iatsudden inspiration by the Holy Spirit.

But the metamorphosgkene as such also constitutes a typical, embile@astalt
in its own right atleast from the point of view of the aesthetics of narrative laughter.
The ficontext of discovery of the very nucleus of Protestant theology was a
monaster§ datrine. The Holy Spirit revealed the truth to Luther when he was
dwelling in a medieval claa. It pleased God to bestow His precious gift on him
while emptying his buttocks. In such a grobian locale, the terrible-shouit of
scholastic theology was suddenly turned upsiden. From that time onwards,
Luther became a literary giant who progd an enormous bulk of writing in which
excremental and scatological metaphors, images, abuses and expressions are
omnipresent® The excremental environment in which the truth was conceived
remains noticeable throughout his writings.

But all this is noguite as astonishing as it might seem to a modern reader. In fact,
the Turm Erlebnids a grotesque scene par excellence, quite in accordance with the
style conventions of the grobian, popular aesthetics of late medieval farces and
fabliaux. It simply is agenre imagea formulaicscene that can be encountered
throughout the genres of laughter that flourisfimuthe market squavewe find this
reflected in Rabelais where, quite in accordance with the logic of popular laughter,
monastic life is systematitta brought in connection with defecation, vomiting and
pissing™® In fact, the congeniality between Luther and Rabelais has been noticed by

158

In terms of publication, Luthéré | i t er aryi apa6é8, sewheof his fAreforming
scriptural impulse was running at high speed through the narrowest funnel in a pure Lutheran
jet. FromMartd s oom began in 1518 to shoot the spate of writ.i

(Todd 1964, p. 141).
In Forms of tine and of the chronotope in the noBalkhtin (1988) gives the following
explanation for the stereotypic link between monastic life and crudity in popular laughter,
already pointed at above. Due to the oppressive influence of cedkkbsisBakhtin tellsus,
the natural functions of the human body were denied A
consequence, they became crude and bestial. Since the reigning ideology refused to make sense
out of the life of the body, it could only be licentious, crude and ditgnastic ascetic ideology
on the one hand and the coarseness and licentiousness of medieval bodily prémt e se,
hawking, farthing, yawning, spitting, hiccupping, noisily ni$ewing, endlessly chewing and

drinking medieval body paralleledbone anot her. AThe coarse debauchery of m
but the reverse side of the ascetic idealo (p. 192).
laughter, monastic asceticism was intrinsically connected with vulgarities. Indeed, as a

consequencedafhe fAf al seness inherent in the ascetic world vi

flourished precisely in the monasteries. A monk in Rabelais is first and foremost a glutton and a
drunkardo (p. 185).
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Erikson (1958/1962, p. 145) who, speaking aldout t h @eaodtupation with the

lower parts of his body, paraphraseketter(already cited aboveh which he, after

having suffered from severe kidney problems for some time, triumphantly reports the

rel ease of fAGargantuan quanti®ieso of wurine, el

Yet, it goes without saying thatu t hfenk ansl carefree account of the birth of
Protestantism became a source of embarrassment to his pious, serious, even
hagiographic readership. By that time, the aesthetics of the grotesque had already
been dethroned biProtestant andheoclassicist aestheticand laughter had been
dispelled from theological discourse. Somé.ai t hheirs &ied to conceal the true
circumstances of their masbesconversion by relying on a symbolical
re-interpretation of the story. It was claimed, for example, that the aloasecret,
heated room in the tower was a metaphor that indicated the spiritual prison in which
Luther spent his monastic yeaf5.Meanwhile, biographers belonging to the catholic
party were severely criticized for taking advantage of t hlack o udishness by
overemphasizing the supposedly negligible details of his decisive expetfénce.

One of these Catholic authorgas Hatmann Grisar, the Jesuit writaf an
impressive, thregolume standard biography (1911/1912). When in the first Volume
Grisar cautiously pointed out that the tower experience actually took place in a
monkd eloaca, located in a tower that was apparently part of the adjacendiify
this raised astorm of indignation amon@rotestant reviewers. Grisar was severely
criticized for takingL u t h aamiéreminiscence literally. They even claimed that
Grisa® sbjective was to make strategic use of the locality af t hrewveldtisn,
similar to the way in which the Catholic Church in its struggle against Arianism had

1%%rhe bulk ofhis writings likewise attainedaggantuan dimeisns. From 1518 onwards, he
achieved an enormous literary output. There is so much of his writing material, Todd tells us,
that the mere task of setting out a precise chronological list of all the publications is something
belonging to specialists (1964, b71). Indeed, the flow of his printed word became ceaseless.

! | find it rather ironical that for Luther himself, the Tower Experience was the very thing
that freed him from this timeld practice of allegorical fmterpretation. When | was still a
monk he tells us in one of hiEischreden| applied this interpretative strategy to everything.
Even a cloaca was interpreted in an allegorical manAetea allegorisabam etiam cloacam et
omnia.. Zuvor allegorisirte ich, und deutete geistlich, auch di€a, und nur alles[335].
On the other handh¢ symbolic reading of the Tower Experience is not completely incorrect. It
constitutes an emblematic scene. In Lubhexperience, the world at large had acquired on the
depressing aspect of an enormoiabdlical latrine. Due to his decisive experience of laughter,
however, the conditions of spiritual and physical life were suddenly clegnada Herculean
mannefi andHercule® heroic reposition of a river might be compared to Ludheeroic
refositim of the great stream of words known as the Bible.
182 But we find even catholic readers embarrassed by the locality in which the discovery (often
alludedtoa 6t ower t he olAwhoednyth hacgnoen up aroumdithephrase
‘towertheology', Tod tells us, and the precise room to which Luther was refggri ihas been
identifiedwith a lavatory in that part of the building, to the delight of some and the dismay of
otherso (1964, p. 79).
183 The sewage having egress outside the town boundariesaageanent quite customary
at that time (Grisar 1911/1912, p. 323)
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successfullyexploited the fact that Arius had happened to die in a laftfrie. view

of this criticism, Grisar added a substantial supplement (Vol. 3, pp. 978 ff.) in which
thefissue of localitg i die Lokalfragei was given due attention. As a result, the fact
that Luther was telling a redife story in a frank and straightforward manner is now
considered beyond doubt. It could not have been his monastic cell (which was not
heated), nor was he granted another private cell somewhere in a tower in order for him
to quietly pursue his reading, as had been suggested, nor is it likely for these words to
have been added by impious rogues in later versions of the manuscript.

7. The excremental grid

In the case of Luther, similar Rabelais, thé&Sorbonnited or fliagelas$o functioned
as a community of scholanho devoted themselves to establishing fixed connections
between tens and meaningbetween signifier and signified)elying onapparently
indisputable a priori parameters of their speech géir@n the market scare,
however, suctartificial conditions for the production of scientifiésdourse were
suddenly destabiliseéind the contestable nature of serious discourse became
apparent. The exposing bluntness of the&aginguage is closely linked with the
chronobpe of the public square. Exttamporal truths were exposed to ridicule, due
to the techniques of laughter. As was explained above, one such technique consisted
in degrading lofty discourse by reconnecting it with corporeal life, notably thébedy
lower stratum. InL u t hweonk, his technique is very important. It is quite prominent
in his Prandial Conversationsbut present in other, morefficiald works as well.
Verbal abuse, relying on degradation, is a characteristic ingredient of his style. The
persistent reference to bodily life is inherent to his carefree vocabulary, allbiving
to articulate his fearless trutff. In the Prandial Conversationsmany entries read
like scenes borrowed from popular farces ratihenttheological argumentshé&
grotesque humour of the market squaraaiceable throughout his work.

The importance of excremental metaphork in t hoerpud was stressed by the
French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1986) who indicatasthle Prandial

164 A few days before his death, Luther informed his wife that he himself almost died in a

latrine, due to a huge stone in the ceiling that happened to come off (Letter to his wife, 10

Februay 1546). The comic technique of degrading someone by having him die in a latrine was a

stock element in the serammicgenres of ancient literature, éor exampleSenecé kudus

morte Claudiiwhere the emperor dies at the moment of defecation (Balk®i®, p. 150)

anotherexampleof the remarkable vitality and persisteraf6 ge nr e . me mor y

165 According to Luther, the intellectual methodology which commonly passed as theology was

in effect little more than a crossword puzzle, an intellectual gamedlaigh counters devised by

philosophers (Todd 1964, p. 155).

166AccordingtoTodd(1964)Luth@rﬁaddi ction to excremental and coar se
attempt Ato bring before his opponents the brute fact
was all pat of the departure from the scholastic abstractions back to a vocabulary for the Gospel

in which the nouns, verbs and adjectives were those i
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Conversations (Propos du Tabéell other writings basically rely on an excremental
scheme. InL u t h perception, the world is a heap of shit. We ourselves are the
excrements that fall from the de¥ispertire and the words of opponeate time and
again referred to as shit producedtbg Devib behind*®” Throughout his writings,
Luther relies on an anal or excremental grid that allows the world to appear in a
comical manner. The terrifying image rospect is ridiculedamiliarized by it.

Notably, there is in Luther a close linketveen words and shit. Writing and
defecation are associated on countless occa¥iois.L u t hliéal Against Harry
Sausagé Wider Hans Wurst for example, the act of writing a book is compared to
letting go a fart. In th&ischrederwe often find itrecorded that, whenever Luther gets
himself in a difficult poion while disputing with the evil, he simple tells him to
kiss his as$®® The predominance of the excremental scheme or grid is indeed quite
astonishing. At times, it even allows him to soleeng tedious theological issue or
other in a grotesque mann&e already discussdtle way he responds to a question
concerning Godl sesponsibility for the existence of evil in the worldsomeone is
about to shit somewhere, God may, instead of prewgiitiiinduce him to retreat into
some corner or other, rather than emptying his bottom on the Taleleomical effect
is intensified byL u t htene @ goice, hisnastery of the grotesque mode of speech,
which remains unsurpassed, provided his languaggidged according to the
standards of theegre.

Another basic feature of parodical discoumsenipresent in th&ischredenisthe
macaroic mixture of languagesfragments inGreek orLatin floating over into
phrases in the German vernaculaf. @akhtin 1968, p. 150 Luther boldly tells us
that he wants to empty his buttgatn the papal crown [218], while on the other hand
he confesses that, had he been present at some of the heroic events recorded in the
Bible, he would most certainlyave wettd his pants [335]The transformation of the
terrifying and bewildering thought of God as the omnipotent origin of evil into
something rather comicalisu t haeaess o moral truth. It is part of what Btik
refers to asoftahlecth R6pé€a&bD6EBc prulh7).

L u t hremaidkable reliance on excremental jokes, metaphors and abuses is part
of his epochmaking effort atfivulgarizingd the Scriptures. Centuries of scholastic

157 |already cited he f ol | olshibin der reifie treck, so isfidie Welt dasitee
arschloch... Ich danke dir, lieber Gott, das du mich lessest unter deinem geringen heuftiein sein
| am ripe shit, and so the world is the greattads... | thank Thee, dear Lord, for allowing me to
be among your petty little heaps [5537].

188 For example, when Luther refers to the nose as our facial lattaténa capitis he does so

in order to point out that all our prayers are produced from under a latnimer dem Scheishaus
£2807]. And so forth, and so forth.

%9 Lecke mich im a[83]; Thedevil will dispute with me until I tell him to kiss my asDer
teufel disputirt mit mir, so lange bis ich sage: Leck mich in geffi#&l]; Der teuffel disputiret
heindt mit miret accusabat me ... sed ego nolebam ei respondere et ditebkendu michm a.
[248]; etc.; | often chase the devil away by letting go a fart, saying: Devil, yesterday | likewise
produced a fart, did you make note of it in your recérd&g ihn offt mit eim furz hinweg... dico,
Teuffel, gester thett ich auch ein furz; hastlituauch angeschriben in den regi2{éR2]; etc.
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theology had turned the language of the Bildgen the New Testamenfto
something quite inflexible and serious. Fixed and lofty meanings had been attached to
words and scenes that were originally located in everyday settings. We must not
forget that the medieval Bible itself was calddgata i.e. the vulgarized versiasf

the official Greek and Hebrew origindis language, however, had become canonized
once again and therefore, a subsequent effort at vulgarization was cailetéothis

wasL u t hgeeat @chievement. He did not translate the Bititea languagalready
available Rather, by translating and commenting on the Bible, he baptized the
German vernacular and created the German language (much like Hieronymus had
created Medieval Latin). It was a language evem$prachereigni$ thatallowed the
Germanlanguage to become responsive to the language of the Other, not by merely
repeaing it, but by revitalizing it.

Let me give delling example ot u t htechnijge. IrON Councils and Churches
(1539) Luther explains the original and proper meaning ofwhbed ecclesia
According to Luthef;a o & dsimpl{means a bunch of people, a crowd gathered on
the market square. For this is how the word is us@théActst 70 In Acts 19, Paub s
announcementhat the Greek deities wereothing but idols and human deets
producedcommotion among the silver smiths of Ephesus. Not only was their craft in
danger, but they also feared that the temple of the great goddess Diana would be
despised. So one day they marched towards the theatre, shibitéeg is Diana of
the Ephesian@ When the town clerk finally managed to appease theeigl
confusion, the crowd there gatheredas referred tas ecclesia. Thus, although
L ut htemslation of ecclesia d& bunch of peopteat firstmay seem grobiaris
basic objectived to recoveits true angroper sense, which for Luther has nothing to
do with anofficial, momentous, hierarchical instituiéis a horizontal, rather than a
vertical phenomenorAs a translator, he objected to assuntimat ecclesia referred
not to just any gathering of Chstians but exclusively tdone particular squad of
foolso.

In fact, Luther justified his technique quite eloquentlyiom DolmetschefOn
Translating, 1530). He had been severely criticized for having translddghmur
hominenjustificari ex fide absque operibiRomans 3:28yith Wir halten, daf’ der
Mensch gerecht werde ohne des Gesetzes Werke, allein durch den Giguibar
German translation, which contains the walldin (flonlyd) suggests that the original
contains the wat sola, which is actually absent and the literal translation would read
through faithinstead ofonly through faith Apparently Luther added, iso that the
original would support his theological viewen instance of data massage as it were.

In his defene, however, Luther denigmpal asseP@pstesglthe right to judge his
translations, for it is arofession in which héappens to excéi’2 Furthermore,

170 (pie Kirche, das ist ein Haufen Ledte
171 6we take it that man is justified negardless of his
172 And he cies the Roman satirist Juvenalsupport his view.
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many translations into Gean which may seem accuratery often prove not be
German at aJlbut a rdiculous kind of quasizerman, bound to be misunderstood.
Luther simply wanted to write proper Germamnd to do so he had to be sensitive to
the verbal peculiarities of the womllein. For instance, when we s®er Bauer
bringt allein Korn und kein Gel(fiThe farmer bringenly corn and no wneyp) allein
(fonlyd) is added tdkein (finod). In this respect, Germatiffers from Latin or Greek,

and he translator should not consult the Latin or Greek original as to how German
should be spoken or written. Thirs,order to become a translator, one haacguire

a profound familiaritywith the vernacular tonguand this is what Luther had trained
himself to do, quite unlike his papal contemporaries,ilecarguedsimply repeated
(that is, obscured) rather thegtrieved the Word of God. He felt compelled to write
the way he did by the German language itself, and maintained that it was not his
translation that offendetbut the Word of God itself, which was brought to light again
at last. His sole objective sifypwas to allow the Word of God to enter the German
languagei and to transform the German language into a livimigten language.

L u t hrearvélsus technique allowed the language and idiom of the market square
to appear in print, to enter publishedatisrse” In Luther's writings, the vulgar, the
downtto-earth and the sublimgeem to coexist. As in the case of Rabelais, many
words borrowed from popular discourse were used in a written form for the first time
by Luther. He succeeded in familiarizing tBible, much like the French translation

of the Bible, done by Olivétan, reflects the influence of Raklisguage and style
(Bakhtin 1968, p. 100). It is, as Bhkn phrases it, nearer in style to Rabelais, to
Calvin in thought.

This revitalizationof the language of the Bible by transposingib vernacular
German inevitably produced a comical, parodical effect. According to Bergson
(1940/1969) the transposition of a certain idea or phrase into a different tone of voice
is always comical and thisotably applies to the transposition of solemn ideas into the
colloquial language of contemporary life. Baik claims that the language of French
literary prose was created by Calvin and Rabelais, where Galairguage already
was fAan i nt esnidus lowernt of aalmdst actavesty on, the sacred
|l anguage of the Bibled (1968, p. 71). As for the
Luther represents both Calvin and Rabelais, fused into one heroic pétson.

13 Jarssenwrites A Er sch?© pfte aus den reichen Quellen der Vol
vol kst ¢mlicher Beredsamkeit ka@ahselanssehm wenige gl eicho
emphasizes that, as a writer, Luther borrowed from the rich resources of popular spdea. A

at the same time the concise, cheerful statements in which he articulates the profundity of his faith

are sublime.

"Whereas Cal voiof madicak Protestadtsmg, eebukes Rabelais in a rather stern

manner, Luther regarded gaiety as an appate Christian mood. Unlike Luther, Calvin was

already part of what Toulmin (1990) referred to as CouR&graissance. He represented the

dawn of a new seriousness. When troubled by heavy thoughts, Luther tells his visitors in some of

his earliest Prard Conversations, he usually has recourse to sturdy driiikéigen starken

trunck birs[17]7 ora good jokd so mus ich ein hohen starken bossen reifi@n
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Although his translation contains elemeottsiegradation, this is necessary in order to
familiarize and revitalize the Bible and to evade a mechanical and insensitive
translation. To the official practice of distancing the word (along the vertical axis) by
means of canonizatias thus opposed thwerizontalisng practice of faniliarizing the
word through vulgarization. The vertical distance between the exalted lofty
atmosphere of official discourse and the carefree atmosphere of the unpublished
spheres of speech is reduced. In the case of RalR#sin stresses the enormous
importance of extrditerary sources, but his argument is fully applicable to Luther as
well.'”® Like Rabelais, Luther incorporated into his writings the crude frankness,
jokes, short stories, proverbs, puns, catchwords awgithgsa of popular culture.
Whenever he refers to the Pope, for example, he cannot resist from comparing him to
an ass, a pig or any other degrading object. WhattBagays with regard to Rabelais
applies to Luther as weliepresentatives of the old cleasl world: monks, religious
fanatics, priests, even the Pope himsedire constantly treated as absurd (1988, p.
240).

In the introduction to his famous esshy the Christian Nobility of the German
Nation: on how to improve the Christian Rarlksther rders to himself as the
fi c obupretst er o ( 1 5489). DueYiAis @&ps and Bells, he has the right to
frank and unrestricted speech. Indeed, he appeals to the couid jpatélege of
unrestricted speedhlch sage aus meinem Hofrecht frei hes&duvhenhe tells us, for
example, that it is as idiotic to ban sexual intercourse from life as it would be to
pronounce a ban on eating, drinking or defecatiorOrnMarital Lifeit is likewise
claimed that sexual intercourse is as natural and unaveidabtating, drinking and
defecation (1522; WA 10; 2; 27304). The vow of chastity is as ridiculous as the
pledge to bite off onie swn nose. Tetzel, the unfortunate Dominican who happened
to be selling indulgences in Wittenberg on behalf of Saint @@®eme when all of a
sudden Luther took the floor, was one of those shouting vbiagsosser Clamarit
on the market square of late medieval gothic life, relying on circus, theatre and
bombast to convey the message. He and other enemies were overlpddeien
with verbal abuses, often of an excremental nature. AbtBghoints out, the phrase
fiverbal mudslingingstill builds on the ancient gesture of besmirching with mud,
but with excrement.

ButL ut habuséisnot merely a negative phenomemy verbal degradation,
the terrible powers of the church became humanized, the intimidating vertical
distance of the Worduddenly becameduced. Excremental abuses indicated that all
human beings, whether Pope or peasant, are basically equal béeadadytlife of
our bodies (nofaly the lower half) is basically equal. And this has a crucial
topological effect. Due to carefree abuse, the frightening silhouettes of Pope,

1% 4 Ra b @ firshdand foremost source was the unofficial side of speech, with its rigts sib

curses... with its various indecencies... To this very day, the unofficial side of speech reflects a
Rabelaisian degree of indecency in it, of words concerning drunkenness and defecation and so
forth...0 (1988, p. 238).
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Cardinals and all the other ondeeaded spokesmen of verticalisofficial truh are
familiarized into human beings quite like us. The jolly abuse of the fearless and
impious excremental grid allows the world to appear in an everyday and horizontal
manner. The papal blackguards have been mocking us German simpletons and
drunkards log enough, Luther tells us, and he subsequently compares the Pope as the
head of the church to the painted heads that are carried around during Carnival
processions on Shrove Tuesday. Verbal abuse adheresisthactiorby-parody of

the lofty spheres ahedieval ideology (Baktin 1988, p. 221).

Like in the case of Rabelais,ut hleammguage and | aughter destroy t
idealizationdo of the established speech genres a
for new forms of communication to become poksifihe essence of his method
consists in the destruction of habitual matricesich as the identification of ecclesia
with the Church of Rome, or the identification of Divine Justice with Divine
Punishmenti and the subsequent creation of unexpected Gatee matrices,
including the most surprising logical links and linguistic connectioadreeing of
consciousness that had become imprisoned within a tyrannical discoursgir{Bak
1988 p. 6661, p. 169). False connections, false associations, estblishd
reinforced by tradition and sanctioned by official ideology, areudifed in order to
rebuild in a creative manner the entire picture of the world. Like in the case of
Rabelais, thédefecation seriés as Bakitin calls it, is of crucial importaze in this

process. The defecation series ficreates the mos
phenomena and ideas, which are desitre®f hierarchy and materiaighe picture
of the world and of Iifed (1988, p . 187) .

In Luther we find a joke in which pal Decretals are brought into connection with
excrements by referring to themBeecketalerinstead oDeckretalert’® suggesting
that there is something rectal abttutm They are pieces of shit that are swallowed
by the people in order to become shiaiag subsequent to being digested (provided
one has a strong enough stomactifikewise, in Rabelais we find a section entitlad
Praise of Decretalsvere papal decrees also entee defecation series. Friar John
used them for an arsehipping while Panuge suffered a severe case of constipation
after reading one of them. What is ridiculed in, for example, late medieval
scholasticism by Luther, Rabelais and others is the mechanical, mékhim@anner
in which the established matrices are appliesuchdocuments

As Bergson (1940/1969pointad out, the mechanical isomical. We laugh
whenever something gives the impression of functioniapraatically and in a
machinelike manner, like a puppetVe laugh when someofienovements or speech
acts become mthanical and resemble the dull, obstinate patterns of machines
(1940/1969, pp. 38 ff.). We laugh whenever a human being seems to be transformed
into an automaton, someone who has lost all responsiveness and flexibility. Laughter
corrects mechanical forno discourse. In this respect, Bergéaanalysis of laughter

176 Book 4, Ch. 52; mentioned Bakhtin 1988, p. 188.
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is in accordance wittB a k h t What@sscorrected by Rabelais is the mechanical
functioning of the speech genre of the Sorbonnites. A basic set of terms and items,
once installed, has the temay of functioning automatically. Due to the grotesque
and scatological strategies of Luther and Rabelais, the hierarchical arrangements of
concepts and words collapse, the establishedageatfind themselves erutomigd.
Notably, the enormous verticalistance between learned and obscene language
disappears. And this makes it possible for academic discourse to -sugtdo
become more horizontal as it were. Terrifying images had situated themselves along
the vertical axis, thus reinforcing an unforaa misunderstanding, even of the most
liberating words of the Other, suchJastitia Dei Luther allowed the practice of
reading the Bible to become dialogical once again. The abyss between the Word and
the body was mitigated. The fixed links between wadd ideas that had organized
monastic life for centuries, and had been reinforced by scholasticism, suddenly
became contestable. Monasticholastic life became drenched in a Gargantuan burst
of laughteri until a serief counterinitiatives the faundng of the Jesuit Order for
instance) aimed teverticali® the world again.

By way of justification for his considerable reliance on laughter, Luther at times
refers to Christ, and this is another issue worthy of our attention. For it is a
well-establshed prejudice among theologians that Christ never laughed (Morreall
1983). Luther, however, held the opposite position. As an unsurpassed and gifted
reader of the Bible, the mockery by Christ Himself did not escape him. In the
Tischredenhe points to seval instances of mockery and ridicule in the Gospels
where Christ utters Himself jestingilyhat spottisch geredét” In fact, he regarded
his own prandial conversations, his discouiber Tischehis colloquii convivaliin
which he emerges as such an afgafellow, as similar to the ones conducted by
Christ and his disciples, described by Luther as most jolly and intimate [3268].
Indeed, everything we believe in, Luther tells us, is ridiculous from the point of view
of reason. And yet we cannot resist iStianityd gay truth!’®

Lt Likewise, Jacques Lacan points out that whenever the Pharisees (the precursors of the

Sorbonnites so to speak) try to trap Jesus by asking questions that apparently are impossible to
answer without offending either the worldlythe spiritual authorities (for example whether a

Jew is obliged to pataxes), heescape viaa formidable joké Showme the coin... (as if he had
never seen one before; Lacan 1986, VIl 3). The dilemma at hand is simply eliminated as Jesus
manages to reatthe ridiculous nature of the established truth game as santithe audience

must have laughed, since at that time, His innovative -lightted words were not yet charged

with their present theological gravity.
178 Even the connection between excretend words is present in the Gospels. When Jesus is

asked by the Pharisees why his disciples break the canon by not washing their hands before

eating, He replies by saying: fANo one is defiled by wl
out o f15:11) aind He Btds that whatever goes in by the mouth passes into the stomach and

is discharged at a certain place without really defiling us, but what comes out of the mouth

(wicked thoughts, fornication, etc.) defiles us (Mt 15: 17).
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8., OOEAO8O AEI COAPEU AO A OANOAT AA T &

Bakhtindef i nes a chronotope as fthe intrinsic connec
relationships that are artistically expressed in
indi cators J[that ar e] fused into one . .. concret
itypol ogi cal stabilityo of chronotopes that al |

types. Examples of chronotopes are: the chronotope of the road, the provincial town,
the catle (notably in the Gothic novel), the parlours or salons of bourgeois life, and so
forth. A chronotope allows time to become visible and concrete, to take on flesh. Itis
the basic structure out of which the narrative scenes of the novel unfold. lyalread
referred to the chronotope of metamorphosis: two or more basic images of one and the
same individual are separated from one another by an exceptional event;raadoss
or turningpoint, whereby real biographical time is compressed and condensed into
one single decisive moment. The whole world is experienced in terms of crisis and
rebirth, as the sinner (for example) is suddenly transformed into a saint. It involves an
experience of purification, a ledizxe event leaving a deep, ineradicable mark on the
individuald entire life (p. 116). What was drenched in muteness and invisibility
suddenly enters theuplic sphere.

L ut hl@agréphy entails a sequence of important chronotopes discussed by
Bakhtin, namely: (1) the chronotope of the medieval mongs(@}j the chronotope of
the expanded world of the Rabelaisian great man, and (3) the chronotope the
protestant family home. Each of these basic chronotopes is preceded by crucial,
metamorphosiike turningpoints: The Stotternheim Experience, The Tower
Experience and, finally, the former manknarriage to a former nun (an emblematic,
comical, farcical scene in its own right).

The chronotope of the medieval monastery is of considerable importance in the
history of the novet’® The architectonics of a mastery is the materiaision of
what Baltin refers to as a completely verticalised and hierarchiedlisorld (p. 156
ff.). The monastery is, so to speaq inhabitedclockwork whosearchitectonics
mirrors the supraemporal structure of thenacreworld, the synchronicity of
everything. Time is deprived of its directedness towards the future and reduced to a
circular, spherical movement, oriented upwards, copying the eternal movements of
the heavenly bodies. At the same time, the monasterghot throuly with
horizontalisng elements of popular laughter. In the genres of the grotesque, monastic
life is time and again brought into connection with the physical processes of the
bodyd tower stratum. The comic stories project@tto monastic life d@erticaise
the monastery, flatten it as it were, while the monastery itself desperately tries to

179 Umberto Ec6 $he Name of the Rosan be regarded as the rehabilitation and glorification
of this historical chronotope, an artistic effort to reveal and revive its astonishing narrative
possibilities. INnEcad sovel, the desperate and grim campaign of medieval asoetgjainst
laughter is part of the monastérgontinuous war against iggobian, horizontalisag

environment
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secure and maintain its vertical orientation, its disregard of horizontal tihetime

of the cheerful and popular novellas. The chronotope of the monasterygs tivil
setting for a considerable partlofu t h(autojbisgraphy, as well as for the supreme
narrative plot of his youth: the Tower Experience.

Subsequently, another rdmotope is called in to orgaeisand assimilate the
astonishingly complex plethomaf events ofL u t hlierinfosa coherent, narrative
whole, namely the chronotope of what Bé&k refers to a the expanded world (the
macrocos of the Rabelaisian great man whose actions affect enormous,
extraordinary spatial and temporal expanse&§d); a man, as Bakin tells us, who
eats, drinks, defecates, passes winds, etc., but on a grand scale (p. 241). Indeed, in
those days, a burp (or fart) produced in Wittenberg was audible in Rome, as Luther in
one of his famous sayings rightly claimed.eBxthing is as big, as wide and as
horizontal as possible, much in contrast to the vertical orientation of monastic life,
centred around a tiny, secluded monastic cell. In the Rabelais novels, even the
monasteryi theabbey of Théleme isinconceivably lege. The time made visible in
this expanded world is a time of epeetaking events, of military campaigns and high
politics on a grand scale, of ideological and political struggles with emperors and
Popes, of debates and warfare of unprecedented intdngityer exemplifies, in his
own peculiar way, the Rabelaisian great man in this expanded world by producing an
enormous amount of printed matter in a limited period of time and by exerting an
astonishing influence on the decades and centuries t. ¢dislife during this period
was completely exteriorizetl hewas a public figure. Everything he said was said in
public, his thoughts and convictions were immediately published, immediately
assimilated into the new emerging realm of published speech. Atrifeetsae, he
remained a clownish figure, and the bluntness of his language was still linked with the
older chronotope of the public squafe.

Finally, the great man finds a comfortable retreat in his version of the Protestant
family idyll, the Protestantpetty bourgeoisthome.*®* L ut h marréage to

180 Although Bakhtin does not refer to Luther in this respect, he does mention Thomas Murner
(p. 163), the cathi German satirist whose masterpi&céon dem grossen Lutherischen Narren
(1533)i depictsLuther as an obese, clownish, ridiculous, medieval figure, with the objective of
containing his performance within the spatially restricted laughter of the mediaxiat square

T unsuccessfullpf course. A similar effort was made by the Dutch catholic poet Anna Bijns, who
especially focussed on the fact of Luther marrying a former nun. Their laughter is much more
negative than the one expressed by their grotesageti Luther.

18l According to Web eodiffers framehe huiitantoreQalainist honhe dnrthat

the vitality and frankness of life remained intact. From the outset, the emphasis was on piety and

disposition, rather than on regulation andtoaln This, Weber tells us, was also the reason why

the coarse drunkenness of Lutheran courts contrasted so strongly with the ethical norms of other

protestant courts (Weber 1965/1991, p. 97). Indeed, Laithen household is depicted as rather

chaotic ad disorderly by his biographers while in his later years Latiagapreciation of a sturdy

drink was notorious. Cf. the description of Luthé&s o me by Del umeau (1965/1991): ATC
the end of his life he grew fat, developed a drinking habit, and fowadynle in shocking his

visitors with obscene witticismso.
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Catherinea former nunmarked another metamorphosis that made the advent of this
third chronotope possible. The demonic rebel turned iptaier familias Withdrawn
from the noisy, public sphere, he estdi#id a new and intimate integrity in his now
limited spatial world (p. 224 ff.). His body changed and grew into the obese figure
with whom he is now usually identified. The energetic man of great deeds suddenly
found ample opportunity to relax. As Bk points out, this chronotopgé with
husband, wife, children and intimates gathered around the family table reading the
Biblei isto become of tremendous importance in the history of the Protestant novel.
A new form of communication is made possible by ihe®f the many remarkable
facts inL u t h@ogréphy is that the final chronotope is located in the very same
monastery in which he had spent part of his monastic life. After the Black Cloister
came to be deserted by its original inhabitants (the Augustionks), Luther once
again inhabited the place, but this time as head of a family. That is, the locality
remained the same, but the chronotope changed completely. The one time monastery
now functioned as an accommodation for a new type of space whéiefalyily life
flourished. The transformed locale from now on displaye private, cosy,
chaoticbut-charming atmosphere, far removed from the grand political world outside
(Bakhtin 1988, p. 227, 232.), with which Luther had lost contact. The emphasi®/is
on the domestic, private, everyday details of life: eating, drinking, friendly discussion,
joint reading. The one time giant withdrew into his little corner of the world, a
spatially limited, familiar world of his own, with his children and studentheyad
around the table enjoying their collective family meal. Still a tofathe-people,
notorious for his earthiness, Luther has now become the hero of a different kind of
novel, the family idyll. The wandering, inconspicuous monk, who travelled to Rome
on foot, encountered all sorts of people and suddenly became a man of the world,
finally retreated into a delimited locale where, during shared meals around the family
table, he displays the deep humanity characteristic of idyllic man, ignoring the great
but abstract world outside. Life has finally become familiarized and humanized. Seen
from a grand perspective, the new heroism of the idyllic man is petty and ridiculous
no doubt, especially in comparison with his dimee greatness and worldstorical
significance, but the jovial atmosphere of his Table Talk is authentic and irresistible.
The idyllic image of Protestant family life, centring around the joint reading of the
Scriptures and the daily family mesal, is the new
and wor Htim 4988( B d&7, 205) that Luther put together after having
destroyed the old medieval matrix, centred around the monastic ascetic cell. Yet, this
idyll was made possible by the extraordinary, gigantic forceLoit her 6 s
world-embracingadughter that destroyed the ideological apparttat had managed
to verticali® the world for centuries.

The three chronotopes also become manifekt int h physiéakappearance, as
well as in his writing practi. At the time of the monastechronobpe, those who
met him were struck by his ascetic looks and his demonic glance. For years, his
writing practice was restricted to marginal notes and glosses. Shortly befi@e 15
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however, he suddenly bega look fatter and more healthyy habitior et
corpulentior. From now on fAhe begins slowly to put on
psychological climacteric seems to occur at this crisis time int hleir féfes0 ( Todd
1964, p. 136). And from 1518 onwards, public events on an expanded scale provide
thechallengedr an i ntense acti vit yrwadiakeoagingt he next t went
something like onenriting a fortnight. The sheer energy is astonishing. He must
surely have had to eat more... It is sometimes said that with a growth in his public
importance a man ay experience a physical enlargemiehegrew in bulk... Fatter
he becameo (Todd 1964, p. 136). All these publ i c.
immediate, astonishing, worldide impact.
After his marriage, however, nothing outstanding happendisipersonalife.
His world became a microcosr8urrounded byis growing family, in a large and
open house, students in and out all the time, copying down his every word, the
fabulous Table Talkkemerged. He became relaxed and jolly, and his verbakabus
became even |l ess restrained than before. iHe gr e
drank much and boasted '8 Notwithstanding hedd 1964, p.
disturbance, the noise, the heaps of papers and books, Todd tells us, the picture of
something ike a lively idyll does not seem to be very far from the truth. Luther,
becoming more and more jolly, obstinate, ddepking, expounding and
cont r aditiogtan exgmple A ®fesbmething like the new kind of Christian
househol do (p. 242) .

9. Ambiv alence

Throughout the centuriek, u t hwelunméngus writings met with a mixed response,
triggering enthusiasm and euphoria, but also uneasiness, resentment and outrage.
Even those who take a sympathizing stance towards his output are likely to have thei
experiences of reservation and ambinake | emphasisethe exent to which
L ut hworkdssffers from any effort to transform him into Bpured (serious)
theologian, expurgated of his notorious earthiness, along thes lifie a
Lutheranismwithout-Luther. Indeed, Luther ione of those authors who remain
physically present in his work. Batin offers a reading strategy that allows us to
perceive and appreciate the significance of the physical and comical aspects of his
writings and sayings that are toftem disregarded. Notably, it recalls attention to the
bulky Table Talls, where laughter and corporeal existence are often called in to assist
his understanding of the Word as well as of the world.

This does not meatinat ambivalence is thereby silencdtbgether. Although it
was my objective to provide something of a restorative by stressing the gay and

182 Luther recommends a stout drink as the perfect remedy against temptations and depression:

ego bibo einen starken trunck birs, quando habeo graves cogitafibfieSimilar remarks can
be found thoughout the Table Talk.
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carefree aspect &f u t hweorddand gestures, it must be kept in mind that, besides
being one of the heroes of grotesque laughter, there always rethiginather,
gloomy, demonic side to Luther. In terms of the three chronotopes distinguished
above, it appeared in the demonic, @ssee glance of Lutheghe-monk. But it most
notably appeared in thdisastrous roleof LutherasPolitician during the 1525
peasants revolt (Deutscher Bauernkrieg, one of E u r & paegést and nsbd
widespread popular uprisings, partly inspired_by t haosvn révslt, which ended in
massacres. Luther rejected the impertinency of the revolt. His dgeli@ast the
Murderous, hieving Hordes of Peasamippeared in May 1525 just as the rebels
were being defeated on the fields of baffli@ally, much attention is given nowadays

to how the Protestant idyll of his later yeargas disturbed by outbursts of
ant-Semitism, whichis dl the more astonishing in view of the sincerity with which
he, as a translator, tried to recover what he regarded as the unsurpassed grandeur of
the original Hebrew language. It all addsltas t h feamplexityd, no doubt. In
judging Luther, there alwayemains some troublesenelement or other to chetdo
muchenthusiasm.

10., OOEA08 O AT AU 1T £ xOEOQET C

In his account ofhe tower experiencéuther is simply being frank about the fact that
he experienced his decisive moment of revetain a lavatgy. During a retrospective
discusfon of the events whicbausé the spiitual upheaval in Germany now known
asthe Reformationhe sharec simple, comical story wittthose whahappened to
share his table, reflecting his merry temp&rfamous scene fronthe history of
philosophy mayfurther our understanding &f u t h grateégsie autobiographical
note,namelythe one concerning the ancient Greek philosopteeaclitus, recorded

by Aristotle and commented on by Heidegger (1967, p-188. Heraclitis was
discovered by visitorsitting near a backing oven t@ephimself warm. He invited
them in and, noting their embarrassment, encouraged them to proceed by adding:
fiHere too the gods do dwellAccording to Heidegger ommon opinion expects to
find famous pHosophesin a more sitable position, absorbed in théiroughs. They
want to meethinkers. Instead, these visitors are confrontethvan inconspicuous,
commonplacescene: someongarming himself near a backing oven, taking care of
everyday, dowrto-earth, physical needsutheransno doubt would have preferred
the revelationto happenin a more proper location, while reading the Bilibr
instance,contemplating, absbed inthoughts. But Luther laughs at them, adding,
fiHere tog in this cloacathe Holy Spirit dwell® T ascene emphasizing the proximity
of the commonplace and the sublime, a truly genealogical scene, revealing the comic,
trivial, down-to-earth origin of morahdndnoetictruths comparable to Archimedes in
his bath tubThe body is noaan obstacle to think, although this is how Nietzsche
experienced his ailing bogdyormenting him with headaches. Rather, Heraclitus,
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Archimedes and Luther think in a bodily way.

L u t hoemid autebiographical connection okvelation withdefecatiorrelied
on the fact that in both cases it had been a difficult delivery. According tb Bak n 6
also S o c r asdlfeharacterization as @midwifed is a case of carnivalesque
debasement, transforming the spiritual experience of enlightenment into a physical
achievement of thbody, notably the body bower half anddefecation and delivery
arethe twoprincipal events in the life of the grotesque body (1968, p. 319). Bergson
(1940/1969) likewise points out that, as soon as tuy s allowed to interferena
infiltration of the comical is to be dreaded, and this is why in serious genres (like
tragedy for example) the héghysical needs are hardly ever mentioned. He neither
eats, nor drinks, nor warms himself in public. Even to sit down and have a rest is
hazardoudor tragic heroes

Young Lutherhad begun to hate his severe and punishing God and to develop a
grudge against Himeven up to hoping thathere was no God at alWwhat he
discovered was thaerms like figuilto or fjusticed should not be takeas sggesting
some kind of economircelationship with God, implying that o6eaccount will be
settled and orée sinswill be balanced against o esorks. Rather, we arfectifiedd
by God through faithi an explanation which is supported by thgmablogy of the
German word for justiceGerechtigkeiti we are not judged, but rectifiednade
straight, erected, resurrected,amsact of grace. We cannfiarro our deliverance,
nor can we demand to be delivered in view of our achievements, because God does
not keep accountdhe very lines that had been blockihig understanding of the
Scriptureshecame subverted and he felt aziborn.

Now it has been argued, as vediady pointed outhat such a readingf the word
fjusticed was not at all originabr unprecedentetf3 In fact, he himself had been
using this interpretatiorhimself before hereally, physically grasped its true
significance The experience entaiégsbasic change of mood, awtlat is born is not a
patticular interpretation, but a meform of subjectivity, of beingn-the-world. Both
Grisar and his Lutheran criticeiiss this point when they finallyagree that,
notwithstanding theraount ofink spent on itthe issue of locality ifrivial compared
to the content, which they seethatwhat really mattersBut from the point of view
of laughter the content (the correct interpretatiofusfitia De)) is in itself a purely
scholarly dispute. What is important is thatiru t hcase a shift on the level of the
signifier had a bodily, somat and physiological effect. A new truth emerged in this
vehementinteraction between body and signifi@wart 1998) From the poih of
view of laughter, Lutheremained loyal to his truth everinstead of giving in tthe
compartmentalization betwedime serious and theesidualL u t hrereadirg of the
troublesome phrasgas an experiercof deliverancegf both spiritual and physical

18 Luther refer sont@aditn @soft hjeu Htpiacssreadis opposed to the
which implies that salvation has to be earned by us.
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relief184 The cloacacene is a perfect Rabeldilse rendering of this decisive event.
Rather than separating conterdrh context(or body from text) we ought to stress
their basic connectio. u t hexperigrece of revelation concurs wiglgnealogy as a
philosophical method, most notably thkaim that the historical beginning of a serious
discourse (such as Protestahedogy) is human, all too human, perhaps even
ridiculous; it is something which has to do with nutrition, digestion and defecation,
with food, drinkand bodily existence.riith is sometitig which reverberatea an
embodied manner (either paralysing usaeasing ushather thardescendindrom
heaveras pure text85

Theimage of a monk pondering the Scriptures while dwelling latrine reads
like a scene borrowed from the popular genres of laughter. The terrible is overcome
by connecting it to thedulyd snaterial laver half. Fear and obstipatiare finally
overcome by a roar of laughter, making life possible again, and alldwing her 6 s
vitality to produce an enormous bulk of writid88 Luther finds himself delivered
form his spiritual bulen which lad caused him to deterate physically as weft87
The rea&tion of his body confirmed thteeological value of his new truth and he must
have heralded the physical reactimuchlike shamans will welcome the rain they
finally manage to produchlever agairis he to renounce his laughter, his merry truth.
The ghastly obscurity of the gotméght finally gives way to daybreaknd his basic
laughter will prevent his mind from ever being drawn into the realm of fear again. Itis
a scenef laughter that represits acomplete transfiguration of spirituas a youth,
Luther was fidead drun& with papal teachings and almost drowned by them. His
desperate, persistent struggle to understand the very phrases that terrified him so
much finally enabled him to undersththat, rather than damnee are straightened
From now on, the Scripturesnveya gay promise, and u t hnewwaysofreading
the Bible makes life possible agalhwas his second birtstagedn accordance with

184 60 revel at i on, t hat i s, a suddéewithanner fl ooding wit
repudiation, a cleansing, a kicking away; and it would be entirely in accord with &ughest

freedom in such matters if he were to experience and to report this repudiation in frankly

physical terms... Scholars would prefer to have it happéhey achieve their own reflected

revelation- sitting at a desk. Luthérstatement that he was, in fact, sitting somewhere else,

implies that in his creative moment the tension of nights and days of meditation found release

throughout his beingand ndody who has read Luthiemprivate remarks can doubt that his

total being always included his bow&(&Erikson,1958/1962, p. 205).

185 Ni et zsche, Freud and ot her sodowmpolearatc i sed t he &éhuman,
origins oflofty and seriougonvictions

186 Erikson points out that, after the tower experience, Luther changed from a highly

restrained and r et ent dperson.iMoreovey, Luther eefersiont o an déexpl osi v
himself as incontinent, unable to keep it up any longer, etc. when it comeising.Cf . 6 Wi | |

er aber nicht aufhdren, so las er mich mit seinen buchlein, die der Teufel aus im speiet und

schei sset.0 [5: 5659]

187 As Nietzsche puts it, the soul needs a cloaca too to rid herself of henbanld her waste
T such aghe idea of @d, but fails to add: replacing the old god with a new @teman, All
Too Human Il The Wanderer and his Shadow, § 46).
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the genreconventiors of popular laugter.

Someone who deploréle persistent effort df u t hlater feaders to disavow
the groteque aspects of his achievementacan (1986, 7:23s we have seen, who
stressethatlL u t hdégestive and excremental imagery voitied sense of exile and
forlornness experienced by Luther and his contemporaries at the close of the gothic
epoch. The gothic solutionf exercise and work seememhtenableandL ut her 6 s
excremental imagery pushes this despair texteeme although itis still audible in
contenporary forms of uneasiness and disconteatause it is the very experience to
which modern cuure tried to provide an answer. Yapart from giving voice to an
experience of despair by depicting the human world as thebdgrity, L ut her 6 s
digestiveand excremental imagegsovided a therapy, a way oug moral solution
transforning gothic despair into grotesquekind of yeahsaying Bejahung. While
transforming thevery part of his body that hadorked as a barriento a locus of
jouissance ancelief, he turned himself into a prolific writer, opening up a writing
career as a practice of the self.

The monld privy is indeed a symbof condensation of gothic life amdu t her & s
experienceallowed the world to emeegin a different light, producinthe kind of
moral subjectivity presupposed lyu t h teaoléggal doctrine. But althoughe
subsequently elaborated his insight in a propositional matmertruthwhich he
experienced as such was a revelatory eftért e . Brel U u t hseory éxemplifis
the inherent aonection between a revelatory trythich may physically shake or
stupefy or paralyse or nseate us) and bodily experience

11. Whether for the sake of their conscience or for the
sake of their paunches

Notwithstanding theauraof rupture and revolution which surrounded himouther
wasthe kind of author whbeavilyrelied on and remainddndamentallyresponsive

to thefiword of the othas. He was not at alinegocentric authdoent on originality,

on creating something ex nihilo. ther responded, and his writing was closely
connected with his reading. Every year, we are told, he would read the complete Bible
twice, while keeping a watchful eye on theologicalritings of his contemporaries.

We cannot understaridu t hwenk @ithout a persistent awareness of this dimension

of responsivenest88 Luther allowed himself to be addressed by a text that was

188 | uthed way of reading waactiveand dialogical, in accordance wifakhtird &lea of

t he Or es®Theword lorigeto keerderstood and is desperately in need of a
responsive, responsible, righteouader, anticipated by the worabifn the very beginning,

although he may not belong to the readership initially addressed by it. It is the task of the reader
to become the one wivall rescue and preserve the desperate word, so that the dreadful
apprehension of remaining forever misunderstood will give way to the-gesdlacing joy of
recognition, bound to prode an opening to the future (Simons 19@®the case of Luthehé
very wor d 0 iustitgphcalleddoun ssrightesus r@adifg and provided this aperture to
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already there. He respondeal the word of the Othreas a recipient, a discursive
steward or custodian,saving the text from misundg#andings In an at times
polemical, at time jocular vein he enters into discussions vathers, in order to
retrieve and restore the word of the Other. His translation of the Scriptures into the
German vernacular remains his most outstanding achieveime/@prachereignis
(Ebeling 1964), a discursive event of epauobking significance. In his effort to
respond to theahguage of the Bible, tagp back tahe Bible, he creatdhe German
language. The bulk of his writing basically consisted of commentiseBcripures.
His propergenre was parody, provided theord is not used in a modesense
(referring to a particular comical genre), but taken literallyX(y & wr” U i 9:ds
an accompanying chant, an effaid respond to, taetrieve or revive aralready
existing, but apparently obscuregord. The libretto of Bach f_utheran)Matthdus
Passionis a parodyL u t hveord &va basically responsiybut being responsive is
not the same as being repetitious. Parody means resgoimdisuch a way that
sanethingis recovered, that somethinf significancds createdn its own right but
standing on the shoulders of the primordial versloru t h lmsicdobjective as a
translator was not to provide his readership with a literal and accurate rendetimg but
restore the origial to life again, to recover and contribirtéts vitality, to retrieve the
directness and liveliness of a téttte gay news of the gospeihich had becoméar
too official and momentoud.he proximity to everyday lifand practicakxamples
providethe comical effectYet inL u t htensléies of the Bible, the boldiomical
and responsive aspects of parody are decidedigentl8® Luther succeeded in
familiarising the Bible literally.

L ut htechrigse allowed the languagedaitiom of the markesquare to
appear in print and enter published discod®® Many words borrowed from
popular discourse were used in a written form for the first time by Luther. And, as
Bakhtin observed in his book on Rabelais, it is a language whastesgjue inner
logic relies very mah on references to the bodyhi, ratherthan anidiosyncratic
analfipathology (Brown 1957/197)) explains whylL.uther writes the way he does.

L ut h laugtites is acollective and historical, rather thaa purely indivdual
phenomenonand it ispathologicalnot in the pejorativeor clinical sensebut in the
sense of not begqhdevoid of pathoskFor example, while discussing the decline of
monastic life, he takdke position that, should some of the monks prefer to neina

the monasteryfiwhether for the sake of their paunches or for the sake of their

the future!

189 According to Bakhtin (1988) the same goesforCdiins e of t he French | anguage: 6
language of French literary prose was created byilCand Rabelaisbut Calvird nguage ...

was an intentional and conscious lowering of, almost a travesty on, the sacred language of the

Bibleod (p. 71). The middle strata of the national languages, represented by Calvin and others,

were perceived asdenigrating travesty of higher spheres. The language of Calvin (and, one

mi ght add, of Luther) were O0po7l)a significant extent b

199 cf. Janssen (1915): OEr schopfte aus den reichen Qu
in volkstimicher Beredsamkeitkae n i hm weni ge gl eicho (p. 252)
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conscience they should not be driven out byr€e. Suchimagesexpress a way of
bang-in-theworld, of coming to terms with the actual situation.

As indicated Bakhtin stresses the enormous importance of elitgeary sources
in Rabelaisandthe same applieso Luther:fiRabelaiéfirst and foremost source was
the unofficial side of speech, with its rich store of curses ... with its various
indecencies, the enormous glei carried by words and expressions connected with
hard drinking. To this very day, the unofficial side of speech reflects a Rabelaisian
degree of indecency in it, of words concerning drunkenness and defecation and so
forth, but all this is by now clichédnd no longer creative(1988, p. 238). Like
Rabelais, Luther incorporated into his writings flaaude frankness of folk passians
the jokes, short stories, proverbs, puns, catchwords and sayings of pofiutar &t
that time the basic truth revealeby Luther could only be accessed by laughter.
Where Ebeling (1964) talks abduithervergessenheit is the grobian and grotesque
aspect of his achievement that fell into oblivion. The official pictditeuther became
onesided As Ebeling himself paits out althoughL u t hweork & eften considered
the dawn of the modern age, his proximity to medieval life should not be neglected,
nor should the fact that in some important respects he even severely retarded and
impeded the developmentmiodern, ciic society. Allefforts to distinguish between
modern content and edieval residueobscure the fact that, from his spiritual
transformation called the tower experience onwards, Luther belonged neither to the
Middle Ages, nor to the modern gdpeit to the teenth cetury, an epoch in its own
right, under the swawpf laughter. According to Ebeling, the tendency to conceal
certainembarrassingspects of. u t haghiebement must no doubt atributed to
somethingfiuncanny in his work of which modern reaéelrs would rather not be
reminded butthis doesot allow usto neutralize thisisomething by considering it
as merely residuaRatherL u t hgeategee laughtevas a product of his rupture
with gothic life. The tower experiencd, u t h teeméndousHerculean roar of
laughter, was an experience which allowed an unprecedented but responsive form of
moral subjectivity to constitute itself. This and not fitleeological conteidtof the
experience explains trestonishing impact on German spiritual andtigal life. It
was an experience quite at odds wjtt ultimately absorbed by forms etiatism and
top-down centralism which were developing at that tintewas an experience that
derived its convincing energy and vitalftpm popular laughtet91

Indeed, virtually every introduction tb u t hwork &mhtains cautionary nate

191 Brown (1959/1968) takes a Freudstanceand pays much attention to thever

experience and othér a afaatures of Luthérwr i t i ng: O6Lut her with his freedom
hypocrisy, his allembracing vidlity [...] records the scene of his crucial religious experience

with untroubled candaor(p. 182). In Luthed work, Brown claims, the devil emerges as an

0 a ochdracter, continuously throwing shit on everyone, showing his posterior and spreading

horrible smells, while Luther himself also relied orahdevices (even producirfigrts) in order

to defend himselBut all these imageand gesturewere quite at home in the popular comical

literature, thetime | d O wi s @ @.rA02pwvhichf Lothet (yprclike his contemporary

Rabelais) exemplified
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urging usnot to pay too much attention to ligrobiard laughter, even though it is
L u t hneost évsortant literary technique, quite at hoinghe sixteenth centuty?
which Luther happened to master dexterqusThose who feel embarrassed by it are
remindedby editors and curatof fimitigatingd circumstancg such as the fact that
L ut hasveGaies radd on jeering as welBut the internal explanation is more
convincing: gobianism came easily to hirgbelingjoins the choir by claiminghat

L u t huwncadny gift for polemical discourse erds all proper limits and often
becomes unbearablajttheattributes it tahe spirit of the agavhile the true impetus
behind his wedk allegedlymust be locateedlsewhergfidal ganz anderswo als in
solchen extreme Symptomen das eigentliche Movens zu suchen ist, was ihm zu
schreiben treildt(1964,p. 51).

This strategy concurs with the methodooimpartmentalizatiorwhich | consider
absolutely fatal when it comes understandig the discursive phenomenon named
Luther. His grobianism reflectsbasic truth only accessible to laughitandlaughter
is indispensableof recognizing it. For Luther it véaquite pointless to argue with
on&d pponents as long as their basic mode of thinking a&adimg remained
incompatible with the one fleshed doy Luther himself Grobianism is not an
ornament that the modern reader no longer appreciates. Luther sincerely felt he could
not but considerhte spokesmen of the official, established truth a bunch of fools. His
grobianism is the expression of a fundamental difference that cannot be solved by
argument. Laughter islaasic mood or mode of thought whiahowed hm to raise
his voice. It is away of beingin-theworld, a rupture with the mood of fear and
melancholy that had condemned him to silethegher was reformed, transfigured by
laughter.While his enemies fied on thekind of jeerthat did not really laugh,

L ut hlaughies was truly gayHe practiced a different genre of laughter that
allowed the Word to remerge and ensured that, while wasfdrinking beer in
Wittenbergd (a famous centre of beer brewing at the time, which was its main
industry) the Word was doing its work all by itséfhat was unprecedentegs not

his figrobiard laughter as suctLuther borrowed it from the carnivalesque genres of
popular culture) but the fact that the very strondhadf medieval seriousnegshe
serious genres of theoliogl discourse, were suddemlgrvaded and overwhelmed by

it without being able to offer sufficient resistance. Tompartmentaletion of life
into a comic and a serious realnexpellinglaughter to popular and rural quarters and
genres collapsedas also the serious realms ofist¢g were suddenly drowned in a
gargantuarburst of laughter.

192 gaint Grobianus wasentioned in 1494 by Sebastian Brant inNidsrenschifif 6 Shi p of
fools) who call edo.hilm al 54c% aF rsteded ebiWdténbelye de ki nd,
produced a poem in Latin &thed Grobianus, which before long was translated into German by

Kaspar Scheidt, fathén-law of Johann Fischart, who was to producesification of the

Eulenspiegel novél aliterary work that, according to Bakhtin (1968) and others, represented
thegenre in optima forma.
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In his introduction to the first volume of his collected writings in Gerf#hl_uther
emphasizesieferringto Saint Paul, thahe Gospeldurn all other boo& into utter
buffoonery. The more one becomes acquainted with the Bible, the more one is likely
to dislike even on@ ewn writings and discard them as mere knavery. Those who do
take pride in what they have writtene asses.

In the year 1520 Luther pubhed several of his most important writings, such as
To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation: On How to Improve the Christian
Ranks(fiAn den christlichen Adel deutscher Nation: Von des christlichen Standes
Besserung) in which thefithree wall® of the papal stronghold are pulled down and
the Popé authority(when it comeso interpreting the Scripturkis questionedThis
treatise is preceded by some introductory remarks in which Luther refers to himself as
afool or court jester whowes the wod an act of foolishnessin accordance with
the popular saying thatyhatever the world should undertake to do, a monk oiagh
be present, even if it had to bpaintedone Luther pointoutthat, more than once, a
fool has utteredvise thoughd, and qiotesS a i n t firf ketted tétise Corinthians:

Do not deceive yourselves. If any of you think you are Wisthe standards of this
age,you should become fooko that you may become wideor the wisdonof this
world is foolishness t&od (1 Coritthians 3:18). As indicated earlidrecause of his
caps and bells he claims a right to frank amestricted speech®* Rome is compared
to the Antwerp Fair, while Luther explains hdahe papal regime itself parodies
certain devices that once were of seriorigin. Indeed, Luther appeals to the court
jested privilege of unrestricted speeclelf sage nach meinem Hofrecht frei heraus
when he incites all monks, nuns and priests to violate their vows of ctiadtity
(speaking on behalf of the bodyjstas diotic to ban sexual intercourse as it would be
to ban eatingdrinking or defecation (as already cited).

Yes, sibsequently, Luther uses the language of laughter to unleash a
counterattack on the culture of laughter.lfAannual fairs and feasts are te b
abolished since they ongncourage alcohol abuse and idlenagsl are to be made
workingdaysTh e fAj ok e o0 Ithough Leither reo lohgbr aetied dleorksd,
he was very much in favour efork 193 It is about time the Germarssop roaming
about |ke wandeing scholars or mendicant monks. Trehouldforget abait their

193 Werke, 50, pp. 65661.

194 on Luthed somparison of himself to a court jester see for example his letter to Elector
Frederick the Wise from the Wartburg (24 February 1522) as well as the remark during one of
his prandial conveest i ons c i t e dVirhaben eifea foomreen ketsew. o Er istétille
und frum. Ich halte, er redet in einem jar nicht so viel als ich in einem [&§@45].

195 Although Protestantisnmitially succeeded because it promised the same reward using
less effort (onlff ai t h, no PBrotestarkisnananagedvth seize thehewn parts of
Europe] ess 06wonk pr oved t o(NietzspheHumanpAl Eoo ldumandl k o
Mixed Opinions and Aphorisms, § 97).
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foolish monastic vowsand start earning a decent living. Mendicant orders and
peregrine guilds &to be dismantled: theserve as a cover for tramp&o wantto
continue their roamim nomadic existence. Universities are to be reformed, and
Aristotleis to be expelled. Luther announces that, notwithstanding the many efforts to
make him shut up, the fool will continue to shout his truth. In stiogttreatise is an
unstable mixture ofaughter and disciplineor countedaughter The ambivalent
language nonetheless relies time-old, comic ad popular deviceof unmasking
(seeing inphenomendike pilgrimagenothing but a pretext for idleness and alcohol
abuse, serving bodily rathehan spiritual need$ a popular wisdom of long
standing.

Even the morefiseriou® parts of his writing are nevedevoid of gaety,
foolishness, and laughteédn the other handhere is one pécular text that seems
quite devoid of serious content whdeounding in grobianism to such an extent that
the very fact thatuther ever came to write it tends to be sincedsploredby
experts his disagreeable libel against Heinrich von Braunschétfenbuttel,
known asWider Hans WorsfAgainst Harry Saugge ).L u t hlibel Wider Hans
Worst (1541)is generally considered the cuep his grobianism. In fact, Luther
joined a defamatory polemics that had been going on for a while between Friedrich
von Sachsen and Heinrich von Braunschwaigifenbittel. Luthe took the floor
because Heinrich von Braunschw&iplfenblttel had accused him of calling
Friedrich von SachsefiHans Worsh i fiHarry Sausage a buffoonlike figure
belonging to popular grobian litétee, and includedn the cast of Brandts
Narrenschifft To start with, Luther claims to enjoy being abused, for it makes him feel
gay which is the perfect mood fariting (fiBlessed are you when people insult you,
persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil againstngpoiceandbe exceedingly
glad, Matthew 5:1). Furthermore, he admits that he often refers to the fat, coarse and
clumsy oaffiHans Worsb, particularlywhile preaching, but maintains he never used
this name with regard to Friedrich von Sachséf® Heinrich von
BraunschweigWolffenbiittel hinself must be considered the perfédians Worsb,
however After this introduction, Luther persistently refers to Heinrich as Harry
Sausage, and this is one of the basic techniques of the grobian genre, of which Luther
displays his mastgrin a remarkablygarefree way.

Now experts tend to agrehat this deplorable libein which Luther clearly
violates all limits of decengyshould not be consiled as reflecting.ut her 6s
ficontend. In my view, however, this is unfortunate, for in addition to the faat it
informs us of the manner in which theologiéabntend and grobiarnfrhetorid® are
intrinsically connected, it is also a remablatreatise with regard tmntent as such.
Luther himself never deplored the fact that he wrote it.

In fact, grobianisy seems necessary for invoking a certain mood which allows for

196 Hans Worst or Wurstisoref t hos e O6nati oodpopuadcolturei sh characters
that are 6call ed byo(Bakhin1968 med). of nati onal dishes
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L u t hhbagicdnsight to be appreciated.Wider Hans WorstLuther distinguishes
between two worlds. The one is the dark, gothic world of terror, alcohol abuse and
foolishness, a world sumgj between abydgke nothingness and boundless jest. The
other is the world of a gay ar@hristian truth. And gay laughtes the indispensaé
hinge that allows us to leathe one and enter the other. By mocking terror, truth
becomes possible. Grobiaaughter means expanding one aspect of the gothic world
(the foob taughter)to such an extent that its someland fearful aspect, the ghastly
abyss of divine punishment, is bound to collapse. If gothic seriousness can be
compared to the still of nighgrobianism is the break of dagll this is hinted at in
L ut hiefantosslibel. Luther himself refergo grobianism agispeaking plain
Gemarm, to make things quite clear and prevemsundersindings. Furthermore, he
refersto the Bibk, some parts of wbh (Ezekiel23 for instancg surpass even
L u t hlibdl i arseness.

According to Luther, the Word of Christ seems to have vanistoed tine earth
without a tracgfor human beings are once again wailogvin the mire like hogs.His
is not a metaphoor figure of speechbecausdor Luther, deprived of the Word of
God, humans really are bound to become higs wallowing in the miret®7 This is
what he himselfiad been doing, Luther empha&siswhen suddenly he found hinfsel
rectified by the Word of Godlhis Wordis not something to negotiate abo&bor
thosewho have ben transformed are rectifiedistead of erring, their pathsecured
by the simple phrasdaec dixit DominusLuther simply has to shout and abuse in
order to shout down the terribleise produced bgophists and epicureans, eclipsing
the quiet voice of truthTo be able to read thaible is an act of grace. We have to
become a ceain kind of persorrectified rather thaterrified byit. For Luther,Tetzel
was one of those shoutingiges: a grosser Clamant tmee marketsquare of gothic
life, not someone to negotiate withut someondo abuse, fom L u t hpencepton
this was the only language he understd88IL u t haént vias to expose a certain
world, a certain basic mood (thete medieval gothic mooaf terror)by exaggerating
its laughterat the expense of its terrdr.u t hwiolert roar of laughter made a new
sensibility possibleB a k h tviewnod the carnivalesque laughter helps us to assess
L ut h grabidanésm. Carnivaleme abuse, Bditin assuresus, does not merely
degrade its target, for fiamiliarisesfirst of all. The terrifying powers of church and
state are humanized as the intimidating distance between power and subject is
reduced. Terms of abusenvey the basimsight thathumans are all basically equal

197 Er i kson (1958/1962) refeo(pl9f)o such i mages as O6porco

198 Experts inform us that Tetzel, really a dedéchintellectual, was badly mistreated by
Luther. Many of the burlesque scenes attributed to him by the Protestant tradition were in fact
borrowed from late medieval popular literature such as Pfaffe Amis and Fahrende Schuler.
Well known examples are theosy that Tetzel once used his rhetorical talents togmtethe

Roman satirist Juvenak a Saint, or the story, mentioned by Luther in Wider Hans Worst, that
he only just managed to escape from being drowned in the Inn as a punishment for his sexual
licentiousness.
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becausef the daily life of theitbodies, egardless of officialg(tificial) separations of
class, profession dnpolitical influence. Reality is familiarized and the object is
brought up closd_aughter is diected at those who aveable to recognize the comic
nature of all pretensions to eternity and immutability (ak1968, p. 212/213). Due
to jolly abu®, the frightening silhouettes tife representatives of eternal truithrn
out to be human beings julke us. Jolly abuse implies perceiving the world
fearlessly and impiously.aughter reconcilethroughthe physical proximity that is
suggested by grotesque, degrading images landt h jelly &kmise echoes the
experience of the calpse of gothic intindation.

Still, this type ofjolly abuse seems at odds with the hostile negativity which at
times resurges i u t h teeatdent of opponents, especially in the cak¢he
revolting peasants. In suchsa, his rhetoric seemmerely abusive and intimidaug.

His language becomes violent and griRather than transforming the terrifyinmgo
the familiar, the familiafpeasants now transfomed into the terrifying, ggeasants
are depicted as hordes of gothic devils, to be exterminated without cotisidera
delayi in short,L u t hspeecéhsat times reflects a sud@den disastrous generic
shift.

Another specimen of the parodical gnobian genre i4 u t hteeatie®n the
Papacy at Rome, Against the Celebrated Romanist at Leipaigitle which is
ironical since the Romanist at Leipzig who had attacked him was not that faffous.
Luther claims thatalthough he had alreadyuffered quitea bit of slander, now
suddenlya giganticand weltequipped figuréhas enteredhe ring. Fortunatelypn
closer hspection he provesmidiot on stilts.Luther justifies his recourse to jest by
indicating that his adversaries had been treating the Scrigtigrespectfully, as if
they containednere fairy tales produced by a professional jester on Shrove Tuesday.
Since the Word of God evokes no more respect than & fe@ndial speech, Luther
feels compelled to suspend seriousness and resort to jest: gross fools have to be
addressed ni a gross mannerBlackguards had been mocking pious German
simpletons long enolg pulling their legs for quite some time, convinced that they
could get away with it, but noormer German drunkards had finally come to
recognize that they had let themselves be taken in too many times.

L u t haegundest focusses on his adverdaslaim that, just as a body cannot do
without a corporeal head, neither can the church. According to Luther, this is Shrove
Tuesday dialecticsSince the church is a spiritual community, it is in need of a
spiritual head (i.e. Christ) but can perfectly do witha corporeal one. In fact, a
corporeal head would fi spiritual body like a painteéghrove Tuesday mask would
fit a corporeal one. Aly a Shrove Tuesday foskes the Pope as a head. Luther no
longer allows his legs toe pulled by such sophisms ndvatGod endowed im with
a gay and fearless mind. Seveesdments of the popular culture of laughter are

19 6von dem Papsttum zu Rom, wi der oaWenke hochber i¢hmten R
6, pp. 285324.

Page [L63



presentin this treatise. e gianton stilts represents thgrotesque strategy of
transforming the terrible into the ridiculolisa strategy employedy Luther by
continuously mocking the once dreaded spokesmen of official truth. Furthermore, he
jocularly refers to several instances of comic prandial discourse,asuitie fod s
speech on ShrovEuesday, as well as to student drinking habits and rdeblates.

His final jest entails showing that this spokesman of official truth is himself mocking
the Pope by comparing him to a héadgainan image borrowed from grotesque
popular culture. Yetagain, while using the principle of laughter, Luthethesame
time distances himself from it, announcing thstalmentof new forms of official
speechabout to replaceoutdated formsof power which havebeen sufficgntly
ridiculed and now seeigbout to collapse.

13. Interminable analysis or final judgement?

In the early sixteenth century, laughter had become indispensdatfi@goabouthe
collapseof gothic seriousness artidle emergence of unprecedentedrferof moral
subjectivitythat transgressed the lateedieval compartmentalization of moral life
into the serious and the grotesque. But evemé agreethatlaughter as sucbould
play that role the excessiveoarseness ancrudity of L u t h laughleshas been
consideed deplorable. The laughter of Erasmus for instance, wisjfgayinga fair
amountof gaiety laughedn a more humane and civilized mannerit still possible
to side with Lutheror ratrer: was his laughter realfjay? To address this question, |
will briefly point out the diffeence betweeh u t hand Brasmuslaughter, and
subseqently consider the seemingly pathologiéehtures of L u t h laughbes as
analy®d by Erikson, before turninto the questiomvhat form of moral subjectivity
wassupportedy it.

When comparing Luther with Erasmus, weist be aware of thiact that both
antagonistalreadymade this comparison themselvEsasmus reproached Luther for
being excessively violent and crude, and Luther reproached Erdgmamsing too
ambivalent According to Luther, Erasmus laughed at everything and everyone,
persisting irhis ambivalence even in the face of Christ. Let us have a closer look.

It was pointed out that u t hwork€) sotably hisTischreden contain many
comic scenesecognisable fronpopular comic genres of the sixteenth CeptEven
the scholarly world seeedl full of gaietyfor him, with one exceptionGod Himself
was not to be trifled with?00 Whenever that happened, u t h @ugbter
immediately gave way tfurious rage. And herkuther distinguished himself from
Erasmus, whom he reproached for laughingveryhing and everyone, including
(the Word of) God, whereas he himself, although given to gross mockery when

200 piabolus ridet omnes, sed eo excepto, de quo Paulus dicit: Non iryigieRa93; cf.
3327 6l ch kann auch sseihedaserreissensediquidqudrde | achen, frolioc
verbo tractatur aut tractandum, e verzir mich keiner und lasse viel lachen
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dealing with his fellow human beings, remained pious to God. Erasmus stopped at
nothing and finally seemed to include even Christ in his ridicuiet least in his
ambivalencs, but Luther maintained that one can laugh at everything except for the
Scriptures [3: 2834, 2866, 3010]. In short, Luther reproached Hsagon not
endorsingthis one basic constrairfthe finitude of the otherwise immenset of
laughable things). But he alseproaches Erasmaisiughter for being too restricted.
Although at firstsight Erasmuérelentless laughter seerosnsistent, he still keves
something @r rather, someoneut, namely himself. While gosing everyonand
everythingto ridicule, hehimself claims to be wiseAccording to Luther, this is a
basic flaw, for whoever wishes to remain faithful to God must become a fool in the
eyes of the world, which is what Erasmus refuses t¢%oBy means of his
ambiguousfiamphiboli® language [3: 3010, 3284, 3302], which threatens to ridicule
even Christ, he is protecting himself. Although on the surface it seems as though he
will not stop at anything, eventually he is unable to laugh at himself. In the case of
L u t hlaughdeshowever, his own Self is decidedhcluded. By making a fool of
himself, proclaiming himself a buffoon and a simpleton, he is showing his regard for
Christ202 Ultimately, it is Luther who stops at nothiiiglbeitnothingin this world.

While Erasnus) laughter comes to a halt before his own genius, Luther includes
himself in his universal derision. He laughs at lazy psiest unfortunate butchers, but
also at himselfHe stops at nthing, but stop befor&od. Idols can be ridiculed, God
cannot;we canand should laugh about ourselves, but not akiad. Thestultitia
mundi does include us, but not Him. Erasrdugaughter is an experience of
selfassertion for the laughing alf remains unchallenged. Accordirto Luther,
however, the only personhw should bexcludel from ridicule was Chrisg03

201 | focus on Luthed pidgement of Erasmus without passing a judgement on the latter

myself and without verifying whether his laugr is really ironical and seffssertive, for such

an endeavour would be beyond the scope of this chapter. | will not conceal, however, that my
personal judgement is much more sympathetic than Lautaed that | consider Erasmaus
laughterless restricte and, above all, e s s  @than s suggestet here. Huizinga (19504,
1950b) stresses his wittiness and jest. Praise of Folly is considered the paragon of Renaissance
laughter. Even the Scriptures become the target of his playful wit. Accordingzimgsui

modern man is unable to appreciate Eragrgagety and jest because Lutbesarnestness and
resolut@ess has alienated us from it. Due to Luther, Huizinga argee®end to consider his

devotin superficial or even deficient

202 |n his prandial coversations he often refers to himself as a fool, and prays that God may
act as guardian of simpletons like himgelfnser Herrgott muf3 der narren furmundt 6¢B1
2835),cf6 Wi r si nto(3H&848)s wur st e

203 This appraisal of Erasmus is supportedKisrkegaardHe considers Erasmus an

outstanthg example of irony (1989, p. 261) taitesses the extent to which Erasélasghter

di ffers from what hedor &fduscht ¢i&ke the oddeowndwct smibnpeéct ]
mind [or pious mentality] alo declares that all is vanity but ... it makes no exception of its own

person ... on the contraiiyalso must be set aside. hory, however, since everything is shown

to be vanity, the subject becomes free. The more vain everything becomes, glittre li

emptier, and volatilized the subject becomes. And while everything is in the process of

becoming vanity, the ironic subject does not become vain in his own eyes but rescues his own

Page [L65



As a unsurpassed and gifted reader of the Bible, however, Luther clearly
recognized the ambivalence of many of itsgses, its vulnerable spots, susceptible
a parodial or even grotesque reading. Ahés heconsideredhis the work of the
devil, whom he referredo as a rogue who, finding himself unable to challenge the
Word of God directly, ridiculed it from within by coining phrases which allow or even
suggest grotesque associations with bodily fiens, thus contributing significantly
to the merriment of idle readers. Luther mentions as an example a line taken from the
Psalteri Flabit spiritus et fluent aquaé which could be interpreted as suggesting
that God produced a fart so that the wateosildl be stirred. Indeed, Luther adds,
many a good line was sullied in this wdut as indicated earlier, it did not escape
Luther thatChrist himself hd recourse to mockery, regarding his own prandial
colloguia as similar to the discussions over dinri€€twist and his disciples, referred
to by Luther asundissima et familiarissim43: 3286]. What is revealed ¥ the
Scriptures is idiotidrom the point of view of reason and experieRe&.And yet we
cannot resist thisuth, however ridiculous it may seefrasmus, however, refuses to
become a fool and simpleton, that is, a true Christian.

Now provided we grant this, that Erasraleughteri unlike truly fChristiaro
laughteri sufferedfrom thisbasic flaw, then whaabout the next chargegncerning
theexcessive coarsenesdofi t hlaughter? Why did he finid necessary to call the
Popean ass andh devil205 As was mentioned in a previous sectidrjkson
develops a psychoanalytical perspectivetmproblem ol u t hgeabidénexcess.
What does it ammunt to?

Erikson announces that haill finterpret in psychological terms whatever
phenomena clinical experience and psychoanalytic thought have made [him]
recognize are dependent on rdagiemonstrable psychic structor@@. 21), implying
thatboth Luther® achievements and his ailing and idiosyni@asre to be explained
in terms of his neurotic or mandepressive state of mind aad expressions of his
fipartially unsuccessful solution of the identity crisis of yaufp. 242). Such an
approach exemplés B a k h tobserv@tmn that in theodern picturdisexual life,
eating, drinking, and defecation have radically changed their meaning: they have been
transferred to the private and psychological l@vd968, p. 321).Kierkegaard
already referred to Lher as afpatiend i notin the clinical sensenbugh, but as
someone with a passion for expressing and describinghlyisical and spiritual
suffering. Moreover, Kierkegaard unequivocally supports the view that, in his later
years, L u t h persénality ad achievements suffer a remarkaldecline. He
complains about the mediocrity and staleness of his-talile as well as his folksy

vanityo (p. 258).
204 3. 2843, 3022b, etc.; but notably 3:2970b weherfter citing a line pronounced by Christ

Hi msel f , he | aughs and claims that Deifder m t he point of
ridens dixit: Ratio dicitDas ist ein grosse lugén

205 6 Aut asinus fuit papa amussuasiereoteonoruirgelligita si nus quod st u
Diabolus, quod eos fovit et confirma®if3: 3027).
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witticisms (such as the claim that a fart produced in Wittenberg is audible in Rome).
Erikson basically subscribés thisview. Whereas younhj u t hoausébgcame his
cure, inL u t hlater ears his rage as well as his laughter turned histrionic and
grotesque.

Contrary to Erilsord position, however, ¢ontend that laught was the thing that
cured himand that the laught ofhis later years was still predominarglgy and quite
in tune with the roar of laughter known as the tower experience. The grotesque story
about the monk who experienced a sudden revelation while taking cassbofdily
needsastold by Luther inhis later years, should not be separated from the spiritual
transforméion that actually took place during u t h youthd Bothepisodes (the
tower and the table) represdatbeit in their own way) the principle of laughter as it
resounded during the earkixteenth Century. Whereas in the case of the tower
experience. u t hlaughbes was still rather isdked the experience of laughter as
explored by Bataillg the convivial laughter of his later years was ppsheven more
gay in theBakhtiniansense bbeing carefree, comical and hospitable.

In modern retrospeistes much emphasis is laid on one particular aspect of the
gothic frame of mind which, in the nineteenth century, came to be identified with the
gothic per se: the aspect of gloomy terrordality, the gothic world had two aspects.
Besices terror, reinforced by the sorelchorus of the mendicant orders, there was the
popular cult of carnival, of license and leisuoéyelief and releaseéAn element of
light-hearted silliness is clearhoticeablein the works and acts of Saint Frands
instancenot only because of his predilection fameacling tobirds, but also because,
when God appealed to him to repair His house, he took thidlijtared immediately
took it uponhimself to restorghe ruined chapel in which he was prayifpth
aspectghumour and terrorgxisted sideby-side, and the early sixteenth century did
not witness the resurgence of extinguished laughter so much as the sudden expansion
of one aspect of gothic lifdthe laughing aspegtat theexpense of its counterspect
(the sombe backdrop oterror). Huizinga®® $he Waning of the Middle Agpertrays
besides terror and decline algay poetry and popular farce, companies of fools and
bursts of laughter, jolly festivalsnd comic processions. Therefore, instead of
emphasizing a basic rupture between the gloomy, terrible Middle Ages on the one
hand and the gay and merry Renaissamcth® other, | would rathestress thdasic
continuity, i.e.L u t h iadeldiesiness tonediezal Catholic popular culture:the
grotesque, prenodern prePr ot e st a n tnaturefiof hid laugHter. ¢Y@ung
figothicd Luther had been a gloomy and depressed also gay fellowdin guter
Gesell¢ blessed with a musical gift, a remarkable forsdnér lute-playing and
singing someone who appreciated the parodical, comical featuresadifional
student rituals. Mny years latewhile addressing a crowd of students, he urged them
never tofpiss in publi® [Tischreden 4:5024].

The monastery consttied an enviroment which due toits rigid regime of
fasting, silenceisolation anddeprivation, was designed ¢ondition sobriety antb
abolishlaughter. But, as Erikson noteduther developed his own, folkishay of
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resistance: a highly ambivalentenobedience, an effort to make monkshood absurd
from the very start and from withiby obeying its rulesomewhatoo scrupulously
a parodical strategy of ridicule viaxaggerated obedience. Alttgbuinitially one
might consider excessive fasting aseapression of the total dominance of monastic
power over the vital body, on further reflection it might turn out to be a phenomenon
of resistance. After having confessed for hpursther would ask for special
additional appointments in order to correctrepious statements or add fresh
exaggerations concerning hisin®, thereby upsettingnonastic efficiency. flose
fising® consisted, apart from spontous ejaculations, mainly othronic inclination
towards mockery, profanation and blasphemous abuse wéliébrating Mas&?6

L u t hfieal dutburstin the tower wasnirresistibleroar that would turn into a
collective experience, the impact of which was simply astonishing. Its outcome was
one of renewal and liberation rather than destructiond A was, of course,
grotesqueclosely connected with the body,ttvibodily resistance. What begas an
experience of releasassociated with defecatipgpefore long became associateithw
abundant digestionL u t h eomié seversal of medieval asceticism, hisdp
growing voracious and grandiose, consuming and discharging gigantic portions,
while his conversation abounded in references to thetodolyer half, to eating,
drinking and sweating. Asceticism, as it was introduced by early Christianity, gave
way to the recurrence of grotesque latggh a change that was also reflected by
L ut h garganduan production of published speech. This was his primal
achievement and act of renewal: the transposition of the gay, unpublished spheres of
speech into printed disaose, which resultkin official discoursebeing suddenly
overwhelmed by the vernalar and the colloquial. firee former monks (Rabelais,
Erasmus and Luther) were true contemporaries indeed.

Medieval theology had been marked kygasion between twaewson laughter,
the Aristotelian and the ascetine(Posthumus Meyjes 1992The Aristotelian view
aimed at a middle ground between boorishrfabsence of humougnd bufbonery
(excesk According to Clemens of Alexandria, for example, human nature mtist n
be smothered and repressed but manaaedl organized according tethical
standads. Likewise, laughter must be employed in a balanced agpdopriate
manneri an ideal ofterreferred to agurbanityd (as opposed to primitive provincial
village laughtey.207 In the ascetic viewhowever, aughter was no longer tolerated
but denied all civilrights. Unlikepagan deities, the Jewisthristian Godallegedly
did not laugh?98 Christian devotion was consideredomincompatible witttaughter

206 Perhaps this inclination to abuse was a remaiafiére ancient pagan habit of mocking

and insulting the deity by na@s of comic pledges and oathdady referred tabove)as

arcient cultic forms oflerision.

207 |n his PoeticsAristotle (1960) tells us that, according to some, comedy was derived from

komai, a Dorian dial ect onThacomicrpeefsesedtowagdert o 6outl yi ng vi
from village to village peing excluded contemptuously from the city.

208 wjith some exceptions, for example Psalm 2:4.
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and John Chrysostorteclared that jest and laughter are not from God but from the
devil (Bakhtin 1968, p. 73). Yet the idea ofrbanitasas well as the idea dhe
opportune, appropriate jokgas neverabolished altogether.hE Aristotelian view

was rehabilitated by Thomas Aigas: laughter is natural and admissible provided it

is civilized rather than excessive. Protestantism was usually opposed to laughter and
countless Protestant moralists explicitly rejected popular carnivalesque cheerfulness,
while Calvin himself rebukedRabelais in a rather stern manner (1984, pp.
138140)209 Yet accoding to Luther, gaiety (even if it turns excessatetimes)
should count as an appropriate Gliegn mood, while a bold prank migtdunt as an
argument. In short, rather than endorsing eithe Aristotelian othe ascetic viewhe

sided withunrestricted laughter.

Lutheran orthodoxy, however, made every effort to turn theology into a serious
genre once again. The distinction between nucleus and residties tendency of
producing allegacal interpretations of straightforwaihd candid jest, wereasic
devices of what Toulmin referred to as the CouRenaissance, granting only a
thoroughly revised Luther access to Tremple du Gotf modern discourse, even if
it meant stripping hinof something basic, presenting him as someone who merely
prepared the way for a new seriousness, a heralied@ounterRenaissance, of a
new, etatistic alliance between church and state.

Although this interpretatiogoes against the grain of his basiode of writing,
some aspcts ofL u t h merfobrancemight nonethelesseemto support such a
readingIndeedL u t hoeuvrécsnstitutes a strategiowerfield in its own right,n
which several discursive forces compete with one another. One of them i
CounterRenaissance etatism, which announces itself at {foemstance in his plea
to decimatethe revolting peasantishut without being able to silence laughter
altogetherwhile even the elderly Luthéad his share of laughter

14. Elimination o r resurgence: towards a gelastic philosophy of
laughter?

What lessons have we learned in terms of laughtegeakaaticprinciple that might be
relevant even for today? Does the history of progress reflect a gradual eradication of
true laugheror is laughter still alive somewhePaVhat building blocks for a able
philosophy of laugher trulygelasticphilosophy have we identified so far?

Overall, history seems to reflect a progressive forgetfulness of laudhter.
Human, All Too Humalt, for instane, Nietzsche exglins what he considers to be a
pagarethos as opposedGhristianone(dMixed Opinions and Aphorisnds§ 22Q. It
is a toleance for the comic, the vulgar and the excesdiwethe fiotheid side of

209 Astocalvini 6t he a g edl(Bakhtin 1068 . 850) is view on laughter differs
considerably form Luthér.A detailed comparisois far beyond thecope of this book.
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