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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Patricia Hanna
This volume is a collection of papers selected from those presented at the
10th International Conference on Philosophy sponsored by the Athens Institute
for Research and Education (ATINER), held in Athens, Greece, 25—28 May
2015.
This conference provides a singular opportunity for philosophers from all
over the world to meet and share ideas with the aim of expanding the
understanding of our discipline. Over the course of the conference sixty-three
papers by philosophers from twenty-six countries were presented. The nine
papers in this volume were selected for inclusion after a process of blindreview.
The papers chosen for inclusion give some sense of the variety of topics
addressed at the conference. However, it would be impossible in an edited
volume to ensure coverage of the full extent of diversity of the subject matter
and approaches brought to the conference itself by the participants, some of
whom could not travel to one another's home countries without enormous
difficulty.
Since its inception in 2006, the conference has matured, reaching what
might be seen as adolescence. Part of this maturity is reflected in the nature of
the proceedings. We now have a group of dedicated philosophers who serve as
the reviewers for the proceedings. They are committed to raising the standards
of this publication; as a result, we are now able to ensure that each submission
if blind-reviewed by at least two readers, as well as the editor and/or a member
of the Editorial Board. I would like to take this opportunity to thank them for
their extraordinary work: without them, nothing would be possible; with them,
we just might reach adulthood!
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C H A P T E R ONE
Creating the Anthropocene:
Existential Social Philosophy and our
Bleak Future
Damon Boria
About three decades ago, scientists began debating use of the term
“Anthropocene” to capture the arrival of an age in which humans
are having a distinct and potentially catastrophic effect on the
earth’s ecosystems. The popularization of the term has been
advanced by writers such as Elizabeth Kolbert, who featured it in
two decidedly bleak works of science journalism—Field Notes from
a Catastrophe: Man, Nature, and Climate Change (2006) and The
Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History (2014). The term has also
found its way into philosophy, with perhaps its most notable
appearance being Dale Jamieson’s Reason in a Dark Time: Why the
Struggle to Stop Climate Change Failed—and What It Means for
Our Future (2014). Jamieson’s book is novel for arguing that
understanding how we got here (the Anthropocene) requires
descriptions of not only the usual suspects—politics and
economics—but also psychological and philosophical challenges.
Regarding the latter, he points out that “climate change has the
structure of the world’s largest collective action problem. Each of us
acting on our own desires contributes to outcomes that we neither
desire nor intend.” Few philosophers have thought as rigorously
about the problem of collective action as the existentialist
philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre. In this paper I argue, first, that
Sartre’s conceptual tools help us better understand the problem of
collective action and, second, that this better understanding allows
us to fully appreciate the challenges of diverting the march towards
the Anthropocene. In the end I argue that our obligation to resist the
Anthropocene must rest on rejecting complicity rather than
anticipating success.
Keywords: Anthropocene, Sartre, bad faith, seriality, counterfinality, collective action
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Introducing the Anthropocene
Following how geochronologists name epochs in the ongoing Cenozoic
Era, the Nobel Prize winning atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen has proposed
use of the term “Anthropocene” to capture the arrival of an epoch in which
humans are having a distinct and potentially catastrophic effect on the earth’s
ecosystems. The proposal, made in a 2002 article in the journal Nature, has
been influential. Elizabeth Kolbert has featured it in two decidedly bleak works
of science journalism—Field Notes from a Catastrophe: Man, Nature, and
Climate Change (2006) and The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History
(2014). The term is also gaining a foothold among scientists, exemplified by
the Anthropocene Working Group—an official part of the International
Commission on Stratigraphy—which is dedicated, among other things, to
determining whether a formalization of the term within the Geological Time
Scale is scientifically justified and, if so, identifying when this new epoch
began. (Suggested beginnings include the Industrial Revolution and the arrival
of the nuclear age.) The term has also found its way into philosophy, with
perhaps its most notable appearance being Dale Jamieson’s Reason in a Dark
Time: Why the Struggle to Stop Climate Change Failed—and What It Means
for Our Future (2014). Evidently, as the geochronologists deliberate, the term
is spreading throughout not only the scientific community but also the broader
academic community. Perhaps it will soon be part of the popular imagination.
Regardless of whether the term Anthropocene stays or fades, the facts that
motivate its current usage are not being welcomed. This begrudging attitude
toward the Anthropocene is an abandonment of an optimism that was held by
some previous scientists. As Kolbert notes, the nineteenth century geologist
Antonio Stoppani and early twentieth century geochemist Vladimir Ivanovich
Vernadsky both looked forward to the dawn of what they called, respectively, the
“anthropozoic era” and the “noosphere.”1 Our moment to exert mastery over the
universe had come. The human species was realizing a potential. But as we have
since learned, the potential we are realizing is an unintended and damaging one.
We are changing the climate in ways that are increasingly anticipated to be
catastrophic for human societies and, more broadly, earth’s ecosystems. Through
other ecological impacts such as land use, we are accelerating what Kolbert and
others are identifying as a new mass extinction on a global scale. She writes:
“Right now, in the amazing moment that to us counts as the present, we are
deciding, without quite meaning to, which evolutionary pathways will remain
open and which will forever be closed.”2 Whether we are already adapted for
looming changes is not clear. Taking a longer view, whether an evolutionary
pathway will be open for us is not clear either. Paradoxically, then, the dawn of the
Anthropocene might mean the dusk of anthropos.
1

Elizabeth Kolbert, Field Notes from a Catastrophe: Man, Nature, and Climate Change (New
York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2006), 181.
2
Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History (New York: Henry Holt and
Company, 2014), 268.
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Introducing the Obstacles
There are many obstacles to curtailing the damage promised by the
Anthropocene and they are formidable. Jamieson offers a list eight deep:
scientific ignorance, the politicization of science, problems with linking
scientific facts and values, problems with linking science and policy, organized
denial,1 partisanship, ill-equipped political institutions, and our cognitive
limitations. He identifies our cognitive limitations as “the hardest problem.” He
writes: “Climate change must be thought rather than sensed, and we are not
very good at thinking. Even if we succeed in thinking that something is a
threat, we are less reactive than if we sense that it is a threat.” 2 Jamieson’s list
is probably enough to squash any optimism (though he insists on being called a
realist rather than a pessimist). Yet, if we get to the heart of the organized
denial obstacle, we see another obstacle that might better deserve our
recognition as “the hardest problem”—economics.
The journalist Naomi Klein deserves recognition for speaking plain about
the economic obstacle. The subtitle of This Changes Everything (2014) is
“capitalism vs. the climate.” She writes: “the things we must do to avoid
catastrophic warming…are now in conflict with the fundamental imperative at
the heart of our economic model: grow or die.”3 At the moment, we are
witnessing a lopsided victory for capitalism.
“[Capitalism] wins every time the need for economic growth is used
as the excuse for putting off climate action yet again, or for breaking
emission reduction commitments already made. It wins when Greeks
are told that their only path out of economic crisis is to open up their
beautiful seas to high-risk oil and gas drilling. It wins when
Canadians are told our only hope of not ending up like Greece is to
allow our boreal forests to be flayed so we can access the semisolid
bitumen from the Alberta tar sands. It wins when a park in Istanbul is
slotted for demolition to make way for yet another shopping mall. It
wins when parents in Beijing are told that sending their wheezing
kids to school in pollution masks decorated to look like cute cartoon
characters is an acceptable price for economic progress. It wins
every time we accept we have only bad choices available to us:
austerity or extraction, poisoning or poverty.”4

1

For information on the organized denial, I recommend Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway’s
Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth on Issues from Tobacco
Smoke to Global Warming (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2011).
2
Dale Jamieson, Reason in a Dark Time: Why the Struggle Against Climate Change Failed—
and What It Means for Our Future (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 103.
3
Naomi Klein, This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 2014), 21.
4
Ibid., 23.
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On the assumption that the one-percenters would not break historical
precedent by voluntarily giving up the privileges necessary for some noncapitalistic economic alternative,1 we can agree with Klein’s claim that “only
mass social movements can save us now.”2 This being the case, we can also
agree with Jamieson’s remark that “Climate change poses the world’s largest
collective action problem.”3 Jamieson opts not to dwell on the problem,
choosing instead to focus on the question of how to live a meaningful life in
the Anthropocene. Klein surveys the current landscape of these social
movements, but shies away from thinking about the nature of collective action.
In the following remarks, I aim to clarify the scope and significance of our
choices in the Anthropocene. I employ conceptual tools available in existential
social philosophy, a choice made for pragmatic reasons but also because of
existentialism’s emphases on freedom, responsibility, and—perhaps most
importantly—failure.

Creating the Anthropocene
Existential social philosophy is not, of course, monolithic. So at the
expense of alternatives, the conceptual tools I employ here are drawn from
Jean-Paul Sartre’s social theory. This choice reflects my general respect for his
theory, which is based on agreements and, when that is not the case, on
pleasures from the interesting ways in which Sartre could fail the truth. This
choice also reflects a simple fact: Sartre provided a more extensive social
theory than any other thinker associated with existential philosophy. His theory
is both fractured and systematic. It is molded by the magnum opuses—Being
and Nothingness and the Critique of Dialectical Reason—and the shorter
works. Even so, the theory is held together by master concepts. Two of these
orient the following remarks: “bad faith” and “seriality”—though I minimize
use of Sartre’s jargon so as to be more hospitable for a general audience.
Sartre’s theory of bad faith argues that we are prone to self-deception.
There are at least two overarching reasons for this proclivity toward
inauthenticity. One is human reality, which provides a glut of means. For
example, we can deceive ourselves by exploiting the fundamental ambiguity at
the heart of human existence. That is, we can alternately trade between our
objectifying facts about ourselves and our freedom to choose ourselves into
something beyond what we already are. We can also deceive ourselves by
exploiting human consciousness, which can be done in at least two ways. One
way is to cunningly assume a mode of consciousness either where we reflect
1

In fact, this is more than an assumption, as shown in Klein’s criticism of the so-called Green
billionaires in the seventh chapter of This Changes Everything.
2
Ibid., 450. She adds: “And let’s take for granted that we want to do these radical things
democratically and without a bloodbath, so violent, vanguardist revolutions don’t have much to
offer in the way of road maps” (Ibid., 452).
3
Jamieson, Reason in a Dark Time, 105.
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on our choices or one where we do not. Another way is to cunningly assume a
level of awareness either where our situation is vague or where it is
penetratingly clear. Through these means, bad faith is an obstacle to collective
action. Consequently, bad faith is an obstacle to that which is necessary for
resistance to the Anthropocene.
As Sartre argues, bad faith is a proclivity rather than a destiny.
Circumstance can either diminish or intensify this proclivity. Unfortunately,
the Anthropocene is exactly the kind of stage where our proclivity for bad faith
is going to be fed. Consider some familiar views of ourselves in relation to the
creation of the Anthropocene. We sometimes view ourselves as natural
pillagers, unstoppably seeking absolute technological mastery over the
universe. When we take this view, we are trying to sell our freedom. We are
trying to evade our freedom to be other than what we have chosen ourselves to
be up to this point. Conversely, we sometimes view ourselves as not being
pillagers at all, ephemerally detached from the material meaning of our
choices. When we take this view, we are trying to sell our responsibility. We
are trying to evade the facts of what we have chosen ourselves to be up to this
point. Both attempts to sell are in bad faith, since they both try to hide the full
picture of the reality we have before us. So, normatively, both attempts to sell
are to be avoided and discouraged. That said, when we do sell in either of these
ways we are not even in a position for collective action against the making of
the Anthropocene because we do not recognize such action as within the realm
of the possible.
Consider, further, our awareness of climate change. Even for those who
accept the scientific data, our awareness remains vague. As Jamieson points
out, we have difficulty sensing it as a threat even if we can think it.
Consequently, we are persistently distracted back to those things of which we
are penetratingly aware. Again, insofar as we are not facing up to the full
picture of the reality we have before us, we are in bad faith. Until we do, there
is no chance for collective action.
Consider, finally, our standard modes of consciousness in regard to our
contributions to the Anthropocene. When we recycle, ride our bicycles rather
than our cars, and pay more for energy-efficient lightbulbs, we assume a
reflective mode of consciousness. The object of consciousness is ourselves and
we shower ourselves with praise for reducing our carbon footprint. However,
when we fly thousands of miles to discuss philosophy, we easily and often
assume a less reflective mode of consciousness. The object of consciousness is
something external and we do not burden ourselves with our responsibility for
the carbon emissions of the airliners.1 Once again, our choice of the incomplete
picture puts us in bad faith and defers collective action.
The previous example uncovers the second overarching reason for our
proclivity for bad faith. Willed ignorance and other such choices, Sartre
1

Elisabeth Rosenthal, “Your Biggest Carbon Sin May Be Air Travel,” www.nytimes.com,
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/27/sunday-review/the-biggest-carbon-sin-air-travel.html?_r=0.
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recognizes, aim to limit or deny our responsibilities. In Truth and Existence, he
writes:
“[The will to ignore is] the refusal to face our responsibilities. Since
indeed, Being appears, in principle, as that for which we have to
assume responsibility without having wanted it, the For-itself can
project the veiling of Being in order not to be obliged to assume it.
As a bourgeois I want to ignore the proletariat’s condition in order to
ignore my responsibility for it. As a worker, I may want to ignore
this condition because I am in solidarity with it and its unveiling
obliges me to take sides. I am responsible for everything to myself
and to everyone, and ignorance aims to limit my responsibility in the
world…Ignoring = denial of responsibilities. And conversely: the
fewer the responsibilities the less we need to know.”1
From this we can see that even if we can overcome our cognitive
limitations, we are still prone to deceiving ourselves. Neither the bourgeois nor
the worker faces cognitive limitations. In fact, they ignore because they know.
More precisely, they ignore because (a) they know and (b) they do not want the
responsibilities that come with knowing.
The forces behind the organized denial of climate change and other
disastrous promises of the Anthropocene could be what Sartre calls cynics, that
is, people who are not trying to shirk responsibility but simply do not care. But
another plausible explanation is that they are like the bourgeois in Sartre’s
example. They want to ignore, through denial, in order to evade responsibility.
Even more plausible is that those who buy the denial do so because they are “in
solidarity with it” and do not want the responsibility of having to take sides.
After all, who wants the burden of being free to either accept or reject the
creation of the Anthropocene? Accepting it means bearing responsibility for all
the potentially devastating changes. Rejecting it means bearing responsibility
for all the practical efforts that need to be urgently undertaken.
Armed with a denial of our responsibilities, our bad faith can now be
reinforced. As Sartre points out, we can easily rationalize ignorance when we
are not responsible—or when we deceive ourselves about not being
responsible. For example, Rick Scott—the current governor of Florida in the
United States—eliminated the Energy and Climate Commission recently
created under his predecessor. Despite the fact that Florida is widely identified
as the state most urgently affected by climate change, Governor Scott—who
cagily avoids explicit denial of the scientific facts—also allegedly pressured
scientists at the state’s Department of Environmental Protection to avoid use of
the term “climate change.”2 The reasoning is exquisite. If “climate change” is a
1

Jean-Paul Sartre, Truth and Existence, trans. Adrian van den Hoven (Chicago, The University
of Chicago Press, 1992), 52.
2
Tristram Korten, “In Florida, Officials Ban Term ‘Climate Change’,” www.miamiherald.com,
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/state/florida/article12983720.html.
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propagandistic term not connected to anything for which we are responsible,
then taxpayers should not be paying for a state commission to accumulate
knowledge about the climate and its relation to energy. Our ignorance has been
rationalized. Our bad faith has been reinforced. Collective action has been
thwarted. The social arrangement remains one of separation and, as such, we
continue to create the Anthropocene as a death by seven billion cuts.
Sartre coins the term “seriality” for a particular type of social arrangement
characterized most fundamentally by separation. Seriality is the collective
analogue to bad faith. Whereas bad faith is inauthenticity on the level of
individuals, seriality is inauthenticity on the level of social arrangement. It
comes in two forms: the multitude and the institution. Sartre’s examples of
multitudes include commuters at a bus queue, listeners of a radio broadcast,
and voters in an election. As each case demonstrates, the deception—also in
play with the institution—is that it tries to limit the realm of the possible
through separation and, ultimately, powerlessness. To underscore the last point,
Sartre identifies powerlessness as “a real bond between members of a series.”1
In a multitude there is a shared object of interest, but there is no
recognition of a joint project. The commuters are united by a shared interest in
a bus seat, the radio listeners by the broadcast, and the voters by the election.
However, there is no interdependent cooperation. No one is helping anyone
outside their sphere of private concern. An attitude of indifference reigns
unless there is not enough of the collective object to meet the collective
interest. If scarcity is shaping the situation, feelings transform from
indifference into hostility. Such is the case if there are more commuters than
available bus seats. Voting, for its part, is often characterized by self-interest,
distrust, and hostility toward fellow voters. Radio listeners, separated into their
individual homes and cars, are not even present for each other. Despite their
potentially large numbers, they are powerless to affect the broadcast. They drift
into activities that are instances of habit or influential otherness as when, in
another of Sartre’s examples, a consumer buys whatever music has made it to
the top of the popularity charts solely because it is at the top of the charts.
Practical efforts carried out in a multitude have a heightened risk of
denaturing the ends toward which they are directed. To Sartre’s language,
praxis can become anti-praxis. That which we infuse into matter can become
inverted, effectively making that matter resistant to the original praxis. To put
it differently, praxis often includes the seeds of its own failure—or what Sartre
calls “counter-finality”—as its “hidden meaning.”2 The rotation of crops in
agriculture is a simple example. If we do not rotate, the nutrients in the soil
become imbalanced enough to make future growth of that crop difficult. Sartre
offers an example that is a rare but potent rebuttal to those quick to condemn
his philosophy as anti-green. More importantly, the example is conveniently
analogous with the Anthropocene in terms of both timescale and devastation;
1

Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, Volume 1: Theory of Practical Ensembles,
trans. Alan Sheridan-Smith (New York: Verso, 2004), 277.
2
Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, Volume 1, 166.
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namely, the deforestation of China over thousands of years by individuals
simply trying to survive and which has resulted in devastating flooding. Sartre
writes:
“If some enemy of mankind had wanted to persecute the peasants of
the Great Plain, he would have ordered mercenary troops to deforest
the mountains systematically. The positive system of agriculture was
transformed into an infernal machine. But the enemy who introduced
the loess, the river, the gravity, the whole of hydrodynamics, into
this destructive apparatus was the peasant himself. Yet, taken in the
moment of its living development, his action does not include this
rebound, either intentionally or in reality.”1
Sartre proceeds to say that the existence of counter-finality hinges on three
conditions. “The first [is] that it should be adumbrated by a kind of disposition
of matter…Second, human praxis has to become a fatality and to be absorbed
by inertia, taking on both the strictness of physical causation and the obstinate
precision of human labor…Last, and most important, the activity must be
carried on elsewhere.”2 Sartre’s account of the deforestation of China meets the
three conditions. The first is met by “the geological and hydrographic structure
of China.” The second is met by the guarantee that the deforestation will lead
to flooding and the systematic nature of the fatality. The third is met by the fact
that Chinese peasants “everywhere” are contributing to the deforestation and
are unified through the matter they work.
With respect to the creation of the Anthropocene, the three conditions for
counter-finality to exist as a hidden meaning are met by a distressing number
of practical efforts. This is trivially true in those that are undeniable
contributors to its creation. Our extractions of fossil fuels, our industrial
productions of meat and dairy, and our industrial production (especially in peat
soil) of ubiquitous ingredients like palm oil are high-impact examples. They
meet the first condition by the greenhouse effect of the Earth’s atmosphere, the
second by the guarantee that the release of massive amounts of carbon dioxide
will warm the planet and the systematic nature of the devastation, and the third
by the fact that, as producers and consumers, people everywhere are
contributing to the creation of the Anthropocene and are unified through these
efforts. So, by meeting the conditions for counter-finality, our extractions of
fossil fuels and our various industrial productions of consumer goods include
the hidden meaning that such practical efforts are eventually producing “the
opposite of what they hoped for” as a material necessity.3
Also troubling is that our everyday practical efforts—not widely
recognized to contribute to the creation of the Anthropocene—still meet the
three conditions for counter-finality to exist as a hidden meaning. Klein points
1

Ibid., 162.
Ibid., 162-163.
3
Ibid., 175.
2
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out about climate change, “we don’t have to do anything to bring about this
future. All we have to do is nothing. Just continue to do what we are doing
now, whether it’s counting on a techno-fix or tending to our gardens or telling
ourselves we’re unfortunately too busy to deal with it.”1 The material
disposition of our atmosphere is inescapable, most of our everyday practical
efforts leave a carbon footprint, and, of course, all of it is happening elsewhere.
This is also true for many practical efforts that are intended to be
ecological solutions. Those privileged enough to afford them may buy electric
cars but, as Klein says, “if these sorts of demand-side emission reductions are
to take place on anything like the scale required, they cannot be left to the
lifestyle decisions of earnest urbanites.”2 In other words, practical efforts,
ecologically-conscious or not, are exercises in powerlessness so long as they
are conditioned by separation characteristic of collectives. Ecologicallyconscious practical efforts such as driving electric cars and recycling may be
sufficient for authenticity, but they still leave us, in all important respects,
powerless. Even worse, our commitments to ecologically-conscious practical
efforts might serve as an obstacle to the collective action that we truly need—
in this sense mirroring Bill Martin’s Sartrean argument that our commitments
to voting serve as an obstacle to the type of direct democratic collective action
that we truly need for significant political change.
If we are to expose these counter-finalities and pursue practical efforts
with analogous but ecologically wise purposes, we need to, according to Sartre,
negate separation through collective action. He writes: “It is seriality which
must be overcome in order to achieve even the smallest common result.”3 Just
as individuals can convert from bad faith to authenticity, the social
arrangement can be converted from one of separation and independence to one
of collaboration and interdependence. This conversion takes place when
individuals come together in groups. In the group, feelings of indifference or
hostility and thoughts of powerlessness yield to what Sartre calls a “deeper
kind of thinking,” a kind of thinking that embraces interdependent cooperation
and removes limits on the possible. But, in Sartre’s descriptions, external
pressures always serve as the catalyst for this social conversion to take place. If
that is always, or too often, the case, groups—which occupy the protagonist
role in Sartre’s theory of history—are not going to emerge except as marginal
resistance to the creation of the Anthropocene. By the time, say, climate
change is effecting changes that serve as a catalyst for a group to overcome the
powerlessness of separation, a threshold has been crossed and the devastation
is already imminent. The devastation, in turn, will probably only accelerate
what Sartre already identifies as the destiny of any group, namely, a return to
separation in one of two forms: the multitude or the institution.
The multitude, as we have already seen, is impotent. The institution is no
less so. In Sartre’s descriptions, groups that resist returning to a multitude can
1

Klein, This Changes Everything, 4.
Ibid., 90-91.
3
Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, Volume 1, 687.
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do so only through a “sclerosis” that relies on the violence of oaths, threats, and
the like as the bond and results in a hierarchical social arrangement. The
institution represents the apex of the sclerosis. To pin our hopes on the
institution is to reintroduce all the obstacles that Jamieson documents so well,
while adding the point that a social arrangement of separation is too impotent
to combat those obstacles. Worse, to do so is to present ourselves with an ugly
dilemma: ecological devastation or oppression. So our only option is to pin our
hopes on the type of collective action effected by the group.
Unfortunately, bad faith and serial separation remain as ever-present
possibilities for either thwarting or undermining the collective action of groups.
We must admit, then, that we will likely continue, in all important respects, to
create the Anthropocene. Painting an accurate picture of life in the emerging
Anthropocene is difficult and prone to what will prove to have been inaccurate
speculation. However, we know enough to say that the prospects for humanity
are, more or less, bleak.

Breaking Complicity with a Bleak Future
In lieu of this bleak conclusion regarding our ecological future and our
resources to fight it, a reasonable reaction might be adherence to The Doors
front man Jim Morrison’s call to “get my kicks before the whole shithouse
goes up in flames.”1 However, such a cynical reaction is unwarranted. From an
existentialist perspective, there are two opposing reasons. The first is that to
say we have a bleak future is not to say we are powerless to mitigate some of
the dehumanizing and ecologically devastating effects. The emergence of the
Anthropocene is not analogous to the dying of the Sun. After all, we are
creating the Anthropocene, albeit with a heavy amount of counter-finality as a
hidden meaning. So to the extent that we can mitigate, the responsibility is on
our shoulders.
The second reason is that to do nothing is to be complicit with the
dehumanization and ecological devastation. Silence and other choices of
inaction imply complicity with the status quo and its destinies. As Sartre says,
“every word [the writer] utters has reverberations. As does his silence. I hold
Flaubert and the Goncourts responsible for the repression that followed the
Commune because they didn’t write a line to prevent it.”2 This aspect of
Sartre’s theory of responsibility is woven throughout his thought. For example,
Gomez—a character in Sartre’s fictional trilogy The Roads to Freedom—says
“You don’t fight fascism because you’re going to win. You fight fascism
because it is fascist.” We can say the same about the Anthropocene. We do not
fight it because we are going to win. We fight it because it demands being
fought. So, if we do nothing, we are saying yes to the dehumanization and
1

The Doors. “American Night.” An American Prayer. Elektra/Wea, 1995. Audio CD.
Jean-Paul Sartre, “Introducing Les Temps modernes,” in “What Is Literature?” and Other
Essays, trans. Jeffrey Mehlman (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 252.
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ecological devastation. We must act against it to break our complicity. Again,
we are probably going to lose, but by breaking our complicity we can at least
win our case with the living history that we are making. With this in mind, I
return to Klein, who concludes her ecological call-to-arms by recollecting a
dinner “with some newfound friends in Athens” who she requested advice
from for her upcoming interview with then-opposition leader Alexis Tsipras.
“Someone suggested, “Ask him: History knocked on your door, did you
answer?”” Klein noted: “That’s a good question, for all of us.”1
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C H A P T E R TWO
Connections between Seneca and Platonism in
Epistulae ad Lucilium 58
Omar Di Paola
The goal of this paper is to highlight the close connections between
the philosophy of Seneca and Platonism. To this end, the present
essay focuses its attention on the Letter LVIII of Ad Lucilium
Epistulae Morales, which describes a hierarchical division of
beings, belonging to the Platonic tradition. This letter exhibits a sort
of “betrayal” by Seneca of Stoicism, since he rejects the Stoic
hierarchy, that places the Quid on the top, for the Platonic solution,
that instead places the Quod Est on top, removing completely the
Quid. However, what is the most striking aspect of this whole theory
is that it is not a mere corollary to an essentially Stoic philosophy,
but represents the ontological backbone of all Senecan philosophy.
In fact, every step of this hierarchy finds a perfect match in the
corpus of Seneca, and this demonstrates how deep are the
connections with Plato and the Platonic tradition.
Keywords: Seneca – Plato – Platonism – Roman philosophy.

Introduction
The works of Seneca are full of connections with Plato or Platonism. We
find in his works references both to questions typically Platonic and to Plato
himself. For instance, in Naturales Quaestiones1 Seneca takes up the question
of matter as it is posed within Middle Platonism: whether it is bad and whether
it pre-exists God. Further, in De Ira2 there is an explicit reference to Plato,
which is also adduced by Diogenes Laertius3, concerning the way to act when
you are inflamed by anger; while in Ad Marciam de Consolatione4, we can
find a myth that evidently follows the myth of Er presented in the tenth book of
Plato's Republic5. Nevertheless the most relevant connection with Plato and
Platonism is in the Letter LVIII6. It is not only a marvellous masterpiece of
1

Seneca, Nat.Quaest., pref. I, 16.
Id., De Ira, II, 36, 1; and III, 12, 5-7.
3
Diogenes Laertius, Lives, III, 39.
4
Seneca, Ad Marciam de Consolatione, 18, 1-8.
5
See Plato, Republic, 614b-621d.
6
See J. Dillon (1996), pp. 135-137.
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Platonic philosophy in the early Empire, showing the connections and the
relations between Stoic and Platonic philosophy, but it is also a kind of
ontological manifesto to Seneca's philosophy, containing the aim of all his
philosophy.

Commentary
Meaning of Genus and Species [1-12]
The Letter begins [1-7] with a complaint of Seneca about the poverty of
the Latin language, on which follows the consequent affirmation of the
difficulty of achieving an adequate translation.
[8-12] Here Seneca starts to approach the core of the letter, saying that the
“What Is” is said in six ways by Plato1, but soon after this he withdraws
himself from this task, declaring that before talking about the Quod Est, we
must clarify the difference between genus (genus) and species (species). So he
explains this by an Aristotelian example: the man, the horse, and the dog are
species; now what have they in common? All of these species are animals, so
the genus is what holds together different species. To better clarify those
concepts, he continues the example, and now divides beings into animals and
vegetables2, underlining how both of them have a vital principle3.
Subsequently he notes that there are things which do not have a vital principle,
like stones, so he needs something that links together what has a vital principle
and what has not. He finds this in the genus “body”, as in fact both objects
have a body. Yet there are things which do not have a body, so he needs a
genus that holds together those two other objects, and this is the Quod est. Over
this genus there is nothing, because it is the genus generale. To explain this
concept4 he produces another example: the genus “man” is a genus because it
includes: the species “nationality”, like Roman, Greek and Parthian; the species
“colours”, things like white, black, and yellow5; and the species “persons”, like
1

Seneca, Epistulae, 58, 8. Rightly Inwood emphasises that “the idea that an item of
philosophical interest is said in several ways […] is familiar from Aristotle's works rather than
Plato's. In fact, the claim that “being is said in many ways” is fundamental to Aristotle's basic
approach to ontology”. So Inwood correctly concluded that “an interesting form of
philosophical fusion (involving Stoicism, Platonism, and Aristotelian ideas) is in play”. ( B.
Inwood (2007), p. 115).
2
It is striking here how plants and animals are placed at the same level of the hierarchy, giving
in this way the same dignity to plant and animal. We have a something analogous in Plato's
Timaeus 77a-b, and 90a-c.
3
It is noteworthy also, how the use of a word like “superius” (superior) in this passage
underlines the presence of a hierarchical scale of values.
4
Inwood summarizes very well the meaning of genus, paraphrasing Seneca's thought in this
way: “when we see the common features linking the various species together then we start to
get a notion of genus which contains them” (B. Inwood (2007), p. 117).
5
This is striking, because the use, among the species of skin colours, of the term flavus means
that in the age of Seneca there were contacts between the people of the Roman Empire and the
people from the Far-East, and they were well-known to the Roman people. We can find, among
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Cato, Cicero, Lucretius. Yet it is also a species because, as we have seen, man
is a species of animal, so it is both, but the Quod Est is only a genus, and for
this reason it is called genus generale.
The Question of Quid [13-15]
In these paragraphs Seneca introduces the issue of the “Quid”(Something).
The “Quid” is another genus that the Stoics have placed over the Quod Est,
stating that only the former is the true “genus generale”. In despite of his Stoic
connections, Seneca defends the primacy of Quod Est. In fact, in [14] he
institutes a division to demonstrate the primacy of Quod Est. Seneca's division
is briefly summarized here:
Quod Est
things with body things without body
(corporalia)
(incorporalia)
animate things
(animantia)
Animals
things with mind
“things with animus”

inanimate things
(inanima)
Vegetables
things without mind
“things with anima”

perishable imperishable
(mortalia) (inmortalia)
The way in which this division demonstrates the primacy of Quod Est is
not immediately clear, but the next paragraph clarifies the question, explaining
what is the Quid. In [15] Seneca describes the Stoic “Quid”, saying that it is
that which embraces both “what is” and “what is not”, because, for the Stoics,
if we do not put something over the Quod Est we cannot explain things like
centaurs or giants, which surely do not exist. Hence this should be the division
for the Stoics:
Quid
Quod Est

Quod non Est (what is not)

things with body things without body
(corporalia)
(incorporalia)
and so on...

other, references to the Seres (people of Eastern Asia) also in: Virgil, Georgics, 2, 121; Horace,
Carmen, 3, 29, 27; 4, 15, 23; Ovid, Amores, 1, 14, 6.
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If Seneca has failed to demonstrate his point, the question is open. In fact
there are both those who think in this way, such as Brunschwig1, and those
who hold the opposite view, like Inwood2. I am in agreement with Inwood,
because I believe that the species of the “Quod non Est” ought to be included
in Quod Est, for the reason that what is Quod non Est in some way still Est,
since it is formed by Quod+non+Est, and so it is also composed by Est; hence,
when Seneca talks about imaginary things, like Centaurs or Giants, he clearly
considers them incorporalia. In conclusion, here Seneca is raising the old
Parmenidean issue about the impossibility of existence of not-being, and
against the Stoic view, he takes up the account of Parmenides.
Six Ways to be for Plato(-nists) [16-22]
In this section Seneca begins to explain how Plato divides into six classes
all existing things.
1st.[16]As we have said, the first genus is the “Quod Est” (what is). It is
something that cannot be grasped by the senses, but it can be only grasped by
the thought.
2nd.[17] The second class of being is that “which is prominent and stands
out above everything else”3. To explain it Seneca takes as an example the word
“poet”. This word indicates everyone who composes poems, but if we are
talking about “the Poet”, we know that we are talking about Homer, since he
was the greatest poet. For the same reason, according to Seneca, if we are
talking about the prominent Being, we are surely talking about God, and, since
he was summarizing the Platonic theory, probably, the God that he had in mind
was the Platonic Demiurge, being in Platonic theology the most prominent
being.
3rd.[18-19] The third class4 is that of ideas (ideae). [18] They are
imperishable (inmortales), immutable (inmutabiles), inviolable (inviolabiles),
and everything originates from these. [19] To make clear the comprehension of
this concept: first Seneca gives its definition, namely 'eternal model of
everything that it is formed in Nature'; and second he takes the example of
painting5 to better clarify what the ideas are – according to this example the
idea is represented by the person whom the painter has painted in the painting.
Moreover, this passage serves to underline the use of this reference
“propria Platonis supellex est”6 about this class. As Inwood7 has well pointed
out, this could be understood in two ways: (1) Seneca is telling us that this
theory as a whole is Platonic, while this specific point of the theory is a
1

See Brunschwig J. (1994), pp. 111-113.
See Inwood B. (2007), p. 121.
3
Seneca, Epistulae, 58, 15, trans. Eng. By R. M. Gummere, Harvard University Press, London
1961, vol. I p. 397.
4
See Plato, Timaeus 28a; Euthyphro 6e; Cratylus 390e; Hippias Major 299e; Republic 472c,
477c, 484c; Symposium 211a.
5
Cicero uses an example like this at Orator 8-10 to explain the notion of idea.
6
Seneca, Epistulae, 58, 18.
7
See B. Inwood (2007), p. 125.
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personal contribution of Plato; or (2) that this mode is Platonic and not shared
by any other school1.
4th.[20-21] At the fourth level Seneca places the idos2 (form). To describe
this notion, he reuses the example of painting, stating that the idos is the image
of the person in the painting; in other words, it is the shape of the idea
impressed within the sensible thing. That is to say, it is the homologue of
Aristotelian form.
5th.[22] The fifth level includes everything that has existence: human
beings, animals, vegetables, and so on.
6th.[22] Finally, belonging to the sixth level are those things which “quasiexist”3, such as time and the void.
This graphic summarizes the situation:

Quod
I. Est
II. God
III. Idea
IV. Idos
V. Existing Things
VI. Quasi-Existing Things
At the end of this list, Seneca summarizes and explains what has been said,
underlining that, for Plato, physical reality does not have not true existence,
since it changes constantly.

1

Id.
Compare with Cicero Acad. 1, 30 and Tusculan Disputations 1, 58; and with Plato, Timaeus
28-29.
3
Inwood translates the concept of “quasi sunt” (Seneca, Epistulae, 58, 22.) in this way: “as it
were are”(B. Inwood (2007), p. 6) while Gummere in this other way: “fictitious existence”
(Seneca, Epistulae, 58, 15, p. 401), I would rather translate as “quasi-exist”, since I believe that
this meaning is farther from misunderstanding, because the other two translations carry the idea
of a pretended existence, which is not present at this stage of the text, but which will appear a
few lines later [26], when Seneca will attribute a fake existence to all the things placed below
the third level, and not just to the things belonging to the sixth level.
2
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Close to God [23-31]
In this passage it is remarkable that Seneca explains how this theory can be
useful for us [25-26], stating that it shows to us that everything which we
desire has no real existence, so we are fools to crave those things. For this
reason we have to direct our attention towards what is constant and
imperishable, namely towards God, and to becoming like him [27].
This is strange, because if one has to think about something that is constant
and imperishable towards which to direct one's soul, one thinks immediately of
the Ideas, and not God. This shows us that probably at this point Seneca is not
following Plato, but maybe a Middle Platonic commentator. Nevertheless we
cannot be sure of this, because the description of the Demiurge1 in the Timaeus
is quite close to this God, who like the former keeps alive what he cannot make
imperishable – like the universe, that is immortal through the action of the
latter[28].
At this point there is need of a clarification, because according to Inwood2
in [29], saying that the universe is perishable like ourselves, as human beings,
Seneca is in conflict with his own account of the cosmos, since in [24] he had
said that the cosmos was immortal. In my opinion here there is only an
apparent conflict, because although he says in [24] that the cosmos is immortal,
he is only relating a common point of view, because in [28] he clearly says that
all things in the “mundus”(cosmos) “manent” (endure) because there is
someone, (God), who allows them to endure. Moreover, since the “mundus” is
part of the fifth genus, it cannot be imperishable because only in the third
genus that things start to become imperishable. So it is reasonable to think that
in [24] Seneca is only referring to wrong common opinion about the universe,
pointing out afterwards, in [29], in what way the universe is imperishable3.
The last part of this section is devoted to the exemplary life of Plato[2931]. Plato with his temperance and wisdom was a clear example of a man close
to God. A sign of this union is the date of his death, that happened on his
eighty-first birthday – this number had a great significance in antiquity,
especially in the Pythagoric tradition, since the number nine was believed the
perfect number, and, being nine times nine, this number represented the most
perfect number – and was followed in the religious tradition of the magi.

1

See Inwood B. (2007), p. 132-133.
See id.
3
In fact he defines the earth as perishable also in Seneca, Nat.Quaest. VI, 2, 9. Of course, he
could be thinking of the Stoic concept of ekpyrosis, but conversely from the Stoics, Seneca
adds to this notion a new element: God. In fact, there is no God in the account of the Stoics.
For them, Nature automatically destroys and rebuilds itself when the time comes; it is like a
bell that regularly tolls. But for Seneca it is different, since, in his account, there is a God, who
judges when the time is come for the rebirth of the cosmos. See id., III, 28, 7.
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The “Pyramid of Beings in Seneca’s Works
Seneca's philosophy is mainly centred on the concept of becoming a better
person, aiming, at the end, at becoming wise. In this way the “pyramid” of
beings, appearing in this letter, represents the way to become wise, and so like
to God. In fact, by “climbing” every step of this “pyramid”, man can reach a
superior level of being until he vies with Jupiter1 in happiness. But what does
“to climb the steps” mean? It means, as in the Theaetetus2, to have a “correct
belief” on every step of the “pyramid”, because unhappiness3 derives from a
wrong understanding4 of things or situations, so only by knowing what things
are we can be happy, since we can handle them. Hence, the more you know,
the more you shall be happy, and for this reason it is possible to find exact
references to every step of the “pyramid”, except for the top.
Step Six: The “Quasi-existing”
As we have seen, the lowest step of the “pyramid” is represented by the
“quasi-existent” things, which count among them things like the void and time.
Although there is nothing related to the void5 in Seneca's works, we have a lot
of passages about time. In this sense the first concern of Seneca is not to waste
time6. This concept is so important7 that it is placed at the beginning of his
Epistles, and it is summarized by this phrase: “vindica te tibi, et tempus quod
adhuc aut auferebatur aut subripiebatur aut excidebat collige et serva.” (“set
yourself free for your own sake; gather and save your time, which till lately has
been forced from you, or filched away, or has merely slipped from your
hands”)8. In this way Seneca tries to tell us that time, which we often have no
care for, is actually very important, because at the end it is the only thing that
we really have9. So to understand the importance of time is the first step
towards moral progress, denoting a level up on the pyramid of beings, since to
claim (vindicare) your own time signifies setting yourself to become wise,
1

See Seneca, Epistulae, 73, 12.
See Plato, Theaetetus 209d-e.
3
It is paradigmatic of the condition of the stultus described in Seneca, Epistulae, 52, 2.
4
In this connection a passage could be enlightening: Seneca, Epistulae, 4, 2. This passage
shows us, especially in the last sentence, how the pyramid of beings works. In fact, it shows
two different degrees of pyramid, the fifth and the sixth. In one hand we have the boys, who
are afraid of trifles, and in the other hand we have the children, who are afraid of shadows:
both of them are unhappy, because they do not understand the meaningless of the things that
scare them, so for both the situations there is a problem of incomprehension, that does not
allow to go up on the pyramid.
5
Unless, following Seneca, Epistulae, 26, 4, we relate the notion of void to the notion of death,
meaning death as dissolution of everything and thus as void. To do this is possible and
reasonable too, because, as we have already seen in part 1.VI, elsewhere these notions are
related too. See Ep. 58, 22-24. Anyway, to demonstrate our point what follows is enough.
6
See for instance Seneca, Epistulae, 1, 1-3 and 22, 17.
7
To underline the importance of time in Seneca's thought, A. L. Motto says that “time is a
powerful subject for Seneca”, A.L. Motto (1993), p. 51.
8
Seneca, Epistulae, 1, 1, pp. 2-3.
9
See further in letter: id., 1, 3.
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since it indicates that you have become aware that you have not much time to
become wise, and hence it means that you become aware that every day you
are dying1. For these reasons you cannot be made afraid by death, since it is a
thing which happens at every instant of your life, and beyond the fact that the
major portion of death has already passed2.
Step Five: The “Existing”
Belonging to the class of the existing are all the things that have a real
existence: like animals, human beings, or objects in general. All that has a
material consistency is part of this genus. In this sense we can find in Seneca's
works several references to the necessity to go beyond material reality, since it
is inconsistent and changeable. As we have already seen, we have a reference
in Letter LVIII, 22-24, where Seneca, following Plato and Heraclitus,
emphasises the instability of things, and so the necessity not to count on them.
Also important is Letter VIII, which could be summarized by this quotation:
“Avoid whatever pleases the throng: avoid the gifts of Chance”3. Here Seneca
is underlining both the necessity of distrusting the “gifts of Chance”, since they
are changeable, like riches, and to avoid the throng, since it is a clear source of
vices. Moreover this Epistula underscores the necessity to become a better
person too, to go beyond material things; in fact, when he says: “understand
that a man is sheltered just as well by a thatch as by a roof of gold”4, he means
to highlight the view that things that apparently have different value, such as a
thatch and a golden roof, indeed have the same value5, because both shelter us
from the bad weather in the same way. So we do not need to crave these things,
which are so difficult to obtain and cause us so many troubles; hence: a thatch
is enough!
Step Four: “Idos”
With the Idos (forms) we enter into the higher spheres of our pyramid. As
we have seen above, the Idos are the Ideas “embodied” in sensible things. For
this reason the study of nature becomes the way to climb the pyramid and in
this sense the Naturales Quaestiones naturally represent the royal road towards
the top of the pyramid. In fact, in these Seneca underlines the necessity to see
what happens not with one's eyes but with the reason6 to see clearly what
reality is, and so, to dissolve fears of the unknown7. Indeed it is just this
movement, from the eyes to the reason, within the gnoseological process,
which signifies the progress towards the next step, because it represents the
necessary training to capture the Ideas8. This idea is well explained by this
1

See id. 1, 2, pp. 2-3.
Id. 1, 2, p. 3.
3
Seneca, Epistulae, 8, 3, p. 39.
4
Id. 8, 5.
5
A similar concept is in id., 90, 10; see also Seneca, Nat.Quaestiones, I praef., 7.
6
See id., VI, 3, 2.
7
See id. 3, 1-4.
8
See id. III pref. 18.
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passage: “On this point it will help us to study nature. In the first place we will
get away from sordid matter. Second, we will free the mind – and we need one
that is sound and great – from the body. Third, subtlety of thought exercised on
the mysteries of nature will be no less successful in dealing with plain
problems”1. Here we have three reasons concerning the motivations to study
nature. The first one is connected to the previous step of the pyramid, in fact
the benefit that you will gain studying nature will be “get away from sordid
matter”, namely, to get away from craving the “existing”; the second benefit
has a clear Platonic flavour, since “to break the chains of the body” is a topic
widely present in Plato's works; while the last one is the key to climbing the
pyramid, namely the exercise on studies. Here we have something like an
imaginary bridge towards wisdom, but what is striking is that what holds
together the two extremities of this bridge is Plato's concept that sees the body
as a prison for the mind, as though Plato himself was the way towards
wisdom2.
Step Three: “Idea”
Finding references to the Ideas in Seneca's works is quite easy, since one
of the main goals of Seneca's philosophy is to find the definition of the idea of
“Wise Man”. In this sense the De Constantia Sapientis is very important, being
centred on the definition of the idea of the “sage”. It moves from the question if
is possible for the Wise Man to receive injuries or insults3, and it proceeds to
try and demonstrate to his sceptical friend the main feature of the “Wise Man”
– “unconquered by labours, despiser of pleasure, and superior to all terrors4”.
In this sense, by illustrious examples, such as Cato5 or Stilpo6, and subtle
accounts7, he defines this mythological figure as one who is “next-door and
neighbour to the gods and like a god in all save his mortality. As he struggles
and presses on towards those things that are lofty, well-ordered, undaunted,
that flow on with even and harmonious current, that are untroubled, kindly,
adapted to the public good, beneficial both to himself and to others, the Wise
Man will covet nothing low, will never repine. The man who, relying on
reason, marches through mortal vicissitudes with the spirit of a god, has no
vulnerable spot where he can receive an injury”8. This passage is important for
at least four reasons: first, it gives us a clear description of the ideas, as things
that are lofty, well-ordered, undaunted, that flow on with even and harmonious
current; second, it tells us that reason is the way to climb the pyramid; third, it
confirms our thesis about an ascensional movement present in Seneca's works;
and fourth, by establishing the relation between the Wise Man and God, it
connects this step with the next.
1

Id.
As we have already seen, in Ep. 58 Plato's life is the image of the “Wise”.
3
See the beginning of Seneca, De constantia Sapientis.
4
Id., De constantia Sapientis, 2, 1, trans. Eng. by A.Stewart, London 1900.
5
See id., 1, 3 – 2, 3.
6
See id., 5, 6-7.
7
See id., 7, 3-5.
8
Id., 8, 2-3.
2

23

An Anthology of Philosophical Studies
Volume 10
Step two: God
Now our climbing is over, because it is impossible to surpass the divinity,
since he is by definition the being “more powerful than anyone else”1. So to go
further than this step is out of the question, but at least we can see his main
features. Actually, in Seneca's works, there are several references to God. This
figure is quite ambiguous2 because it is midway between the Stoic Logos and
Plato's Demiurge3. As we have seen above, in Letter LVIII we have the image
of God as the Demiurge4, who with his power moulds matter and keeps safe
his creation5. In Naturales Quaestiones there is another passage of the same
kind, which describes God as the “magnus artifex”6 who shapes matter. On
the other hand we have passages that describe God as Nature in the Stoic
manner. For instance, in De Beneficiis Seneca clearly connects God to the Stoic
Logos, saying: “«Nature,» you say, «who supplies me with these things.» But
do you not understand that, when you say this, you merely give another name
to God? For what else is Nature but God and the Divine Reason that pervades
the whole universe and all its parts?”7. Also in Naturales Quaestiones, God is
indissolubly connected with Reason, in fact he “totus est ratio” (“he is entirely
reason”)8. Nonetheless in the Apocolocyntosis (divi) Claudii he mocks the
Stoic God, correlating it to Claudius9, so it seems as though there was a
moment wherein he abandoned the Stoic view about the divinity, preferring
probably, on this particular aspect, the Platonic theory.
Step One: “Quod Est”
This step is totally inaccessible, in fact it can be only thought10. None can
reach this level, it can be only vaguely understood. It is defined as “genus
generale” but what that is precisely nobody can tell. Unfortunately, there are
not any other passages, except that in Letter LVIII11, referring to it, and even
in this passage it is barely explained. So as regards this level nothing can be
said. The reasons for this impenetrability result, I think, from the nature of the
“Quod Est”. In fact, since it is the most general thing, it is also indeterminate,
and by definition what is indeterminate cannot be completely grasped, so

1

Seneca, Epistulae, 58, 17, trans. Eng. By R. M. Gummere, Harvard University Press, London
1961, vol. I p. 39.
2
About this ambiguity see S. Gersh (1986), pp. 165-168.
3
In brief, the Stoic Logos was an abstract force, who, pervading everything, moves and keeps
them alive. While, the Demiurge is the being who has molded the world, and although he keeps
it alive too, he is an external force, and not an internal one, as is the Stoic Logos.
4
For the image of the Demiurge see also: Seneca, Epistulae, 65, 19.
5
See id., 58, 27-28.
6
Id., Nat. Quaestiones, I, pref. 16.
7
Id., De Beneficiis, IV, 7, trans. Eng. By J. W. Basore, Seneca. In ten volumes. III. Moral
Essays Vol. III, Harvard University Press, Cambridge MA and London 1989, pp. 216-217.
8
Id., Nat.Quaestiones, I, pref. 14.
9
See id., Apocolocyntosis (divi) Claudii, 8.
10
See id., Epistulae, 58, 16.
11
Id.
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nobody can really explain what the “Quod Est” is. So I believe that it is just a
liminal concept, useful for avoiding the regressus ad infinitum.

Conclusion
From what has been said, the connections between Seneca and Plato – and
also with the Platonic tradition – seem clear. However, what is striking is that
the Platonic philosophy is not a mere corollary to the essentially Stoic
philosophy of Seneca, rather it constitutes the backbone of his whole theoretic
system. In fact, the presence of the “pyramid of beings” in the works of Seneca
demonstrates how deeply the Platonic philosophy is rooted in his soul. Indeed,
in his works, Plato almost becomes a mythological figure, like Stilpo, Mucius
Scaevola or Cato1, and in the same way as these, he is the paradigmatic
example of what is meant by acquiring “Wisdom” through philosophy, since it
“did not find Plato already a nobleman; it made him one”2.
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What can Philosophers Learn from Neuroscience?
Considerations on Greene’s Neuroethics1
Javier Gracia Calandín
In this paper I propose to revise the concept of morality in the light
of the latest research on practical neurophilosophy. The main
questions I raise are, on the one hand, what can philosophers learn
from neuroscientific evidences? And, on the other hand, what can
neuroscientist learn from philosophy? First we stop at Joshua
Greene's article "From Neural 'Is' to Moral 'Ought'. What are the
Implications of Neuroscientific Moral Psychology? "(2003). I
consider whether according to Greene the information provided by
neuroscience has to require a re-evaluation of our moral values and
our moral conceptions. This involves rethinking some questions: do
the principles of natural science provide basis for normative ethics?
Can we find facts based on neuroscience about what is morally right
or wrong? Is ethics a continuum of natural science (Casebeer
2003)? Should we then speak of "naturalized ethics"? All of these
questions lead us to reconsider the extent to which scientific facts
can have profound moral implications, in order to pay more
attention to neuroscientists than has been traditionally done by
philosophers. Therefore, the key question to be asked from the moral
neuropsychology is: Do moral obligations reflect a deliberate
acceptance and understanding of the structure of moral obligation
or rather to the way our brains are made taking into account the
evolutionary approach? From my point of view, although it is
important to study how (in fact) our brain is made, however unlike
Greene I think that the realm of moral (and more specifically the
moral obligations) is not limited to these descriptions of neuronal
nature. In this regard I introduce helpful distinctions such as "neural
basis" and "moral reasoning or foundation", "Ethics of motives" and
“Ethics of purposes”. In this sense I argue against the neuroscientist
reductionism which consists in saying that moral judgment is always
an emotional and intuitive issue and that any moral validity is

1

This work is part of the research project "Moral Judgment and Democracy from a
Neuroethical Perspective" (FFI 2013-47136-C2-1-P) funded by the Spanish Ministry of
Economy
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dissolved in a neural predisposition to generate a perceptual
phenomenology.
Keywords: Neuroethics, moral realism, Josuah Greene, neuronal
basis, moral reasoning.

Introduction: Philosophy and Science to the Challenge of Interdisciplinarity
Since the scientific revolution in the sixteenth century, diverse sciences
have proliferated. Physics, Mathematics, Economics, Biology, Psychology,
Sociology and Genetics are some of the disciplines that have been attracting
attention in terms of research. Sometimes the rise of these sciences has been
such that it was thought that they could explain the whole universe, to the point
of dissolving the substance of the philosophical perspective in a propaedeutic
of science.
In my opinion, it is a mistake to parcel out the world according to different
disciplines. On the contrary, it seems to me more reasonable that the search for
truth comes from different methods and approaches. Herein lies the challenge
of interdisciplinarity: to be able to work together, learning from the different
contributions and to manage that each discipline finds its proper place related
to the other ones. In this regard hermeneutics has distinguished two
substantially different methodologies depending on the natural sciences or
humanities (Gracia, 2011a). Even within these there could be many more
details considering the nature of each discipline (Geertz, 1994 and Taylor,
1994).
This statement of principles about interdisciplinarity, which on paper is
hardly questionable, is, however, in practice difficult to achieve. Thus,
reappears the intention of replacing ethical theories with so called “scientific
ethics” or “naturalized ethics”; or at the other extreme, ethical theories close to
understand the results of scientific experimentation. In both cases the challenge
of interdisciplinarity fails. But, is not interdisciplinarity a requirement of our
actual society?
In this article we want to evaluate philosophically the neuroscientific
approach to explain ethics performed by J. Greene. Is this a proper approach?
Is the naturalization of ethics the inevitable consequence of the approximation
of ethics to neuroscience? Is the neuroscience able to account the ethics
adequately?

What can we Learn from Neuroscience to Ethics?
Regarding the contribution of neuroscience research, which today is
advancing at a rapid pace, it is essential to know the brain structures and also to
explain why people react in one way or another in certain situations. It would
be unacceptable if moral philosophy turned its back on these findings and did
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not consider the conclusions we reach, such as studies on the phylogeny and
ontogeny of individuals. Are mind and body separate entities as Western
culture has widely thought for a long time? (Damasio, 1994).
The notable results of neuroscientific studies locate the neural basis of our
moral conduct. This requires taking the perspective of the scientific observer
and determining which brain regions are stimulated. The outcome of many
developmental psychologists and neuroscientists is to highlight the role of
moral intuitions and emotions over reasoning (Haidt, 2001; Greene, 2003). The
amygdala, prefrontal cortex, posterior cingulate cortex or anterior temporal
sulcus are some of the main areas where you would find the location of human
behaviour on the basis of various conducted experiments (Greene et al., 2004;
Schaich Borg et al., 2006; Robertson et al., 2007; Young et al., 2007; Schaich
Borg et al. 2008; Young and Saxe, 2008). From the perspective that seeks to
understand the mind in physical terms, we can conclude that they are the
feelings or emotions that play a major role compared to rationality in making
moral decisions (Greene, 2009).
Indeed, authors such as Marc D. Hauser (2008), Jonathan Haidt (2001) or
Josuah Greene (Greene et al. 2004) clearly distinguish between personal
dilemmas (like the footbridge case) and impersonal dilemmas (like the switch
case). The personal moral dilemmas preferentially engage brain regions
associated with emotion, including the mPFC, PCC, and the amygdala (Greene
et al., 2001, 2004). The impersonal ones elicit increased activity in regions of
DLFPC associated with working memory (Cohen et al., 1997; Smith and
Jonides, 1997) and cognitive control (Miller and Cohen, 2001).
One of the most interesting conclusions of fMRI experiments is that recent
studies support the dual-process theory by indicating a causal relationship
between emotional responses and deontological/non-utilitarian moral
judgments. The VMPFC patients and patients with frontotemporal dementia
gave more utilitarian judgements than the control subjects (Mendez et al.,
2005; Koenigs et al., 2007). So, Greene concludes that the utilitarian moral
judgments (favouring the “grater good” over individual rights) are enabled by
controlled cognitive process, while deontological judgments (favouring
individual rights) are driven by intuitive emotional responses (Greene, 2009). It
means that our deontological moral judgements are rooted in social emotions
and moral intuitions.
One of the main question is what is and should be understood by
“deontological moral judgement”. From an evolutionary perspective, it is
concluded that the human brain is predisposed to be more closely linked with
the familiar and to reject that which is foreign to us (Gazzaniga, 2005: 172173; Mora, 2007: 79ss; Greene, 2013). We can formulate the neuroethical
imperative as follow: "You shall love the close people and will reject the
stranger" (Cortina, 2011, 74ss).
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Naturalizing Ethics? The Old Naturalistic Fallacy once again?
It is significant that this type of descriptive analysis of the human brain
does not remain in the structural element of morality (human moral capability),
but even so it introduces elements of content related to moral codes. Is it right
to take this step from the neural basis towards moral (prescriptive) codes
(Cortina, 2011: 77ss)? Is there some confusion between the structural level and
the level of moral codes? (Ayala, 2006; Aranguren, 1957: 71-88).
From my point of view, this distinction between moral as structure and
moral as content is still very necessary to avoid falling into the old naturalistic
fallacy that ends up confusing predicate "is" with predicate "ought". Or, does
the dimension of human morality not manage to rise above the biological or
neurological nature? It is one thing to describe human nature in neurological
terms and another quite different thing to prescribe the type of desirable and
humanly possible behaviours.
In my view, it would be a grave mistake to think that because of the fact
that our brains are predisposed (but not determined) in some way must follow
the validity or legitimacy of certain behaviours according to some experiments.
If neuroscience research suggests that emotions play a leading role in our moral
judgments, this does not warrant the conclusion that education should reinforce
the type of behaviour based on the type of emotions and feelings that
phylogeny has equipped us with, namely, to appreciate and love the familiar
ones and reject the foreign people. Would it not be too presumptuous of the
scientific approach to consider that the Human Rights approach and the respect
for human dignity and so many other assertions in defence of all human beings
are merely unfounded and misguided illusions prescribed by a wrong society?
On the contrary, and against the naturalistic conclusions, realizing that
neuroscience helps us to understand better why personal problems affect us
more than impersonal ones can lead us to focus on the need for an education
based on cultivation of reason and emotion to appreciate both close people and
foreign ones (Cortina, 2011: 92-93, 232-236). In this education, a radical
change of horizon occurs because emotion and reason are not dissociated but
advocate a reason incarnate in the body and life history itself (embodied
agency). Unlike many of the Humean inspired neuroethical approaches, such as
Greene’s one, in my opinion an embodied reason does not play a secondary
role. Human societies have to try to cultivate those kinds of moral feelings,
which stimulate our reason in an ethical way (Aristotle, 1139b 4-6).
Greene (2003; 2014) says that he is not committing the naturalistic fallacy
because it does not aim to derive an "ought" from an "is". However, I think that
his approach commits a fallacy to claim undermine moral realism from
empirical evidence. He is not dealing with "normative issues” but with
"metaethical issues" such us “debunking moral realism”. Is Greene’s moral
neuroscientific psychology entitled to carry out this implication?
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Ethics without Metaphysics? Showing up the Metaphysical Assumptions
of Greene’s Naturalism
At the end of his famous article "From Neural 'is' to Moral 'Ought'. What
are the Implications of moral Neuroscientific Psychology" (2003) Joshua
Greene explores what he calls "meta-ethical issues" to argue against moral
realism. What is quite surprising is that he also argues based on neuroscientific
arguments. From the evolutionary point, which Greene assumes, moral realism
is merely a widespread unscientific view and therefore must be rejected as
unfounded. According to him, at most, one can say that considering that some
things are actually morally right or wrong only depends on a "perceptual
phenomenology" without a basis on "independent facts of the mind". In short,
"we can understand our inclination toward moral realism not as an insight into
the nature of moral truth, but as a by-product of the efficient cognitive
processes we use to make moral decisions" (Greene, 2003: 849).
Surprisingly, based on neuroscientific evidence Greene tries to venture
into the "meta-ethics". Regarding this, I would ask the following question, is it
possible from neuroscience to argue for or against the "foundations concerning
the status of ethics as such" (Greene, 2003, Greene, 2014)? I think this question
is not equivalent to that intended to "explain how neuroscientific evidence, and
more broadly, scientific evidence, have the potential to influence the way we
understand morality”. In my opinion, Greene does not use neuroscientific
evidence to refute the moral realism. The claim that morality is in the scope of
a "perceptual phenomenology", or that it is only in the mind of the individual
and not in realm, or in other words, that there is no objective moral values,
transcends whatever we could obtain from scientific evidence. Greene is not
only arguing against moral realism with neuroscientific evidence, but what he
is doing is to presuppose what he wants to demonstrate, and that implies falling
into a vicious circle. Indeed, Greene has the assumption that meta-ethics is at
the same level as neuroscientific explanations and he confuses the two levels
leading him to eliminate any kind of meta-ethics. His meta-scientific
(metaphysical) assumption eventually dissolves all kinds of possible metaethics. He considers that everything that can be said about morality should be
said ("debunking") with neuroscientific tools, which are inherited from a
psychology of intuition and emotions in an evolutionary way. He assumes that
there is only one true discourse from which I can give an account of human
behaviour (neuroscientist speech) and he considered that truth is a heritage of
(neuro-)science. But, from my point of view, the human belief in moral realism
can not be accounted and justified by the fact that “natural selection has
outfitted us with mechanism for making intuitive, emotion-based moral
judgements, much as it has outfitted us with mechanisms for making intuitive,
emotion-based judgements about who among us are the most suitable mates”
(Greene, 2003: 849).
From my point of view, this naturalism, which remains in the background
of Greene’s approach, should be denounced. Although the truth in science is
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somewhat accurate, it does not mean that other areas, which focus on human
behaviour, are not worthy of intersubjective validity and are doomed to a
subjectivism and relativism. Moreover, what we can learn from neuroethics has
to be a mutual exchange of complementary points of view that don’t overlap.
Why should we accept that human moral maturity would come as a result of
the neuroscientifc analysis of human nature? In the end, is Greene not incurring
in the ingenuity that he attributes to moral realism when he tries to refute it
from scientific study? Isn’t it a kind of a bad meta-ethics (bad metaphysics)?
(Habermas, 2005).
On the other hand, neuroscience research is far from having such pristine
results, as Green seems to show. Although it is true that his method is based on
experimentation and observation, it does not mean that it deals with "pure
data". It is false that the so called "neuroscientific evidence" is not needed on
certain interpretative framework. Well, fMRI are not pictures of the brain; on
the contrary the data, which come from neuroscience, have to be interpreted
very cautiously by researchers thus considering the context and situation of the
subjects investigated.
Complementarily, are moral values subjective and relative? Do they lack
an intersubjective foundation? Should moral behaviour be considered as a
"product of efficient cognitive processes"? It is true that we can capture moral
values because of the human capacity to estimate and it has some phylogenetic
roots. But it does not mean that we cannot find a foundation, which leads us to
find an intersubjective validity to certain values. Accepting the interpretative
nature of certain moral values does not confine moral to relativism. We should
consider that reality is not only composed by empirically observable data but
also by objective moral values (Ortega, 2004).
Greene’s approach has partially changed and in his book Moral tribes
(Greene, 2013) he defends in the unreliable intuition argument the necessity of
searching the moral true according with a deep pragmatism. It is the
“unreliable intuition argument”, which leads him to his “deep pragmatism”
(Greene, 2013: 212). I cannot go in depth on this argument, but, in my opinion,
Greene’s new approach is not consistent because at the same time he defends
the shared values argument, which reduces moral true to the cognitive
scientific research. We can conclude that Greene’s metamorality is still not
consistent (Wielenberg, 2014).

Towards a Hermeneutic Ethics of Responsible Authorship
From my point of view, in the same way that philosophy can no longer
ignore the neuroscientific advances, neuroscience cannot pretend to have the
last word regarding the justification of how people have to behave. A
hermeneutic ethics of responsible authorship has to pay attention to the
discoveries of neuroscience without giving up a broader understanding of the
moral reality of the human being.
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Firstly, I think that at the height of neuroscience research rationality cannot
claim to be dissociated from feelings. It is not to say that feelings are prior and
that rationality does not do anything but subsequently justify a decision already
taken by the moral emotions (Haidt, 2001). I find this fundamental because
thinking that feelings are not closely linked with reflective consciousness or
deliberation means removing the "hermeneutic" component of the selfunderstanding of moral feelings. Could this appropriation take place without a
personal ethical self-understanding of one's life and one's own body? It
definitely couldn’t, because the way I understand my own feelings is
constituent of those feelings.
For instance, trying to reduce the feeling of love to a set of neurobiological
processes in the brain would involve a serious distortion of the meaning that
love has for people. On the contrary, the way we understand the feeling of love
is an integral part of the feeling itself, to the point that a different
understanding can change the reality of feeling. Would we say that the person
who seeks to possess another person really loves her/him? Be aware and be
able to understand the wrongfulness of possessive love is a key step to feel true
love. Could neuroscientific approach makes difference between the way one
feel possessively and truly? I’m afraid it cannot, because those feelings are
related with the human understanding of our self.
Secondly, according to the Greene’s dual-process theory of moral
judgment, the utilitarian moral judgments (favouring the “grater good” over
individual rights) are enabled by controlled cognitive process, while
deontological judgments (favouring individual rights) are driven by intuitive
emotional responses (Greene, 2009). I think that controlled cognitive processes
are not only related to utilitarianism. In fact, the hermeneutics of responsible
authorship, which I defend, is linked with a strategic reason but not only with
this one. The moral and the ethical uses are parts of the human practical reason
as well. And I have no problem to accept that it is an embodied or emotional
reason, but in the end it is a reason and not only feelings or emotions. On the
other hand, I think that the characterization of purely emotional judgments as
“deontological” is not appropriate (Greene, 2007 and Greene, 2014), because
they don’t say anything about the validity of those judgments but only on the
psychological origin of those non-reflective judgments. For instance, the fact
that I belief that I should hire my sister over a more qualified non-family
member (for a high position in my business) does not say anything about the
validity of that belief. From a psychological explanation, I can see that this
strong intuition arises out of fast emotional processes rather than the slower
controlled cognitive processes. But from a deontological philosophy my final
moral decision should not depend on psychological factors, but on criteria of
validity. On the other hand, I think that criteria of validity such as impartiality
can have an important emotional factor as well, even though they involve other
reflexive and cognitive process.
Thirdly, the hermeneutic ethics of responsible authorship defends the
freedom of the subject without invoking an intelligible world, which is
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irreconcilable to the sensitive one. Rather, the subject's autonomy is rooted in
his body and life history (Habermas, 2001; Habermas, 2005). On the one hand,
in the body because the author identifies with his own body, because in each
individual case the body (in german, Körper) is one's body (in german, Leib).
Based on a Spanish tradition, we shouldn’t say that "we have a body" but
precisely that "we are (partly) body" (Lain Entralgo, 1996). On the other hand,
not only our body but our vital history plays a central role. The embodied
subject, who identifies with his body and his own history, gains reflective
consciousness. So, the body has to be incorporated into a broader perspective
thanks to the ethical will. We defend the kind of ethic of purposes (strong
evaluations) and not merely motive ethics (weak evaluation), because we are
not reducing the human behaviour to feeling but more generally including vital
projects (Taylor, 1989, Gracia, 2011b).
Fourthly and finally, the hermeneutics of responsible authorship asserts the
distinction between "neural basis" and "moral reasoning or foundation". I think
this is a fundamental distinction because the key question for ethics is not so
much how in fact our brain is predisposed by evolution and in what sense our
moral behaviour is based on a neuronal basis, but the key questions are how we
should behave and why we should behave in such manner (Cortina, 2011). In
this second sense we try to find a moral reasoning or foundation. Only in this
second sense (and not in the first one), can we overcome the selfish interest of
the own group’s survival. Thus, the foundation of a moral norm or value must
not depend on arbitrary preferences of a person or a group, but it must depend
on a strong rational argumentation. Only in this light, we may denounce certain
behaviours that are contrary to Human Rights. Or is it acceptable reject
strangers based on the neuroethical imperative?
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C H A P T E R FOUR
Ousía in Origen’s Commentary on John:
About the Theological Interpretation of a
Philosophical Concept
Vito Limone
The aim of this paper is to study the theological usage which Origen
of Alexandria, one of the most outstanding Chistian authors of the IIIII centuries, makes of the philosophical term ousía, particularly
within his Commentary on John. First of all, the paper will mention
the three different meanings which the Alexandrine resorts in his
treatise, On Prayer, almost contemporary of the Commentary on
John, in accordance with ancient philosophical lexica: firstly, the
Middle Platonic meaning of ousía as incorporeal existence, in other
words hypóstasis; secondly, the Stoic meaning of ousía as nonqualified stuff (ápoion), which nevertheless can be every quality;
thirdly, ousía as mediation of suprasensible and sensible realms, that
is, Jesus Christ, as suggested by Origen himself in his exegesis of the
Lord’s Prayer. Then, the paper will focus on Origen’s uses of the
term ousía in his Commentary on John. In fact, in this writing the
Alexandrine resorts the three different meanings which are listed in
On Prayer, according to the various exegetical contexts. In
particular, Origen results to use the first meaning of ousía, that is,
the Middle Platonic, mainly in Trinitarian contexts; the second
meaning, that is, the Stoic, mainly in anti-Gnostic contexts; finally,
the third meaning, that is, Jesus Christ as Mediator of suprasensible
and sensible realms, in Christological contexts.
Keywords: Origen, Ousía, Hypóstasis, Commentary, John.
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Introduction
As Harry A. Wolfson said1, Origen of Alexandria does not simply resort
ancient Greek philosophical concepts, but he also changes and suits them to a
theological context. In fact, his use of the term ousía, that is, ‘substance’,
particularly in his Commentary on John, shows that Origen does not only deal
with theological problems according to the ideas of Greek metaphysics, but he
also mixes them as needed by the exegetical background. Most scholars
consider Origen’s use of ousía confusing and inaccurate, e.g. Ch. Stead2;
indeed he quotes this term, especially within his exegesis of John, in a very
technical way3. The aim of this paper is, firstly, to reconstruct the different
meanings of ousía which Origen collects from the philosophical tradition and,
secondly, to show that he matches these meanings with different theological
contexts.
Philosophical Meanings of Ousía: The Case of On Prayer 27,7-8
The Commentary on John, which this paper will be focused on, was
written by Origen among 224-225 a.D. in Alexandria and 232-235 a.D. in
Caesarea4. In the meantime, he devoted to a long exegesis of the Lord’s Prayer
in the treatise On Prayer (= Orat.), generally dated 233-234 a.D.5, in which the
exegesis of the verse: «Give us this day our daily bread (tòn árton tòn
epioúsion)»6 reminds him of the philosophical meanings of the term ousía, on
the one hand, and suggests him to divide these different meanings into three
main classes, on the other hand. At first, Origen advises that the term epioúsios
is mentioned neither by any ancient Greek authors nor any philosophers, but it
1

Wolfson, H.A. 1964. The Philosophy of the Church Fathers. Harvard University Press,
London, 317.
2
Stead, Ch. 1990. Philosophie und Theologie I. Die Zeit der Alten Kirche. Kohlhammer,
Stuttgart/Berlin/Köln, 114. See also: Id. 1977. Divine Substance. Clarendon Press, Oxford, 94f.
Before him see also: Crouzel, H. 1955. Théologie de l’image de Dieu chez Origène. Aubier,
Paris, 102-106.
3
See particularly: Simonetti, M. 1971. Note sulla teologia trinitaria di Origene. VetChr 8, 273307 (now: Id. 1993. Sulla teologia trinitaria di Origene. In Id. Studi sulla cristologia del II e III
secolo. Istitutum Patristicum Augustinianum, Roma, 109-143); Id. 2000. Art. Trinità. In
Monaci Castagno, A. Origene. Dizionario. Città Nuova, Roma, 459-466. A very important
essay is: Markschies, Ch. 2007. Was bedeutet οὐσία? Zwei Antworten bei Origenes und
Ambrosius und deren Bedeutung für ihre Bibelklärung und Theologie. In Id. Origenes und sein
Erbe. Gesammelte Studien, W. de Gruyter, Berlin/New York, 173-193.
4
In general see: Pazzini, D. 2000. Art. Giovanni. In Monaci Castagno, A. Origene. Dizionario,
197-200. About the relationship between theological problems and historical context see: Harl,
M. 1958. Origène et la function révélatrice du Verbe incarné, Éditions du Seuil, Paris, 121137, 160-189; Vogt, H.J. 1990. Beobachtungen zum Johannes-Kommentar. ThQ 169, 191-208.
5
Koetschau, P. 1899. Origenes. Werke II. Buch V-VIII Gegen Celsus. Die Schrift vom Gebet
(GCS 3). Akademie Verlag, Leipzig, LXXV-LXXVII. P. Nautin dates it 234-235; see: Nautin,
P. 1977. Origène, sa vie et son oeuvre. Beauchesne, Paris, 385.
6
Orat. 27,1: GCS 3 363,23-24.
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is invented by the evangelists, i.e. Mt 6:11 and Lk 11:131. Then, he
immediately supposes a linguistic explanation of the term, i.e. epioúsios is
nothing else but a periphrasis for: ho eis tèn ousían symballómenos ártos, ‘the
bread which becomes the substance’, and he compares it with a similar
expression, perioúsios, which Moses refers to the people in Ex 19:6 and is a
periphrasis for: ho perì tèn ousían kataginómenos laòs2, ‘the people that gets
around the substance’. After this linguistic analysis of the term, which reminds
of late antique grammarians’ method3, Origen declares that the meaning of
epioúsios depends on the meaning of the term ousía of which it is composed4.
Thus, he lists three meanings of it: the first is derived from Middle-Platonic
language5, the second from a Stoic lexicon6, finally the third is introduced by
himself7. According to the first definition of the term, i.e. the Platonic
definition, ousía means the hypóstasis, that is, the ‘existence’ or ‘subsistence’,
of the asómata, ‘incorporeal beings’, which perpetually exist8. On the contrary,
according to the second Stoic definition, ousía is explained as: i) the stuff of
the beings which exist, ii) which are corporeal and iii) are nominated; iv) the
pristine substance which has no qualities and v) pre-exists in each material
1

Orat. 27,7: τί δὲ καὶ τὸ ἐπιούσιον, ἤδη κατανοητέον. πρῶτον δὲ τοῦτο ἰστέον, ὅτι ἡ λέξις ἡ
ἐπιούσιον παρ’οὐδενὶ τῶν Ἑλλήνων οὔτε τῶν σοφῶν ὠνόμασται οὔτε ἐν τῇ τῶν ἰδιωτῶν
συνηθείᾳ τέτριπται, ἀλλ’ἔοικε πεπλάσθαι ὑπὸ τῶν εὐαγγελιστῶν: GCS 3 366,33-367,2.
2
Orat. 27,7: ἰσομοία τῇ ἐπιούσιον προσηγορίᾳ ἐστὶ παρὰ Μωσυεῖ γεγραμμένη, ὑπὸ θεοῦ
εἰρημένη˙ ὑμεῖς δὲ ἔσεσθέ μοι λαὸς περιούσιος (Ex 19:6). καὶ δοκεῖ μοι ἑκατέρα λέξις παρὰ τὴν
οὐσίαν πεποιῆσθαι, ἡ μὲν τὸν εἰς τὴν οὐσίαν συμβαλλόμενον ἄρτον δηλοῦσα, ἡ δὲ τὸν περὶ τὴν
οὐσίαν καταγινόμενον λαὸν καὶ κοινωνοῦντα αὐτῇ σημαίνουσα: GCS 3 367,7-12.
3
With respect to Origen’s dependence on Late Antiquity’s rhetoric, see: Neuschäfer, B. 1987.
Origenes als Philologe. 1, Reinhardt, Basel, 140-155. About his dependence on MiddlePlatonic commentaries, see also: Hadot, I. 1987. Les introductions aux commentaires
exégétiques chez les auteurs néoplatoniciens et les auteurs chrétiens. In Tardieu, M. (ed.). Les
règles de l’interprétation, Cerf, Paris, 99-122; Heine, R.E. 1995. The Introduction to Origen’s
Commentary on John compared with the Introductions to the ancient philosophical
commentaries to Aristotle. In Dorival, G. and Le Boulluec, A. (eds.). Origeniana sexta. Actes
du Colloquium Origenianum Sextum, Chantilly, 30 août-3 sept. 1993, Peeters, Leuven, 3-12.
4
For the general question see: Pétré, H. 1951. Les leçons du ‘Panem nostrum cottidianum’.
RSR 38, 63-79. For Origen’s interpretation of the Lord’s Prayer, see: Gessel, W. 1975. Die
Theologie des Gebetes nach ‘De Oratione’ von Origenes, Paderborn, Wien; Von Stritzky,
M.B. 1989. Studien zur Überlieferung und Interpretation des Vaterunsers in der
frühchristlichen Literatur, MBTh 47, 70-180; Dahle, A. 1918. Origen on ‘Our daily bread’, ET
16, 13-24.
5
Origen may have referred to a Middle-Platonic handbook which is generally allocated to
Alcinous; see, in particular, Whittaker, J. 1974. Parisinus Graecus 1962 and the writings of
Albinus. Phoenix 28, 320-354, 450-456.
6
The Stoic lexicon which Origen certainly made use of was the περὶ στωικῆς ὀνομάτων
χρήσεως by Herophilous, who is explicitly mentioned by Origen himself twice in the Prologue
of his Commentary on the Psalms. See: PG 12,1053a-c. About the presence of Herophilous in
Origen, see: Cadiou, R. 1932. Dictionnaires antiques dans l’oeuvre d’Origène. REG 45, 271285.
7
See Markschies, Ch. 2007. Was bedeutet οὐσία? 184-185.
8
Orat. 27,8: ἡ μέντοι κυρίως οὐσία τοῖς μὲν προηγουμένην τὴν τῶν ἀσωμάτων ὑπόστασιν
εἶναι φάσκουσι νενόμισται κατὰ τὰ ἀσώματα, τὸ εἶναι βεβαίως ἔχοντα καὶ οὔτε προσθήκην
χωροῦντα οὔτε ἀφαίρεσιν πάσχοντα: GCS 3 367,14-16.
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being; vi) the subject of every change vii) which does not change; viii) the
ápoion, i.e. the non-qualitative stuff, which has capability of every quality
(poîos)1. The third and last definition of ousía is suggested to Origen by his
own exegesis of the ‘daily bread’, which is allegory of Christ incarnated: ousía
is thus the participation of the corporeal realm at the incorporeal divinity of the
Son2, because of his kénosis (Phil 2:6-7).
To sum up, in Orat. 27,7-8 in order to explain the term epioúsios Origen
lists three main philosophical meanings of the term ousía: 1) a Platonic or
Middle-Platonic definition on basis of which it means the incorporeal existence
of an intelligible realm, i.e. the hypóstasis of the asómata; 2) a Stoic definition
on basis of which it means the corporeal realm, particularly the non-qualitative
stuff (ápoion) which can be every quality (poiótes); 3) an Origenian definition
which defines ousía as mediation of corporeal creation and incorporeal
divinity, grounded on the incarnation of Jesus Christ, the ‘daily bread’ (Mt
6:11; Lk 11:13). These three definitions of ousía are the philosophical pattern
according to which Origen uses the term in his Commentary on John (= CIo)3.
Theological Uses of Ousía in the Commentary on John
In Orat. 27,7-8 Origen quotes three main definitions of ousía. In his
interpretation of John he uses these three definitions in accordance with the
exegetical contexts. Although different contexts are usually combined in CIo,
they may be divided into three main kinds: a. Trinitarian; b. Christological; c.
anti-Gnostic. Origen uses the three different meanings of ousía in accordance
with these three different exegetical contexts.

1

Orat. 27,8: οὐσία ἐστὶν ἢ πρώτη τῶν ὄντων ὕλη, καὶ ἐξ ἧς τὰ ὄντα, ἢ τῶν σωμάτων ὕλη, καὶ
ἐξ ἧς τὰ σώματα, ἢ τῶν ὀνομαζομένων, καὶ ἐξ ἧς τὰ ὀνομαζόμενα, ἢ τὸ πρῶτον ὑπόστασιν
ἄποιον ἢ τὸ προυφιστάμενον τοῖς οὖσιν ἢ τὸ πάσας δεχόμενον τὰς μεταβολάς τε καὶ
ἀλλοιώσεις, αὐτὸ δὲ ἀναλλοίωτον κατὰ τὸν ἴδιον λόγον, ἢ τὸ ὑπομένον πᾶσαν ἀλλοίωσιν καὶ
μεταβολήν. κατὰ τούτῳ δὲ ἡ οὐσία ἐστὶν ἄποιος τε καὶ ἀσχημάτιστος κατὰ τὸν ἴδιον λόγον
ἀλλ’οὐδὲ μέγεθος ἀποτεταγμένον ἔχουσα, πάσῃ δὲ ἔγκειται ποιότητι καθάπερ ἕτοιμόν τι
χωρίον. ποιότητας δὲ διατακτικῶς λέγουσι τὰς ἐνέργειας καὶ τὰς ποιήσεις κοινῶς, ἐν αἷς εἶναι
τὰς κινήσεις καὶ σχέσεις συμβέβηκεν˙ οὐδὲ τινος γὰρ τούτων κατὰ τὸν ἴδιον λόγον μετέχειν
φασί τὴν οὐσίαν, ἀεὶ δὲ τινος αὐτῶν ἀχώριστον εἶναι πάθει τήνδε, οὐδὲν ἧττον καὶ ἐπιδεκτὴν
πασῶν τῶν τοῦ ποιοῦντος ἐνεργειῶν, ὡς ἄν ἐκεῖνο ποιῇ καὶ μεταβάλλῃ˙ ὁ γὰρ συνὼν αὐτῇ
τόνος καὶ δι’ὅλων κεχωρηκὼς πάσης τε ποιότητος καὶ τῶν περὶ αὐτὴν αἴτιος ἄν οἰκονομῶν˙
δι’ὅλων τε μεταβλητὴν καὶ δι’ὅλων διαιρετὴν λέγουσιν εἶναι, καὶ πᾶσαν οὐσίαν πάσῃ
συγχεῖσθαι δύνασθαι, ἡνωμένην μέντοι: GCS 3 368,1-19.
2
See Orat. 27,9: GCS 3 368,20-369,22. About this see: Balas, D.L. 1975. The idea of
participation in the structure of Origen’s thought. Christian transposition of a theme of the
Platonic tradition. In Crouzel, H., Lomiento, G. and Rius-Camps, J. Origeniana. Premier
colloque international des études origéniennes, Istituto di Letteratura Cristiana Antica
dell’Università di Bari, Bari, 257-275.
3
The critical edition followed is: Blanc, C. (ed.). 1966-1992. Origène. Commentaire sur saint
Jean, 5 voll., Cerf, Paris (SCh 120, 157, 222, 290, 385).

40

Ousía in Origen’s Commentary on John:
About the Theological Interpretation of a Philosophical Concept
The Trinitarian Contexts: The Two Ousíai of the Father and the Son
i. The first main context in which Origen uses the term ousía in a
Trinitarian sense is CIo 1,24,151-1521. Here, he comments on Ps 44:2 («My
heart has uttered a good word») and he criticizes the Monarchians who believe
that as the mind is not different from the heart so the Son is not different from
the Father, i.e. the Son has neither a proper ousía nor a hypóstasis. Origen
responds that, if the Son had not a proper ousía, he could not be distinguished
from the Father, which is impossible. According to Origen, the divine Son has
a proper ousía, different from the Father’s ousía. Moreover, in this context the
term ousía clearly refers to the Platonic meaning2, that is, incorporeal
existence.
ii. The second passage is CIo 2,2,16 in which Origen criticizes not only the
Monarchians, who argue that the Son has not a proper identity (idiótes) and
differs from the Father only as for the name, but also the Adoptionists, who
believe that the Son is different from the Father and has a proper identity
(idiótes) and existence (ousía), but does not participate in his divinity
(theótes)3. On the contrary, Origen argues that God-Father is God-in-self,
whose divinity the Son-Logos perpetually participates in4.
iii. The third context in which the Alexandrine assigns a Platonic meaning
to ousía is CIo 2,10,74. Here Origen mentions some who believe that the Holy
Spirit has not a proper ousía, different from the ousíai of the Father and the
Son5. Thus, he replies that, if the Holy Spirit had not a proper ousía, he would
1

CIo 1,24,151-152: οἰόμενοι προφορὰν πατρικὴν οἱονεὶ ἐν συλλαβαῖς κειμένην εἶναι τὸν υἱὸν
τοῦ θεοῦ, καὶ κατὰ τοῦτο ὑπόστασιν αὐτῷ, εἰ ἀκριβῶς αὐτῶν πυνθανοίμεθα, οὐ διδόασιν οὐδὲ
οὐσίαν αὐτοῦ σαφηνίζουσιν, οὐδέπω φαμὲν τοιάνδε, ἀλλ’ὅπως ποτὲ οὐσίαν. λόγον γὰρ
ἀπαγγελλόμενον υἱὸν εἶναι νοῆσαι καὶ τῷ τυχόντι ἐστὶν ἀμήχανον. καὶ λόγον τοιοῦτον
καθ’αὐτὸν ζῶντα καὶ ἤτοι οὐ κεχωρισμένον τοῦ πατρὸς καὶ κατὰ τοῦτο τῷ μὴ ὑφεστάναι οὐδὲ
υἱὸν τυγχάνοντα ἢ καὶ κεχωρισμένον καὶ οὐσιωμένον ἀπαγγελλέτωσαν ἡμῖν θεὸν λόγον: SCh
120,136-137. About the concept of ὑπόστασις in Origen, see: Hammerstaedt, J. 1991. Der
trinitarische Gebrauch des Hypostasisbegriffs bei Origenes. JAC 34, 12-20; Drecoll, V.H.
2003. Der Begriff Hypostasis bei Origenes. Bemerkungen zum Johanneskommentar II,10. In
Perrone, L. (ed.). Origeniana octava. Papers of the 8th International Origen Congress, Pisa,
27-31 aug. 2001, I, Peeters, Leuven, 479-487.
2
About Origen’s polemic against the Monarchians, see: Del Cogliano, M. 2012. The
interpretation of John 10:30 in the third century: antimonarchian polemics and the rise of
grammatical reading techniques. JThI 6/1, 117-138, particularly 133-137. As M. Del Cogliano
suggests, Origen may have known the antimonarchian exegesis of John during his stay at
Rome, perhaps between the years 214 and 217 (see: Eus., h.e. 6,14,10; Nautin, P. 1977.
Origène, sa vie et son oeuvre, 365, 418). About this, see also: Trigg, J.W. 1983. Origen: the
Bible and philosophy in the third-century Church, Knox, Atlanta, 76-80.
3
CIo 2,2,16: ἤτοι ἀρνουμένους ἰδιότητα υἱοῦ ἑτέραν παρὰ τὴν τοῦ πατρὸς ὁμολογοῦντας θεὸν
εἶναι τὸν μέχρι ὀνόματος παρ᾽αὐτοῖς υἱὸν προσαγορεύομενον, ἢ ἀρνουμένους τὴν θεότητα τοῦ
υἱοῦ τιθέντας δὲ αὐτοῦ τὴν ἰδιότητα καὶ τὴν οὐσίαν κατὰ περιγραφὴν τυγχάνουσαν ἑτέραν τοῦ
πατρός, ἐντεῦθεν λύεσθαι δύναται: SCh 120,216-217. See also: CCels 5,39: SCh 147,118; Dial.
1,32: SCh 67,54; CIo 6,39,202: SCh 157,280.
4
See CIo 2,2,17: SCh 120,218-219.
5
CIo 2,10,74: δογματίζων μηδὲ οὐσίαν τινὰ ἰδίαν ὑφεστάναι τοῦ ἁγίου πνεύματος ἑτέραν παρὰ
τὸν πατέρα καὶ τὸν υἱόν˙ ἀλλὰ τάχα προστιθέμενος μᾶλλον, ἑὰν ἕτερον νομίζῃ εἶναι τὸν υἱὸν
παρὰ τὸν πατέρα, τῷ τὸ αὐτὸ αὐτὸ τυγχάνειν τῷ πατρί, ὁμολουμένως διαιρέσεως δηλουμένης
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be the same as the Father, because of what is said by Mt 12:32 («Anyone who
speaks a word against the Son of man will be forgiven, but anyone who speaks
against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven»), which seems to imply a
difference between the Spirit and the Son1.
iv. Another Trinitarian context of Origen’s use of ousía is CIo 2,23,149, in
which he implicitly refers to Monarchians’ exegesis of Jn 1:4: while the
Monarchians argue that, if the Son is the same light as the Father on basis of
1Jn 1:5, then the Son’s ousía is the same as the Father’s ousía, Origen says that
the light which the Son is differs from the light which the Father is2.
v. The fifth text is Origen’s exegesis of Jn 1:26-27, in which he explains
that the Son-Logos came to existence (hyphestekótos ousiodôs)3, that is, he has
an incorporeal existence (ousiodôs) and his existence is different from his
Father’s one (hyphestekótos).
vi. The last main context of a Trinitarian use of the term is CIo 10,37,246,
within the exegesis of Jn 2:18-19, in which Origen criticizes again the
Monarchians: in fact, on basis of 1Cor 15:15 («We testified about God that he
raised Christ, whom he did not raise if it is true that the dead are not raised»)
and Jn 2:19 («Destroy this temple, and I will arise it again in three days»), they
argue that the Father is the same as the Son, not only as for ousía, but also for
hypóstasis, and their difference is nominal. Origen responds that the difference
between the Father and the Son is necessary4.
On basis of the preceeding texts, it is clear that: firstly, in Trinitarian
contexts of his exegesis of John, Origen intends ousía not only in terms of

τοῦ ἁγίου πνεύματος παρὰ τὸν υἱὸν ἐν τῷ <Mt 12,32>: SCh 120,254-255. The Platonic
meaning of οὐσία is used by Origen also in terms of οὐσία τοῦ Χριστοῦ, or οὐσία τοῦ θεοῦ; see:
CIo 6,14,85: SCh 157,190-191; CIo 6,30,154: SCh 157,246-247; CIo 13,21,123-124: SCh
222,96-97.
1
Crouzel suggests that the Monarchian whom Origen criticizes may be a scholar of Noetus;
see: Crouzel, H. 1955. Théologie de l’image de Dieu chez Origène. 102.
2
CIo 2,23,149-150: SCh 120,304-307.
3
See CIo 6,38,188: SCh 157,268-269.
4
See CIo 10,37,246: μὴ διαφέρειν τῷ ἀριθμῷ τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ πατρός, ἀλλ’ἓν οὐ μόνον οὐσίᾳ
ἀλλὰ καὶ ὑποκειμένῳ τυγχάνοντας ἀμφοτέρους, κατά τινας ἐπινοίας διαφόρους οὐ κατὰ
ὑπόστασιν λέγεσθαι πατέρα καὶ υἱόν˙ λεκτεόν πρὸς αὐτοὺς πρῶτον μὲν τὰ προηγουμένως
κατασκευαστικὰ ῤητὰ τοῦ ἕτερον εἶναι τὸν υἱὸν παρὰ τὸν πατέρα, καὶ ὅτι ἀνάγκη τὸν υἱὸν
πατρὸς εἶναι υἱόν, καὶ τὸν πατέρα υἱοῦ πατέρα: SCh 157,528-531. Some scholars argue that
both CIo 10,37,246, which we have in the original Greek text, and a fragment from Origen’s
Commentary on Hebrews (PG 14,1308), which we have only in Latin translation, point out that
for Origen, the οὐσία means the common subject of the Father and the Son. See, e.g., Wolfson,
H.A. 1964. The Philosophy of the Church Fathers. 318. As Simonetti suggests (see: Simonetti,
M. 1971. Note sulla teologia trinitaria di Origene. 274), it is difficult to accept this
interpretation. Particularly about this text see: Orbe, A. 1958. Hacia la primera teología de la
procesión del Verbo, Pontificia Università Gregoriana, Roma, 436-437; Id. (1991). Orígenes y
los monarquianos. Gregorianum 72, 39-72. See also: Rius-Camps, J. (1973). Orígenes y su
reflexión sobre la Trinidad. In Silanes, N. (ed.), La Trinidad en la tradición prenicena: Cristo
revelador del Padre y emisor del Espíritu en las primeras generaciones cristianas, Secretariato
Trinitario, Salamanca, 189-213.
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Platonic lexicon, i.e. the incorporeal existence of the divinity1, but also as equal
to hypóstasis; secondly, he never intends ousía as a common subject of the
Father and the Son from which the Son comes to existence, because the idea of
the so called ‘ek tês ousías generation’ of the divine Son reminds him of the
animal generation2.
The Christological Contexts: the Mediator Ousía
i. As far as the main Christological contexts in which Origen uses the term
ousía are concerned, the first one is CIo 1,19,115, where he says that the SonWisdom is the intelligible universe of the ideal entities according to which he
gives to the matter the ousíai3. On basis of this text, the ousía results the
incorporeal property in which each being participates because of mediator
nature of the Son-Wisdom and of the creation4.
ii. Another Christological use of the term ousía occurs in CIo 1,28,200.
After distinguishing between the predicates which Christ has per se and those
which he has in relation to other, Origen assumes that some believe that
different predicates of Christ correspond to different natures of Christ, but he
declares that different predicates of Christ are just different epínoiai, namely
titles or denominations of his indivisible nature5. Here, he certainly criticizes
the Gnostics, who introduce a double nature of Christ, pneumatic and psychic6.
1

About the general question see: Schadel, E. 1987. Zum Trinitätskonzept des Origenes. In
Lies, L. (ed.). Origeniana quarta. Die Referate des 4. Internationalen Origeneskongresses
(Innsbruck, 2-6 Sept. 1985), Tyrolia, Innsbruck/Wien, 203-214. See also: Bruns, Ch. 2013.
Trinität und Kosmos. Zur Gotteslehre des Origenes. Aschendorff, Münster, particularly 42-44.
2
See in particular: Crouzel, H. 1955. Théologie de l’image de Dieu chez Origène. 104. See
also: Hanson, R.P.C. 1987. Did Origen teach that the Son is ek tēs ousias of the Father? In
Lies, L. (ed.). Origeniana quarta. 201-202. About Origen’s refutation of the idea of the animal
generation with respect to the generation of the Son-Wisdom see: CIo 19,20,157: SCh 290,142145.
3
CIo 1,19,115: καὶ λεκτέον ὅτι κτίσας, ἵν’οὕτως εἴπω, ἕμψυχον σοφίαν ὁ θεός, αὐτῇ ἐπέτρεψεν
ἀπὸ τῶν ἐν αὐτῇ τύπων τοῖς οὖσι καὶ τῇ ὕλῃ <παρασχεῖν καὶ> τὴν πλάσιν καὶ τὰ εἴδη, ἐγὼ δὲ
ἐφίστημι εἰ καὶ τὰς οὐσίας: SCh 120,122-123.
4
About this point, see: Sfameni Gasparro, G. 1979. Doppia creazione e peccato di Adamo nel
‘Peri Archon’ di Origene. Fondamenti biblici e presupposti platonici dell’esegesi origeniana. In
Bianchi, U. La ‘doppia creazione’ dell’uomo negli Alessandrini, nei Cappadoci e nella gnosi,
Edizioni dell’Ateneo, Roma, 43-82; Hengstermann, C. 2011. The Neoplatonism of Origen in
the first two books of his ‘Commentary on John’. In Kaczmarek, S. and Pietras, H. (eds.).
Origeniana decima. Origen as writer. Papers of the 10 th International Origen Congress.
University School of Philosophy and Education ‘Ignatianum’, Kraków, 31 aug.-4 sept. 2009,
Peeters, Leuven, 75-87.
5
CIo 1,28,200: μηδεὶς δὲ προσκοπτέω διακρινόντων ἡμῶν τὰς ἐν τῷ σωτῆρι ἐπινοίας,
οἰόμενος καὶ τῇ οὐσίᾳ ταὐτὸν ἡμᾶς ποιεῖν: SCh 120,158-159.
6
See: Simonetti, M. 1966. Eracleone e Origene. VetChr 3, 111-141; Id. 1967. Eracleone e
Origene (continuazione e fine). VetChr 4, 23-64; Id. 1992. Eracleone, gli psichici e il ‘Trattato
tripartito’. RSLR 28, 31. About the controversy between Origen and the Gnostics see: Lettieri,
G. 2005. Il ‘nous’ mistico. Il superamento origeniano dello gnosticismo nel ‘Commento a
Giovanni’. In Prinzivalli, E. (ed.), Il Commento a Giovanni di Origene: il testo e i suoi
contesti, Pazzini, Verucchio, 223ff. See also: Rius-Camps, J. 1968. Comunicabilidad de la
naturaleza de Dios según Orígenes. OCP 34, 5-37.
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iii. The third main text in which Origen assigns a clearly Christological
meaning to ousía is CIo 6,6,38: here, he distinguishes between the truth initself, that is, the Son-Wisdom, on the one hand, and the individual truths, that
participate in the truthfulness of the truth in-itself. Origen uses the adjective
ousiódes in order to define the truth in-itself, in which the individual truths
participate because of the incarnation of Christ, i.e. the incarnation of the truth
in-itself in the individual truths1.
iv. Another very significant text of Origen’s exegesis of John in which
ousía explicitly refers to the mediator nature of Christ between the creation and
God-Father is CIo 19,6,37. Here, Origen says that the human intellect can
access God’s substance (ousía) only through his truth (Jn 14:6), or that the
human intellect can access God’s nature (phýsis) and power (dýnamis) only
through his substance (ousía). Thus, at first Origen assigns to ousía a Platonic
meaning, i.e. it means the incorporeal existence of God-Father; then, he assigns
a Christological meaning to the term, i.e. it means Christ who mediates
between the creation and the Father, particularly his nature and power.
These are only the most significant texts of Origen’s Christological use of
the term ousía in his CIo. If Christ, as the divine Son-Wisdom, is the mediator
between God-Father and the creation – and this mediation is grounded on his
creation of the sensible world and of his kénosis –, then his ousía is nothing
else but the mediation between divinity and extra-divinity, exactly as the ‘daily
bread’ in Orat. 27,8. Therefore, in Christological contexts Origen seems to use
not only a Platonic meaning of ousía – it is properly Christ’s divine and
incorporeal existence –, but also the same meaning as he used in his exegesis
of the ‘daily bread’ (Orat. 27,7-8)2.
The Anti-Gnostic Contexts: Ousía as Phýsis
i. Particularly in the second part of his CIo – that part which was written in
Caesarea, between the years 232 and 235 a.D. – Origen frequently assigns an
explicit Stoic meaning to the term. As he explains in Orat. 27,7, according to
the Stoic lexicon, ousía is the non-qualitative stuff (ápoion) which can be every
quality (poiótes). The first text in which this specific meaning of the term
occurs is CIo 13,25,152: here Origen says that the Son’s ousía is higher than
the intelligible creation’s ousía3, and this notion implies that the Son and the
creation participate in the same divinity, which is expressed by the term ousía,
but the Son perpetually participates in the Father, and the intelligible beings do
not4.
1

CIo 6,6,38: SCh 157,158-159. See also: CIo 6,6,40: SCh 157,158-159.
For a general presentation of the point see: Fernández, S. 2011. Verso la teologia trinitaria di
Origene. Metafora e linguaggio teologico. In Kaczmarek, S. and Pietras, H. (eds.). Origeniana
decima, 457-473.
3
CIo 13,25,152: SCh 222,114-115.
4
See: Harl, M. 1966. Recherches sur l’origénisme d’Origène: la satiété (κόρος) de la
contemplation comme motif de la chute des âmes, StPatr 8, 374-405; Ead. 1987. La
preéxistence des âmes dans l’oeuvre d’Origène. In Lies, L. (ed.). Origeniana quarta, 238-258.
2
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ii. The second text in which the term ousía occurs in a Stoic language is
CIo 13,61,429-430. Here, Origen criticizes the Gnostics who deny the
immortality of psychic souls. He responds that as the non-qualitative stuff
(ápoion) can participate in different qualities at different times, even in
opposite qualities (poiotéteis), so the soul herself can participate in different
qualities, i.e. the mortality and the immortality, at different times1. The Stoic
logic of the relationship between the stuff, on the one hand, and the qualities,
on the other hand, is the pattern according to which Origen intends the
relationship between the soul and her predicates, i.e. mortality and immortality.
iii. Another very outstanding text in which Origen intends ousía in terms
of Stoic logic is CIo 20,23,197f, particularly in his exegesis of Jn 8:44 («You
belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s
desires») against the Gnostic Heracleon, who argues that the hylic beings
belong to the Demiurge and are damned, and the pneumatic beings belong to
God and are saved. According to Origen, there is no difference between the
hylic and the pneumatic beings, they participate in the same stuff, i.e. the same
ousía, but some live in accordance to the good and some do not. As in Stoic
logic ousía denotes the non-qualitative stuff which can be every quality, so in
Origen’s exegesis of Jn 8:44 it means the common nature in which all the
beings participate, i.e. those that the Gnostics define as ‘hylic’ and ‘pneumatic’
beings.
On basis of these texts it may be argued that, firstly, Origen uses the Stoic
concept of ousía in order to criticize the Gnostics, particularly with respect to
the so called ‘difference of natures’, and that, secondly, all the occurrences of
Stoic interpretations of this term in CIo are in the books which Origen wrote at
Caesarea, after the year 232 a.D. – it is not impossible that his polemic against
the Gnostics increased when he was no longer in Alexandria, where the
Gnostic school of Valentinus was born.
Conclusion
According to Ch. Markschies’ interpretation2, Origen does not use the term
ousía in a confused and inaccurate way, but he rather gives it specific
meanings. Particularly in Orat. 27,7-8, he lists three main philosophical
meanings of ousía, that is, Platonic, Stoic and a ‘third way’, as defined by Ch.
Markschies himself, which is grounded on the divine Son’s mediation. Then,
1

CIo 13,61,429-430: SCh 222,266-269. About the presence of the Stoic logic in Origen’s
thought, see: Chadwick, H. (1947). Origen, Celsus, and the Stoa. JThS 48, 34-49; Roberts, L.
1970. Origen and Stoic logic. Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological
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Essays in honour of A.H. Armstrong, Variorum, London, 64-78; Heine, R. 1993. Stoic logic as
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44, 90-117; Somos, R. 2013. Is the handmaid Stoic or Middle Platonic? Some comments on
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2
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every time the term ousía occurs in Origen’s CIo, it denotes one of these
meanings. However, the attribution of one of these meanings to ousía results to
depend on the exegetical contexts, so the Platonic meaning mainly occurs in
Trinitarian contexts1, the Stoic meaning in anti-Gnostic contexts and the third
meaning – which Origen himself introduces in his exegesis of the Lord’s
Prayer – mainly occurs in Christological contexts.

1

About Origenian Trinitarian theology’s dependence on Platonic tradition, see: Dillon, J. 1982.
Origen’s doctrine of the Trinity and some later Neoplatonic theories. In O’Meara, D.J. (ed.).
Neoplatonism and Christian Thought, State University Press, New York, 19-23.
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C H A P T E R FIVE
Vulnerability as strength in Nietzsche's
Thus Spoke Zarathustra
Dolores M. Lussich
Gianni Vattimo claims that any reading of Nietzsche presupposes an
interpretation of its two central concepts: Eternal Recurrence and
Übermensch (superman). In this work, we intend to show how some
interpretations of these concepts fail to seize the complexity of
Nietzsche's definitions. First, we will discuss Heidegger's
interpretation. In his Nietzsche, the author presents the Eternal
Recurrence as an inevitable repetition. The Übermensch is doomed
to an existence trapped in the takeover of life by technology. We will
read the same paragraph as Heidegger –On Redemption– but with
opposite conclusions. Our argument is that the figure of the
handicapped ciphers the answer of Zarathustra regarding Eternal
Recurrence. In their fragility resides their own strength. Thus, the
Eternal Recurrence is understood as a transit from negativity to
affirmation. In this sense, we will also discuss Deleuze, regarding his
idea of Will to Power as pure affirmation. In our reading, neither
positivity nor negativity is transcended but maintained as forces in
tension.
Keywords: Nietzsche-Eternal Recurrence-Will to Power

Reading Nietzsche
The philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche is a central reference for
Contemporary Philosophy. The work of Bataille, Blanchot, Deleuze, Foucault
and Derrida cannot be understood without taking into consideration their
readings of this author. Another important antecedent, that explains the
relevance of his thought, is the discovery of the complete manuscripts, which
revealed the manipulation of Nietzsche's sister, intended to make his work
close to the doctrine of National Socialism. During the fifties –even before this
discovery– the first readings of Bataille and Blanchot, opened the opportunity
to re-appropriate Nietzsche's thought, from a critical and leftist perspective. A
little earlier, and as of Heidegger's reading of Nietzsche, he would appear, until
this day, as a central name for the Western philosophical canon.
During the sixties, Nietzsche's critique of the idea of God, and of all
absolute founding in Metaphysics influenced the passage from structuralism to
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post-structuralism in Philosophy and Social Sciences. This process founded a
critique, of the notion of structure that needs a stable centre to establish the
meaning of its elements. Since this deconstruction of the idea of a centre that
can be certain or stable, Philosophy and Social Sciences moved towards the
idea of interpretation –or perspectivism in the Nietzschean heritage.
In Heidegger's notion of ‘ontotheology’ and in Derrida's critique of
‘logofalocarnocentrism’ it is possible to hear the echoes of the Nietzschean
definition of ‘monotonotheism’ In this sense, Nietzsche has been a major
reference for last century Philosophy; this is why any reinterpretation of his
thought has the effect of opening new questions and problems for some of the
main contemporary philosophical traditions.
In this work, we will discuss some of Nietzsche’s more important notions.
Our central question will be: how can we understand the idea of Eternal
Recurrence? This will open up two other questions: how is the idea of Eternal
Recurrence related to the idea of Superman? And, also: how is the idea of
Superman related to the idea of Will to Power?
To answer these questions, we will propose a working hypothesis that has
guided our past and current research on the idea of Eternal Recurrence 1. Our
hypothesis is that, in order to understand the notion of Eternal Recurrence it is
necessary to take into consideration certain elements of the paragraph ‘On
redemption’ in Zarathustra2, which have not yet been identified by
commentators. To test this hypothesis, we will point out where and how we
disagree with the readings of Eternal Recurrence from Heidegger, Deleuze and
Derrida so as to explain the main ideas in our own reading of this notion. On
the last section, we will briefly point a possible philosophical and political
horizon related to the consequences of our hypothesis.
Heidegger's Nietzsche
In his Nietzsche, Heidegger presents the Eternal Recurrence as a repetition
that is unavoidable. Superman is doomed to an existence that is trapped in the
takeover of life by technique. This leads men to reinforce the structural neglect
on the question of ‘Being’, plunging into the world of things, where the voice
of ‘Being’ is not audible. Thus, the Will to Power is set as a blind urge to
destruction, ambition and devastation of natural resources. There is no
possibility to break the circle of repetition that is defined as an Eternal
Recurrence of sameness. To support this interpretation, Heidegger follows the
paragraph ‘On Redemption’, where Zarathustra –according to his reading–
explains the Will to Power as a circular movement that cannot escape
repetition.
If everything is necessary (…) and if everything recurs as it once
was, then all thinking and planning become superfluous, indeed are
1

Our objective is not to be exhaustive on these topics, but rather to share the structure of an
ongoing investigation.
2
All mentioned books are quoted in extent in the section "References" at the end of this work.
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impossible from the outset; we must take everything as it comes, and
all is indifferent. Instead of providing us with a burden, the thought
deprives us of the ballast and the steadying weight of decision and
action, divests us of every sense of planning and willing. It harnesses
us to the self-propelling, necessitous course of an eternal cycle1
Nietzsche’s notion of Eternal Recurrence was influenced by the idea of
force present in the Physics of his time. He did not intend this notion to work
as a new Ontology, but as a provisory interpretation or perspective. Only in this
contingent sense does Eternal Recurrence work as an explanation to understand
time and being. The Will to Power is a set of forces where each force has its
intensity and direction inside infinite time. In consequence, its possible
combinations will necessarily face repetition and events will always be doubled
in time. This is how the Physics of his time supported Nietzsche’s definition of
Eternal Recurrence.
For Heidegger the Will to Power faces the same repetition since this Will
is the actual structure of forces that builds both the Eternal Recurrence and the
Superman. The complete combinations and tensions between forces in space
and time constitutes the Will to Power and the whole spectrum of organic and
inorganic matter and events (only as a contingent perspective in more
contemporary interpretations) Nevertheless, and according to Heidegger the
Will to Power cannot avoid repetition since Superman only means a
radicalization of the oblivion regarding the question of Being due to the empire
of technology.
The ideas of epojé and of phenomenological reduction are behind
Heidegger's reading. There is also a theological heritage, in this reading
because the configuration of the Will to Power would mean to fall –in direct
relation to the idea of an original guilt. Heidegger thinks that there are some
ways not to enhance repetition and oblivion in his own perspective, but he does
not think that this is ultimately possible by following Nietzsche. This fall is
understood as an enhancement of this blindness produced by the empire of
technique as mechanical impulses (and no reflection) that lead men to the
devastation of natural resources.
Even if we agree with Heidegger in affirming that one possibility of the
Will to Power is to be configured as an eternal repetition, we don't think that
this is the only possibility that the Nietzschean text contemplates. We will
address this idea in a further section.
It is also important to note that, even if ‘On Redemption’ –the paragraph
Heidegger uses for his reading of Eternal Recurrence– mentions the idea of the
original sin and, in fact, also speaks of redemption, we understand that: in a
sense there is a possible redemption in the Nietzschean thought, but there is no
theological significance.
We do agree with Heidegger in affirming that this paragraph is essential to
understand the idea of Eternal Recurrence. We also agree with Heidegger in
1

Heidegger. 1984. Nietzsche. Vol. II. Trans. D. Farrell Krell, England, Harper San Francisco. p.
132.
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the sense that any interpretation of Nietzsche's work must account for the link
between Will to Power, Eternal Recurrence, and Superman. In reading
Heidegger, it is clear that what defines Superman is its way of dealing with the
Eternal Recurrence.
There are three other reasons for which we do not follow Heidegger's
reading. First, because we maintain that his reading of the paragraph does not
focus on the speech of Zarathustra in dialogue with the disciples and the
handicapped, nor in the bridge scene that opens the section. Heidegger has
‘forgotten’ to comment the interaction between Zarathustra and the
handicapped. His silence on the matter is where we find him to open some
clues to understanding the Eternal Recurrence –even if it was not his intention
to do so.
The second reason for which we separate ourselves from Heidegger's
reading, is because we believe that the argumentative process leading him to
point out the unavoidable repetition in the Will to Power and the Superman, is
actually a premise aiming to raise an overcoming of Nietzsche's work, stating
that it is only since Heidegger's work that it would be possible to escape the
Eternal Recurrence of the same.
We also disagree with Heidegger's reading in the sense in which Nietzsche
proposes a Metaphysic, where the notions of Will to Power, Supermen, and
Eternal Recurrence take the place of God or the ‘arkhé’ in founding reality. We
disagree on this because the Nietzschean critique of metaphysics, and his idea
of perspectivism, places him in a linguistic turn avant la lettre. It is more
consistent with the Nietzschean corpus to understand the ideas of Will to
Power, Eternal Recurrence, and Superman as interpretations. On this idea of
understanding Nietzschean thought as perspectivism, we follow the readings
started by Blanchot, Bataille, Klosowski and also Deleuze and Derrida.
This tension –between Heidegger and the readings of post-structuralist
thinkers– is also found in the discussion regarding the notion of interpretation
in Derrida's ideas on dissemination against the idea of a hermeneutical circle.
For post-structuralism there is no centre, to which sense can be attached, there
are only copies of copies –always different from each other– that only provide
a provisory and contingent stability for perspectives and interpretations.
Deleuze and ‘The Will to Power’
In his Nietzsche and Philosophy, Deleuze performed a reading of the Will
to Power, that is held from the dichotomy ‘activity-passivity’. We think that
this dichotomy only reinforces the oppositional and hierarchic structure of
Metaphysics, where there is one pole that subordinates the other: men-women,
reason-senses, mind-body, etc. In our reading, passivity is not what traditional
metaphysics has done of its definition and, in fact, has a lot in common with
what we understand by activity. This idea of contamination and tension
between oppositional pairs also guides our definition of notions like reason and
emotions, feminine and masculine, etc. In this sense, we intend to show here
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that Eternal Recurrence cannot be understood by a dichotomist definition of
vulnerability and strength.
On the other hand, we understand that Deleuze is right to highlight the
importance of affirmation and activity in Nietzsche's thought. The matter
where we disagree is in the dichotomist consideration of the Will to Power as
pure positivity. We believe that there is a synchronous and diachronic
movement where affirmation and negativity are in constant tension, leading to
temporary and unstable configurations of subjectivity and of the active and
passive forces that make up the Will to Power.
But the central point of our disagreement with Deleuze's reading is that we
do not think that this dichotomy, with the over valorisation of activity and
affirmation, reflects the importance of the experience of negativity, pain and
death in the Nietzschean philosophy –as triggers that constantly feed the
necessary tension which allows affirmation, joy, love and life to be possible.
Derrida on "Lifedeath" and Teaching
It is in the work of Jacques Derrida that we find the elements of an
interpretation of the Will to Power, that is neither pure negativity which
necessarily turns on itself (Heidegger), nor pure positivity (Deleuze) In
deconstruction, the binary structure of Metaphysics is not eliminated –or
inversed–, but displaced. Then negativity and positivity are maintained as
forces in tension so as not to re-inaugurate the hierarchical scheme that
occidental Metaphysics presupposes.
For Derrida, the Nietzschean critics to Metaphysics influenced the
criticism of the idea of language and structure in Saussure: god and truth are
contingent interpretations. Thus, we can change them. For Derrida, the
oppositional and differential structure of language defined by Saussure is a
construct, but these oppositions even if its semantic is differential and not
essential reinforce a logocentric Metaphysic, in which ‘meaning’ is on top of
‘significant’. This scheme where every element is defined by differentiation
with its opposite has political consequences since the opposition is also
hierarchical. This is how in our Metaphysics mind rules over the body, human
over animal, reason over senses, man over women, etc.
It is necessary to displace this binary logic and it is, therefore, necessary to
go through a moment of inversion (to reassess what was dismissed by
tradition), but this cannot be a final objective. Otherwise, the whole scheme of
the absolute truth of metaphysics would be re-inaugurated, only to reverse the
poles of the dichotomy. To shift the structure that needs to divide and
subordinate, the gesture is not trying to leave the dichotomies, but noting that
they are mere constructions that can now be maintained in contingent tension,
new contaminations and provisory balances. Thus, there is a commitment to a
thought that does not close the system, does not ensure its premises, or answers
all questions with certainty.
It is on this bet that it is possible to understand the way in which the Will
to Power holds negativity and affirmation, or even death and life as forces in
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continuous plays of tensions. The same thing happens with male and female,
masculine and feminine, animal and human etc.
Thus, Derrida speaks of ‘lifedeath’ in Otobiographies signalling a
Nietzschean affirmation of life that is not biological or a pure positivity. In his
own words:
Thus, you cannot think the name or names of Friedrich Nietzsche,
you cannot hear them before the reaffirmation of the hymen, before
the alliance or wedding ring of the eternal return. You will not
understand anything of his life, nor of his life and works, until you
hear the thought of the “yes, yes” given to this shadowless gift at the
ripening high noon, beneath that division whose borders are
inundated by sunlight: the overflowing cup of the sun1.
The component forces of the Will to Power are interpretations and
operative fictions of the world, this is why they configure what we understand
as life and what we define as death, this is way Derrida talks about ‘lifedeath'
because these forces configure the organic and the inorganic world. In this
sense, for Nietzsche, a stone can interpret. It is part of the movement of
interpretation –since forces affect it and this will affect other forces.
This continuum of life and death also allows us to understand the topic of
the ghost in Derrida, and the idea that we are all already dying and, in that
sense, we stand on a nonbinary movement between life and death.
Our question, at this point, is: In what sense does this allow us to
understand the notion of Eternal Recurrence? To answer this question, we will
propose a reading of the paragraph ‘On Redemption’ where the Eternal
Recurrence is presented in the Nietzschean text.

Eternal Recurrence: Repetition or Transformation?
The three forms of nihilism, defined by Nietzsche, coincide with the three
figures from ‘On the Three Metamorphosis’ in his Zarathustra2. The camel
speaks of a time of obedience, to the tradition of Western Metaphysics and thus
coincides with ‘The Birth of Tragedy’, where Nietzsche supported the
metaphysical ideas of the ‘Dionysian’ and ‘the One’ as foundations of reality.
This is what Nietzsche would later call his decadent nihilism.
The rest of Nietzsche's work corresponds to the figure of the lion, and the
negative nihilism: it says no to everything that was received. It is the same
period of ‘Human Too Human’, ‘Genealogy of Morals’, etc.

1

Derrida Jacques. 1985. Otobiographies. Trans. Avital Ronell, Shocken Books, New York. p.
13.
2
Nietzsche Friedrich. 1966. Thus Spoke Zarathustra. A Book for None and for All, Trans.
Walter Kaufmann, England, Penguin Books. p. 25.
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The figure of the child from the Three Metamorphosis also appears in the
prologue to ‘Gay Science’, which is very close to the time of writing of
Zarathustra, both books can be located in this affirmative moment or
affirmative nihilism. It is only the child, understood as a second birth after the
transit of death in life, who can invent new values. He has not only rejected
tradition but can also leave behind the proud impulse of the lion that says no to
everything. This is why only the child can create new values in a serious game.
This is why vulnerability is necessary for creation; a second birth implies a
transit trough life´s negative moments so as to avoid a repetition that insists on
being elaborated.
In our reading, this affirmative and creative moment is condensed in
Zarathustra trough the notions of Eternal Recurrence and Superman. Eternal
Recurrence is presented in ‘The enigma’, but will be introduced in ‘On
Redemption’ It also has a very interesting appearance in Gay Science. In one
aphorism the idea appears not as a Physical explanation of the world –not very
important for the philosopher–, but as a calling to live every moment and every
instant as if it would repeat itself infinitely. Would this be a blessing or a
curse? Asks the aphorism. We will come back to this question after explaining
our reading of the Eternal Recurrence.
It is important to note that these figures (camel, lion and child) that
correspond to different moments of Nietzsche's work, and the three
configurations of nihilism, are not an essence that can be fixated. There is no
transcendence from one to the other, but a game of tensions. This is why even
in the affirmative nihilism, affirmation is not understood by a binary
differentiation with negativity. With this in mind, we will now follow the
paragraph ‘On Redemption’.
As we already mentioned most contemporary readings of the Eternal
Recurrence state that this is the way in which the forces of the Will to Power
are configured, but not as a theological explanation –since there is no télos nor
arkhé–, but a circle where it is not possible to establish the beginning or the
end. Furthermore, these forces are interpretations, fictions, and only one
possible explication among others.
These forces configure the world of what we know as both inorganic and
organic, the world of individuals and the collective experience. These forces,
by repeating themselves and giving rise to infinite combinations, produce a
cyclical reality. This is what has been called a ‘cosmological’ and ‘physical’
interpretation of the Eternal Recurrence, but there is also a ‘moral’
interpretation where there is a cut in cyclical time.
The idea of ‘Moral’ here is problematic because Nietzsche proposes a
thought that modifies every definition received from tradition, in this sense
moral is not separated from the cosmological or the physical level.
In Nietzschean philosophy, the idea of body is defined, in the first
paragraphs of Zarathustra, as a ‘great reason’1 consciousness is only a
translator of what in the body is a complex game of intersecting forces and
1

Ibíd. p. 34.
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impulses. The mind-body dichotomy is displaced because the place of
rationality and mind is not the origin of interpretation, but the body understood
as a complex configuration of impulses.
This idea about the strengths in the Will to Power, setting the body as
multiplicity of forces, inspired, through Lou Von Salome, the Freudian notion
of the ‘It’ With the great distance that subjectivity is not understood by
Nietzsche in the framework the Oedipus complex or the bourgeois nuclear
family of the fin de siècle Vienna. Even so, we think that there is an interesting
echo of Freud's idea of repetition in the idea of Eternal Recurrence.
The idea of strength in vulnerability –in the title of this paper– implies that
the possibility for difference and transformation to interfere with repetition
requires a degree of exposure for the forces to be able to be transformed by
negativity and pain without repeating it, but this exposure is precisely what
consciousness and rationality –as we have defined them– reject. This is how
pain is duplicated insisting once and again by asking to be translated or
elaborated.
This interruption in repetition is what, in our reading, defines Superman as
a path that can never end and that presents the horizon that keeps movement
from ever stopping. Against other interpretations of Eternal Recurrence, we do
not believe that there is a repetition of the same or that the capacity of
affirmation and transformation in Eternal Recurrence (which is what defines
the Superman) is unique to the human in an anthropocentric reading of
Nietzsche.
This process involves an idea of subjectivity very different than the one by
which we have traditionally understood and defined humanity. The idea of
human subjectivity in Zarathustra is linked to the definition of ‘the last man’
understood as the men of the market. He wants it all for himself in terms of
property and fears silence1. But then, if in the Zarathustra this humanity should
face its crepuscular moment, transit a bridge and follow an arrow, how can the
body go through this passage?
This question takes us directly to the paragraph of ‘On Redemption2’,
where, according to Heidegger, we can find the key to understanding the
Eternal Recurrence. In his reading, he follows the speech that Zarathustra
gives to his disciples, speaking of the will that faces the repetition of the past as
the stone that it cannot move. Hence, Heidegger draws his reading of the Will
to Power that closes on itself in repetition, and Superman is defined as he who
is carried away by an Eternal Recurrence of the same. As Nietzsche puts it:
Willing liberates; what means does the will devise for himself to get
rid of his melancholy and to mock his dungeon? Alas, every prisoner
becomes a fool; and the imprisoned will redeems himself foolishly.
That time does not run backwards, that is his wrath; 'that which was'
is the name of the stone he cannot move. And so he moves stones out
1
2

Ibíd. p. 51.
Ibíd. p. 137.
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of wrath and displeasure, and he wreaks revenge on whatever does
not feel wrath and displeasure as he does. Thus the will, the liberator,
took to hurting; and on all who can suffer he wreaks revenge for his
inability to go backwards. This, indeed this alone, is what revenge is:
the will's ill will against time and its `it was´1.
But then how can the Will break this repetition of the past, this regret for
what has happened that hunts it? To separate us from a reading where this is all
there is to the Will to power –an where it stands on a static dichotomy between
affirmation and negativity– we will focus on some characters and dialogues
that appear before and after this last lines and that are not considered in
Heidegger's interpretation.
The paragraph begins with a scene, at first glance unrelated to the content
of the speech that will take place later. In this scene, Zarathustra meets a man
crossing a bridge. When asked, the people replied that it was a very wise man,
but Zarathustra answers that he could only recognize a very big ear in its place.
In ‘On the Future of Our Educational Institutions2’ Nietzsche describes
the scene he sees while entering a classroom: in the place of students, there are
only large ears, attached by a thread to the teacher and to a pen that transcribes
each word of the lesson. Another thread attaches the teacher to the State.
Big ears are ironically referring to the donkey (as a figure of stupidity) in
traditional education. But after trans-valorisation, these long ears will take the
place of the ‘wise men’ and of diligent students. In this sense, the figure of
Dionysus has small ears and, moreover, this is why women love him. Having
small ears is what Dionysus shares with women; women will be the figure of a
radical deconstruction of the idea of absolute in Nietzschean thought. The
feminine gesture is that of a veil. It shows that under each layer there is not a
reality to be found, but only new layers.
The ability to transform repetition in the Eternal Recurrence cannot be
taught; it is not a propositional content. Education –or traditional education–
cannot seize it or transmit it. This is why there are keys and indications in this
paragraph, but not a direct speech from Zarathustra that could conceptualize it.
After crossing this big ear in the bridge, Zarathustra comes through a
group of handicapped persons. They ask him to be healed. He refuses, saying:
But this is what matters least to me since I have been among men: to
see that this one lacks an eye and that one an ear and a third a leg,
while there are others who have lost their tongues or their noses or
their heads. I see, and have seen, what is worse, and many things so
vile that I do not want to speak of everything; and concerning some
things I do not even like to be silent: for there are human beings who
lack everything, except one thing of which they have too much

1

Ibíd. pp. 139-140.
Nietzsche Friedrich. 1910. On the Future of Our Educational Institutions, trans., with
introduction, by J.M. Kennedy, London.
2
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human beings who are nothing but a big eye or a big mouth or a big
belly or anything at all that is big. Inverse cripples I call them1.
From then on, Zarathustra speaks, in bad humour, to his disciples; to point
out which is the problem of humanity, as they are only inverse cripples because
men remain trapped in the past they cannot digest, provoking its constant
return and duplication. Upon completion of this explanation, Zarathustra asks:
but then, who can teach the will to break with repetition? At that point, his
speech is dramatically interrupted.
Over the last lines of the paragraph, and once Zarathustra is no longer in
the role of providing a lesson, a hunchback comes forward and asks: ‘But why
does Zarathustra speak otherwise to us than to his disciples? And Zarathustra
answers: What is surprising in that? With hunchbacks one may well speak in a
hunchbacked way? 2’
For Zarathustra the handicapped are not disciples, they do not suffer from
the inverse disability that cannot escape from repeating the past and the
negative scenes it cannot transit. He can´t explain to them what he is trying to
explain to his disciples because they already know this truth. Zarathustra's truth
is a truth of experience, a truth that the body can only express. They master the
transformation of past and of pain is an alchemy that cannot be transmitted in
the way of doctrine, in the way of an axiomatic system.
The disciples are big ears, however, while disabled have no ears or eyes,
but they are living proof, a performative attitude where life shows that despite
the difficulties and pain it can affirm itself, affirming the desire to go on in
spite of even the biggest difficulties. Then negativity is transformed by the will
into something that ceases repetition because it is transformed into something
that allows growing, wisdom and life affirmation.
Linking the critiques posed to traditional Metaphysics and to traditional
teaching with the idea that the disabled are not disciples, allows us to affirm
that it is them who answer the question of Zarathustra. It is them who can teach
the Will to escape repetition. Thus, disability is not defined by ability in a
dichotomist way. The idea of inverse disability actually shows how all
humanity is contaminated by disability and vulnerability and that it is in this
exposure where it’s strongest capacity of affirmation and healing resides.
Moreover, the figure of the disabled helps to understand this paragraph
both in individual and collective levels.
Nietzsche distinguishes three configurations of the Will to Power or
nihilism, the decadent, the negative and the affirmative, which correspond
respectively to the figures of the camel, the lion, and the child. Inverse cripples
in this paragraph indicate the same as the child in the paragraph of ‘The Three
Metamorphosis.3’ They also indicate the same idea as Zarathustra presented
1

Ibíd. pp. 137-138. (Highlight is mine)
Ibíd. p. 142. It is important to note that Zarathustra addresses cripples, not as a teacher. The
closing line: ‘Thus spoke Zarathustra’ had already closed the lesson before this dialogue.
3
Ibíd. p. 25.
2
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going down from the mountain, carrying his own ashes. There is a process of
death in life –of transiting pain– that results, in some cases, in a gain of
wisdom and creativity. In our reading, this ability to elaborate pain –rather than
deny it– also has political power, because at the community level it allows lines
of resistance and displacements by calling for a politics of memory and
elaboration.
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C H A P T E R SIX
The New Challenges and the Role of Philosophy
according to Hans Jonas1
Angela Michelis
“In spite of everything, my hope ultimately rests on human reason”,
Hans Jonas wrote. Philosophy enables us to interpret individual
experience from a wider perspective, going beyond the immediate
and forging essential connections between the various voices in
order to find common solutions we can use to design and create a
better world for everyone. This is where the power of human
thinking lies, the power that has given rise to the civilizations that
value life. The challenges of the third millennium, such as the
globalization of the markets without the globalization of rights,
religious struggles for cultural supremacy, and the environmental
crisis, to name but a few of the main ones, cannot be solved – as it
presently appears - purely by applying the vision that reduces the
world and human beings to their exchange value, to a question of
money. Faced with this situation it appears that we need to return to
a vision of politics based on serving the common good and to fortify
the political arena with the awareness that the destiny of the
individual cannot be regarded as separate from that of the society he
or she lives in, the nation and, today, the international context;
above all, it cannot be separated from the health of the planet we
inhabit.
Keywords: Ethics, Mankind, Nature, Freedom, Responsibility

The Issues of Our Times
When the future is particularly problematic and uncertain, analyzing the
present as the fruit of the past and while simultaneously finding a new starting
point, even transfigured, with some guiding principles might be a possible
useful strategy to deal with it.
The history of philosophical theory shows that the greatest minds of every
age never shied away from seeking answers to the great questions of their
times. Paradoxically, metaphysicians, seekers of the supreme principles, tried
to provide positive guidelines to shape the destiny of fellow men, people and
1
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humanity. Their answers, which have raised human awareness, contain both
historical truths and eternal truths that have always been part of our being,1
they are the basis for the narrative of phylogenesis, as an ideal community in
historical evolution where the narrative of ontogenesis can take root.
In the mystery of what we call ‘classicism’, current and past events
intertwine to such an extent that the words of classical authors have struck both
the minds and the hearts of mankind over years, centuries, and down through
the millennia, continuing to be relevant and surprising for their acuteness and
profundity. Even while dealing with more specific tasks, such thinkers knew
how to transcend the topic to reach a universal message and comfort us with
the possibility of finding once again the path to the renewal of our ancient and,
in part, decaying civilization faced with the decline of Modernity.2
The challenges of the third millennium: the globalization of markets
without the globalization of human rights, the struggle between religions for
domination, and the environmental crisis, to mention but the most apparent
problems, cannot be solved, as the complex present state of the world shows
us, purely by relying on the neo-liberal view of the world, which reduces the
world and human beings to mere goods, to a monetary value. It is already more
than evident that the capitalist system with no limitations is not applicable
worldwide, since global resources simply are not enough to transform the
whole world into a consumer society, nor to support the constant output of
consumer goods typical of industrialized countries.
Faced with these simple facts, the time has come to return to politics,
understood as the search for the common good, giving it strength and vigor
based on the consideration that individuals cannot do without the society in
which they live, the nation, and, nowadays, the international community, and
above all, ignoring the state of health of the earth upon which we live.
Philosophy cannot keep aloof from such challenges, as it holds the
methodology of knowledge that individuals and communities need for
rediscovering harmonic goals, the telos of their actions. A rediscovery of logos
is essential also for the present ecological task, in order that it may possible
overcoming the individual emotivism of advanced western societies that causes
interminable debates and paralyzing disagreements.3 Philosophy is the
instrument that can transform the individual’s experience into wider views,
going beyond the here and now; pulling together the threads of the problem
and providing a common framework to outline a project to make this world a
better place for all. This has always been the strength of human thought, which
gave rise to human civilization. Much has been done in history by mankind,
too much at times, and now the situation needs rebalancing, the priority being

1

See Jonas H. 2010, Problems of Freedom / Problemi di Libertà, edited by E. Spinelli in
collaboration with A. Michelis, tr. by A. Michelis, Torino: Nino Aragno Editore.
2
See Mori M. 2001, Libertà, necessità, determinismo, Bologna: Il Mulino.
3
See MacIntyre A. (1981) 2007, The Nature of Moral Disagreement Today and the Claims of
Emotivism, in After Virtue, Notre Dame (Indiana): University of Notre Dame Press, pp. 6-22.
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to take care of all human life and of nature as a whole, committing ourselves to
its continuation.
At a closer look, it can be seen that environmental disasters represent the
most serious threat to humanity in the near future. Global warming, the
destruction of the ozone layer, the resulting climate change, the melting polar
icecaps, land erosion, water and air pollution, the dangers due to loss of
biodiversity, excessive deforestation, food and energy shortages, and
exponential population growth are all signs of the ecological time-bomb
waiting to explode.
How did we become to such a threat to the very existence of the planet on
which we live, the oikos, this indivisible unit of natural and cultural elements
without which we could never be what we are? How can ecologically
sustainable development be defined and encouraged? How can the mass of
people be educated to appreciate quality and not quantity, promoting the
ascetic view necessary for a more equitable and sustainable distribution of the
available resources? How does one learn to listen to the call for freedom and
solidarity, natural and peculiar to human beings? Such questions overcome the
simple gratification of all our needs, and are the key to reaffirming the dignity
of the person over mammon.
Such are the crucial issues of our time.1 Our ability to solve them, finding
new avenues of thinking and suggesting courses of action to propose, will
decide our future.

A Renewed Engagement in Science and Technology
Hans Jonas addressed these problems, and devoted a large part of his life
to a theoretical reflection on the solutions to the practical problems of our days.
He was aware that he could not provide a definitive or complete answer, but a
series of analyses of crucial problems,2 together with the identification of
potential corrective courses, always with humankind in mind. Despite the near
impossibility of his task, he never lost heart before the fatigue of
conceptualization.3 He was well aware that the concept is the fruit of the
greatest human capacity: the ability to extrapolate from experience and make it
1

See Hösle V. 1991, Philosophie der ökologischen Krise, Munchen: C.H. Beck; Sachs W.
1999, Planet Dialectics: Explorations in Environment and Development, Halifax: Fernwood;
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Il cambiamento climatico. Ultima chiamata?, Torino: Claudiana; Scalon R. (edited by) 2006,
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Savigliano, 30 settembre 2004 – Torino 1-2 ottobre 2004, Torino: Trauben.
2
See Jonas H. 1973, Über die Thematik einer Philosophie des Lebens, in Organismus und
Freiheit. Ansätze zu einer philosophischen Biologie, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, pp.
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universal, “in spite of everything, in the final analysis my hope is based on
human reason”,1 he wrote. He never lost faith in the sublime hypothesis of
finding a common source of feeling, perception, reasoning, and love in human
beings, signs of the human essence, which are expressed in the universal nature
of the logos. Individual experience and the universal meaning merge in the
concept, which through the word presents the encountered thing, die Sache,
and the capacity to share these ideas recalls the meaning of brotherhood,
equality, and creativity from the depths of our human being.
He argues that the corrective action needed to prevent the collective race
towards the great environmental catastrophe “continually demands a new
commitment to scientific and technical innovation”.2 Therefore, a renewed
effort to apply reason and love must be characterized primarily by attention to
the consequences of the application of scientific knowledge and technology to
the individual, society, and nature.3 He, unlike his mentor Heidegger,
understands that modern science is, in any case, indispensable even to carry out
this change of course.4
Scientific research and its applications are essential to transform the
prevailing capitalist culture of individual gain into an economic culture for the
ecosystem of the planet as a whole. Indeed, such research provides us with the
relevant data, which increase our capacity to shape our own views, and to
positively face challenges, if they are used wisely and prudently. Practical
actions, however, depend for their coherency and cohesion on the theoretical
idea that guides them; this, in turn, is the result of wise and contemplative
reflection.
The wave of technological and economic change, starting from the XVII
century, initially spread throughout Europe and then to other Countries, and
was supported at the beginning by modern metaphysics theories. Heidegger5
masterfully demonstrated so, although he later rejected metaphysics, science
and technology. In a different way from Heidegger,6 Jonas’ attitude stresses the
1
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2014, pp. 99-124.
4
See Michelis A. 2011, “La questione della tecnica: evoluzioni di matrici heideggeriane nel
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Philosophy, Universidade Federal Da Paraíba, João Pessoa – PB, Brasil, Vol. 02, n. 01, 2011,
pp. 27-51.
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value of reason, metaphysics, and science, which have all proved
extraordinarily effective in our effort to dominate nature; now, however, they
cannot but take responsibility for guiding that power, limiting it. Anyway, it is
thanks to metaphysics, science and technology that a part of the human race
undertook, on the one hand, one of the greatest attempts at self-clarification
and, on the other hand, one of the most marvelous adventures of knowledge,
communication, and the use of knowledge in the interaction with the
environment.
What is needed then is an ethical and political commitment, but above all
an agreement on what this commitment must concern itself with.1 We need a
new shared imperative that may no longer be a categorical absolute, perhaps
even hypothetical, as long as we can agree on the goal.
Is saving life on earth in all its forms, insomuch as it depends on our
behavior, a sufficient goal? Would an apocalyptic scenario force us to find a
synergy of intent and action to respect life? Can the fear of the impending
catastrophe shore up our disintegrating social cohesion and prevent its
consequences, which, not by chance, appear in the final phases of every
civilization and are now observable in our societies?

Rethinking Practical Philosophy
Science and modern technology have extended their capacity for action to
the interior of nature, in dimensions that traditional ethics are no longer able to
govern. The amazing artificial processes that human beings are capable of
setting in motion and producing even in a cumulative way come forward with
consequences that are still largely unpredictable and in some cases, perhaps,
irreversible, and they make the issue of the taking on of a politically adequate
responsibility in the face of these new scenarios of freedom a priority. Jonas
writes:
“Once it could be said Fiat justitia, pereat mundus, ‘Let justice be
done, and may the world perish’ – where ‘world’, of course, meant
the renewable enclave in the imperishable whole. Not even
rhetorically can the like be said anymore when the perishing of the
whole through the doings of man – be they just or unjust – has
become a real possibility. Issues never legislated come into the
purview of the laws which the total city must give itself so that there
will be a world for the generations of man to come”.2
1
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The unexpected vulnerability of nature – which manifested itself through
the consequences that we are experiencing in the damage caused by
technological development and by demographic expansion – has modified the
very perception that we have of ourselves as causal factors, not only in the
urban environment, which we have built, but also in the natural environment
that surrounds us. Thus, ecology was born on the basis of the acquired
awareness that the biosphere, partially subjected to our power, is in our care,
and nature has become the object of human responsibility. And this is even
more important since the applied technology of human beings has become
capable of controlling human genetics.1 In fact, human beings have reached the
point of being able to manipulate evolutionary processes according to their
own projects of amelioration and transformation.2 Jonas warns:
“Whether we have the right to do it, whether we are qualified for the
creative role, is the most serious question that can be posed to man
finding himself suddenly in possession of such fateful powers. Who
will be the image-makers, by what standards, and on the basis of
what knowledge? Also, the question of the moral right to experiment
on future human beings must be asked. These and similar questions,
which demand an answer before we embark on a journey into the
unknown, show most vividly how far our powers to act are pushing
us beyond the terms of all former ethics”.3
He affirms that a moral theory that wishes to respond to such questions
cannot exempt itself from coming up with practical obligations, not only to
other human beings, near and far in space, but to our descendants, near and far
in time.4 Today, rather than an anthropocentric ethic, it is necessary to produce
a planetary ethic and an ethic of our descendants rather than just our
neighbours: an ethic that governs the unprecedented range of our knowledge
and action. Jonas holds that the prospect of natural disasters as a result of
unregulated technological utopianism can help bring forth a sort of heuristic of
fear, leading us to wisely re-appropriate the ancient virtue of prudence.5 What
1
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is needed above all is to be aware that we find ourselves in an era in which
great power is united with an ethical vacuum, and our great capacities are
accompanied by scant knowledge of purpose. With such an awareness, it is
necessary to search for an ethic of foresight and responsibility in proportion to
the expanded realities with which we must deal today and in the near future.
The necessity of the continuation of the earth and of nature, on which and in
which we live, and of a human race worthy of such a name, must be recognized
as a general axiom, or an auspicious condition, capable of gathering unanimous
consent.
“The presence of man in the world had been a first and
unquestionable given, from which all idea of obligation in human
conduct started out. Now it has itself become an object of obligation:
the obligation namely to ensure the very premise of all obligation,
that is, the foothold for a moral universe in the physical world – the
existence of mere candidates for a moral order. This entails, among
other things, the duty to preserve this physical world in such a state
that the conditions for that presence remain intact; which in turn
means protecting the world’s vulnerability from what could imperil
those very conditions”.1
Of course – Jonas observes – the sacrifice of the future in favour of the
present on a merely logical plane is no more confutable than that of the present
in favour of the future, but only in this latter case does the possibility of
continuation exist. Kant’s categorical imperative to “act in such a way that
your greatest will may be always valid in every time as a principle of universal
legislation”2 invokes an agreement of reason with itself as a test of the private
choice of the individual in the present without necessarily considering its
consequences.3 This no longer suffices today: human power has grown so
much, and it is impossible to disregard the consequences of action.4 Today a
different principle is required: that of the act, with its effects, in relation to the
very continuation of human activity in the future.

1

Jonas H. 1979, Das Prinzip Verantwortung. Versuch einer Ethik für die technologische
Zivilisation, cit., p. 34; Id. 1984, The Imperative of Responsibility. In Search of an Ethics for
the Technological Age, cit., p. 10.
2
Kant I. (1785 -1788) 2000, Der Kritik der praktischen Vernunft, erster Teil: Elementarlehre
der reinen praktischen Vernunft, erstes Buch: Die Analytik der reinen praktischen Vernunft ,
erstes Hauptstück, § 7, in Werkausgabe in 12 Bänden: VII, herausgegeben von Weischedel W.,
Frankfurt a/M - Berlin: Suhrkamp Verlag.
3
See Mori M. (edited by) 1990, La filosofia di Kant, Torino: Loescher; Id. 2008, La pace e la
ragione. Kant e le relazioni internazionali: diritto, politica, storia, Bologna: il Mulino 2008;
Id. 2013, “Kant and Historical Knowledge”, in Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal, 34, n. 1,
New York: New School for Social Research, pp. 21–42.
4
See Roviello A.M. 1993, L’impératif kantien face aux technologies nouvelles, in Hottois G.Pinsart M. G. (coord. sc.) Hans Jonas. Nature et responsabilité [Annales de l’Institut de
Philosophie de l’Université de Bruxelles], Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin, pp. 49-68.
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A Moral Imperative?
Jonas formulates a new guideline that is suitable for our times:
“‘Act so that the effects of your action are compatible with the
permanence of genuine human life’; or expressed negatively: ‘Act so
that the effects of your action are not destructive of the future
possibility of such life’; or simply: ‘Do not compromise the
conditions for an indefinite continuation of humanity on earth’; or,
again turned positive: ‘In your present choices, include the future
wholeness of Man among the objects of your will’”.1
He believes that this is a categorical imperative – teleologically based on
the observation of being – which is epiphenomenally produced by human
beings and the dialectic freedom of subjectivity and the possibility of
responsibility. He states that even for an ethic of responsibility towards the
future it is essential to distinguish – as it happens in the ethic synchronism of
Kant – between the hypothetical imperative and the categorical imperative. He
identifies the hypothetical one – of which some variations exist– in the
typological formula: if in the future there are human beings, then these and
those obligations, which we must observe beforehand, will be valid for them;
while the categorical one, which he also calls the first imperative, requires
minimally only “that there may be human beings” that the possibility of
humanity may remain. Jonas affirms:
“For me, I admit, this imperative is the only one, which really fits the
Kantian sense of the categorical, that is, the unconditional. Since its
principle is not, as with Kant, the self consistency of reason giving to
itself laws of conduct, that is not an idea of action (of which some
kind or other is presupposed to occur anyway) but is rather the idea
of possible agents in general, for whom it claims that such ought to
exist (fallible as they must be), and is thus ‘ontological’, that is, an
idea of being – it follows that the first principle of an ‘ethic of
futurity’ does not itself lie within ethics as a doctrine of action
(within which thereafter all duties toward future beings belong), but
within metaphysics as a doctrine of being, of which the idea of Man
is a part”.2

1

Jonas H. 1979, Das Prinzip Verantwortung. Versuch einer Ethik für die technologische
Zivilisation, cit., p. 36; Id. 1984, The Imperative of Responsibility. In Search of an Ethics for
the Technological Age, cit., p. 11.
2
Jonas H. 1979, Das Prinzip Verantwortung. Versuch einer Ethik für die technologische
Zivilisation, cit., pp. 90-92; Id. 1984, The Imperative of Responsibility. In Search of an Ethics
for the Technological Age, cit., pp. 43-44.
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In Jonas’s vision, therefore, the absolute quality of this first imperative is
based in ontology itself: in the mode of being of being. Having highlighted the
dynamism and the continuous relational evolution of the mode of being of
being, Jonas does not believe that the transformation of the formal Kantian
imperative challenges its categorical nature and universality. The categorical
nature of this imperative is no longer based only on a formal and rational
coherence, which was a guarantee of universality in the modern age, a
guarantee, moreover, no longer so evident today in the fractured subjectivity of
contemporary times. This is based, instead, on the enlargement – in the formal
procedure – to a material content, albeit minimal: the permanence of human
life on Earth. This permanence acquires the necessary universality inductively,
beginning from the consideration of the clear requirements of the object: nature
expressing itself in its epiphenomena in the historical context of late modern
times.1
The question arises spontaneously: how can an imperative, which is born
from the necessity to respond to epochal new situations, be considered
categorical and not hypothetical? The answer lies in the ‘paradigm’ shift of
Jonas’s philosophy at the end of the twentieth century vis-a-vis Kant’s shift at
the end of the eighteenth century. In Jonas, the possibility of the categorical
exists only as a reading of the law that permits a ‘system’ to continue for a
determined period within the more general, perennial becoming of space and
time: everything is challenged by relativity, and the ethical sphere is a part and
a mirror of this. It can thus be inferred that, in contemporary times, a
categorical quality can still be conceived and affirmed insofar as it gives a
truthful picture of what permits a system to maintain its equilibrium, to
function, and to preserve itself. It maintains, nevertheless, within itself, as a
vital resource, the possibility of adjustment to the continuous becoming of
being, the possibility of falsification and renewal.
In Jonas’s philosophy, such ontological readings, in their physical and
metaphysical declinations, cannot but also involve human morals, as an answer
– in some ways ‘eccentric’2 but substantially dialectical – of the subjective
‘spirit’ to the objective context in which it finds itself. It is thus understandable
that Jonas’s first imperative – i.e. to include in present choices the future
integrity of the human race as an object of the will – is categorical in its
indispensability for the continuation of our species. This idea comes not only
from its immediately persuasive evident quality, but also from subsequent
ontological reflections, and is at the same time related to the contextual
situation.
Objectivity and interpretation are both part of the dynamic flow of
experience, but this is not the reason for not holding them together and fixed –
in itinere – in words, concepts, knowledge, sciences, and perfectible laws,
1

See Cambiano G. – Mori M. 2001, Teorie della società e filosofia politica nella cultura
tedesca. 12. L’emigrazione in America e il ritorno agli antichi, in Id., Storia e antologia della
filosofia. Ottocento e Novecento, vol. III, Roma-Bari: Laterza, pp. 812-816.
2
See Plessner H. (1928) 1981, Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch: Einleitung in die
philosophische Anthropologie, Frankfurt a/M: Suhrkamp.
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which allow the communication of interpretation and every possible action and
application. From the point of view of the dynamic relationship between the
natural and cultural parts of the human world, the phenomenon of
communication proves to be clearly crucial. Jonas writes in Problems of
Freedom 1970, the typescript of course at New School for Social Research in
New York:
“Civilization as Aristotle used it (division of labor, plus the
organization of men founding cities and living together under law)
is one way man deals with physical necessity. It opens up a new
dimension of existence closed to animals other than man. The basis
for this, which makes possible not only division of labor but all
human intercourse, is speech – the kind of communication which
allows discourse on means and ends, distribution of tasks and the
defining of mutual positions of the participants in the social order”.1
The disposition for language is therefore the most important ground of
civilization, since it permits us to build the political body and make it work.
The authority of law is given by the authority of the government, which is
based on the representation of citizens. Undeniably these processes of political
and social organization take place by means of works of comprehension and
persuasion regarding the specific issue; by means of close examinations and
deliberations, which are carried forward through the use of language. 2 In the
political community the plurality of interpretations of single individuals and
single communities must be reconciled on the shared recognition of the public
good. Such confrontation – oriented towards the search for the common good –
takes place by means of language: public discourse is an interpretive discourse
which joins the particular with the universal.3 Jonas, however, notes that the
discussion in Aristotelian ethics and politics is conducted on the basis of an
already existing tradition in a given community on the model of the Greek
polis, in which, from the beginning, the character was deliberately moulded in
view of an individual and common good, a telos, and given the opportunity to
develop knowledge, as well as a sense of virtue and responsibility for its own
actions. Jonas makes it clear that the particularity of the conditions to which
Aristotle refers is, nevertheless, based on a certain universality that makes up a
general background: they are individual situations, put into a social context in
which several general attitudes towards self-control are promoted: moderation,
shame, and the depravity of excessive self-indulgence. It is within such a
somehow given and participated structure that the Aristotelian arguments,
concerning virtue as the choice of the just and, consequently, also his teaching
1

Jonas H. 2010, Problems of Freedom / Problemi di Libertà, cit., p. 260.
See Jonas H. 2010, Problems of Freedom / Problemi di Libertà, cit., pp. 261-263.
3
See Pastore B. 2003, Per un’ermeneutica dei diritti umani, Torino: G. Giappichelli; Id., 2000,
“Etica della responsabilità e tutela della natura umana: note sulla filosofia della crisi ecologica
di Hans Jonas” in Ragion Pratica, n. 15, pp. 109-130.
2
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on the free or non-free act – or the voluntary or involuntary act – must be
understood and shared.1
In today’s multi-cultural societies – featuring a plurality of opinions
regarding the good, human beings, the desirable ends of life together, which
often appear irreducible and of ever more problematic democratic management
–, by contrast, finding the universal to refer to in the building of equitable
systems, for cooperation through time, turns out to be a controversial operation.
If we assume as decisive the formal-procedural criterion of liberal thought –
which is the father of the Western democracies – in order to satisfy the
requirement for neutrality, with respect to cultural or emotive individual
visions of the good life, in many situations we risk delegating everything –
including the most fundamental and constituent rights – to majorities and/or to
the strong powers of the moment.
In the face of such a situation – aggravated by the hyperbolic growth of
technology, including genetic technology – Jonas, beginning from a reflection
on the ecological crisis, inductively identifies an ethical imperative, which he
establishes ontologically.2 A world without humanity would be lacking in
autonomy and responsibility. Therefore, acting so that the possibility of
responsibility remains along with the existence of human beings is a principle
part of our responsibility.3 This first imperative, in its minimalism and
necessity, cannot be negotiable in inter-subjective communication, whether this
be at the community, national, or international levels. The community of coresponsible beings is the place to which, by nature, is entrusted the care of
human beings and of their oikos.

Conclusion
The shared destinies of human beings and nature – both in danger –
require us to deal with the preservation of their integrity, and to rediscover the
proper dignity of nature and the role of humans as ‘custodians’ of being. An
ethic which seeks to take on such terribly urgent problems for our times can
only be nourished – with the aim of being able to find effective responses – on
the one hand, by hope, which is in any case the condition of every action, and
on the other hand, by fear, as an urgent stimulus which leads us to prudence in
the use of our power and not to the relinquishment, renouncement, of it.4
In the present circumstances of late modern times, which, on the one hand,
feature the starkness and sterility of nihilism and, on the other, the irrational
1

See MacIntyre A., 2011, How Aristotelianism Can Become Revolutionary. Ethics, Resistance,
and Utopia, in Virtue and Politics, edited by Blackledge P. – Knight K., Notre Dame (Indiana):
University of Notre Dame Press, pp. 11-19.
2
See Camera F. 2000, “I presupposti filosofici del ‘principio responsabilità’. Appunti per un
approfondimento ermeneutico”, in Ragion Pratica, n.15, pp. 89-107.
3
See Nepi P. 2000, Individui e persona. L’identità del soggetto morale in Taylor, MacIntyre e
Jonas, Roma: Edizioni Studium.
4
See Michelis A. 2007, Libertà e Responsabilità, la filosofia di Hans Jonas, Roma: Città
Nuova.
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terror of fanaticism, it is up to ethics – without the help of the category of the
sacred– to take on the arduous task of laying out rational, and new, universally
communicable pathways. History asks ethics to provide guiding indications,
which can be predictive indicating an end, a good, useful for the behaviour of
the individual, for the community and for nature as a whole, by taking the
continuation of the world and of its life forms into account.
The issues of contemporaneousness lead us to reflect anew on the
motivations of our action, beginning from the evidence of a natural objectivity
which can no longer be neglected in our very existence, since this represents
the falsification of the dreams of that hypertrophic – boundlessly Promethean –
subjectivity of late modern times. Thus the necessity for an imperative is
reborn for the subject as ought of being, from the renewed awareness of this
paradoxical and in some ways tragic separation-familiarity between subject and
object.
It is however essential to bring awareness, in a more explicit way of what
appears in the pages of Jonas, as in the human being any consent or dissent
passes through the sieve of his interiority. The same archetypes of
responsibility toward the being, identified by Jonas in a parent and in the broad
sense in a statesman, re-present the question of freedom of action in the ways
of the freewill in reality, just observing the phenomenology of various types of
individuals in the same human species.
In the final analysis, only in interiore homine, where there is the possibility
of conscious choice and freedom, the reasons of the object and the subject may
find a dimension authentically dialectic toward a harmonic sense of the world
and it is in the human being that says a creative ‘yes’ to a common logos.
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"The Truth and Reconciliation Commissions" of
Post-Apartheid South Africa
Hanoch Ben-Pazi
The philosophical and phenomenological inquiry into the concept of
bearing witness considers the two fundamental acts that together
constitute the phenomenon: the act of witnessing an event, and the
act of taking it upon oneself to give testimony. The philosophical
inquiry undertaken by Emmanuel Lévinas highlights the ethical
responsibility borne by the witness by virtue of his being a witness,
as well as the responsibility he bears to give testimony. It is an
inquiry that facilitates additional thought regarding the
sociopolitical potential that emerges when we consider the concept
of bearing witness. To more vividly illustrate and facilitate this line
of thinking in sociopolitical context, this article considers the case of
the truth and reconciliation commissions established in South Africa
following the fall of Apartheid.1 In order to better understand this
case, we also explore the unique aspects of bearing witness and its
potential limitations as a process of healing and reconciliation.

1

This article is part of a broader research effort aimed at engaging in a philosophical
observation of the act of bearing witness. Lévinasian philosophy considers the relationship
between responsibility and bearing witness in an in-depth and extensive manner. See Hanoch
Ben-Pazi, “The Glory of Bearing Witness: Theological and Ethical Implications in the Thought
of Franz Rosenzweig and Emmanuel Lévinas,” Da`at 74-75 (2013), pp. 433-452 (Hebrew). As
I will demonstrate in the second part of this article, Lévinas’s understanding of the
phenomenology of bearing witness places responsibility on the witness by virtue of his being a
witness to the event in question. In this context, I draw attention to the collection of articles
published by the French journal Philosophie, which has come to serve as a guide in the field of
philosophy on the topic of bearing witness. See Philosophie 88 (2005), Le témoignage –
Perspectives analytiques, bibliques et ontologiques. See also Adi Ophir, The Language of Evil
(Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 2000), pp. 122-129 (Hebrew); Avishai Margalit, The Ethics of Memory
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002).

73

An Anthology of Philosophical Studies
Volume 10
Introduction - The Truth and Reconciliation Commissions
The truth and reconciliation commissions were set up in South Africa in
the course of 1995 to achieve political and social aims. From a political
perspective, the act was based on the conviction that the national commission
of inquiry, which would operate according to the unique methods of the truth
and reconciliation commissions, would facilitate as peaceful and orderly as
possible a transfer of power from the old white regime to a new democratic
regime.1 From a socio-legal perspective, however, the commissions had the
more far reaching goal of enabling the judicial branch to document the violence
of the Apartheid regime, to compensate its victims and those whom it caused
suffering, to expose the violence of the political regime and the legal
authorities, and to simultaneously preserve the existence of society and its
institutions.
The enactment of the National Unity and Reconciliation Act and the
subsequent establishment of the truth and reconciliation commissions were
facilitated by the spirit and the leadership of President Nelson Mandela, one of
the most prominent leaders of the resistance movement against South Africa's
Apartheid regime, who was incarcerated as a political prisoner for decades.2
Another leader who played an important role in setting up the commissions
was Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who operated under Mandela's leadership.3
The legislation that facilitated the establishment of the commissions endowed
them with judicial powers, such as the powers to receive testimony, grant
amnesty, determine financial compensation, and others. From all those who
appeared before them, injured parties and those seeking amnesty for their
actions alike, the commissions demanded full, unreserved accounts. The
commissions summoned and facilitated the arrival and appearance of former
1

On the ethical and social significance of the reconciliation commissions, see, among others:
Charles Villa-Vicencio and Wilhelm Verwoerd (eds.), Looking Back / Reaching Forward:
Reflections on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa (Cape Town: UCT
Press, 2000); Alex Boraine, Janet Levy, and Ronel Scheffer (eds.), Dealing with the Past:
Truth and Reconciliation in South Africa (Cape Town: Institute for a Democratic Alternative
for South Africa, 1997) ; Desmond Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness (New York:
Doubleday, 1999); Donald W. Shriver, An Ethics for Enemies: Forgiveness in Politics (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1995).
2
The character and political leadership of Nelson Mandela is perhaps best reflected in his
various autobiographical works, which also provide insight into the circumstances that led him
to promote the truth and reconciliation commissions initiative. See Conversations with Myself
(London: Macmillan, 2010); Long Walk To Freedom (London: Abacus, 40th Anniversary
Edition, 2013); An Illustrated Autobiography (Boston: Little, Brown & Company, 1996); The
Struggle Is My Life (New York: Pathfinder Press, 1990).
3
Another exceptional individual whose ideas and work constituted a foundation stone of the
truth and reconciliation commissions is Desmond Tutu. As in the case of Mandela, I
recommend learning more about this important figure by reading his own writings as opposed
to the studies and books that have been written about him. See Desmond Tutu, No Future
Without Forgiveness (New York: Doubleday, 1999); God Has a Dream: A Vision of Hope for
Our Time (New York: Doubleday, 2005). See also Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu, Notes
to the Future: Words of Wisdom (New York: Atria Books, 2012).
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Apartheid officials, personnel of the South African police and security forces,
medical personnel, and private citizens, including some who, in the course of
their resistance to forty years of Apartheid rule, had been involved in acts of
terrorism and murder. In remarks promoting the National Unity and
Reconciliation Act before the South African parliament, the South African
minister of justice effectively articulated the central role envisioned for the
commissions in the transformation of South Africa:
I have the privilege and responsibility to introduce today a Bill
which provides a pathway, a stepping stone, towards the historic
bridge of which the Constitution speaks whereby our society can
leave behind the past of a deeply divided society characterized by
strife, conflict, untold suffering and injustice, and commence the
journey towards a future founded on the recognition of human rights,
democracy and peaceful co-existence, and development
opportunities for all South Africans irrespective of colour, race,
class, belief or sex. Its substance is the very essence of the
constitutional commitment to reconciliation and the reconstruction of
society. Its purpose is to provide that secure foundation which the
Constitution enjoins: ‘...for the people of South Africa to transcend
the divisions and strife of the past, which generated gross human
rights violations... and a legacy of hatred, fear, guilt and revenge.’
(Dullah Omar, South African Minister of Justice introducing the
Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act before the
South African Parliament, 17 May 1995)1
The seven thick volumes that were submitted as a report in 1998, upon the
conclusion of the work of the truth and reconciliation commissions, hold what
may indeed be some the most fascinating documents of the twentieth century.
These tomes contain more than seven thousand testimonies regarding grave
injustices committed in a variety of political, medical, legal, business, media,
and religious realms. The testimonies shed light on the myriad of different
kinds of discrimination, injury, and injustices perpetrated in the different
realms, each of which required attention and treatment in its own right, with
innumerable acts of violence being carried out as a result of, and in the name of
the law. The volumes of the report reflect the arduous labor of many, as well as
the complex misgivings and travails of commission members. They are
difficult to read due to the accounts of the atrocities they contain.2
However, as courageously argued by Truth and Reconciliation
Commission Chairman Archbishop Tutu with regard to the work and the aims
of the commission, there could be no future without forgiveness, and there

1

Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, Vol. I, p. 48.
Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, chapter on “Chemical
and Biological Warfare,” pp. 510 – 512
2
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could be no forgiveness without confession.1 Tutu’s inspirational book No
Future without Forgiveness offers a reckoning not only of the successes of the
commission he led but also of its errors and failures. The testimony it conveys
about the legal and religious and legal actions taken and about the
commission’s establishment and operation reads like a fascinating ethical
document. However, for the purpose of this article, I emphasize the recurring
return of Tutu’s analysis of the work of the commissions to one main theme:
the importance of the witnesses and the significance assigned to the gathering
of their testimony. The testimony of witnesses who appeared before the truth
and reconciliation commissions were ascribed unique and exceptional status,
not only as a tool for clarifying the truth before the court but as a means of
facilitating reconciliation and confession. The commissions appear to have
succeeded in discovering the healing power of giving testimony, the potential
for reconciliation in the act of giving testimony, and the limits of testimony
itself.
The focus of our philosophical discussion here is the significance of
bearing witness and the ethical and social responsibility bore by witnesses in
presenting their testimony and receiving testimony in the sessions of the truth
and reconciliation commissions. This article, however, aims not to describe the
work of the truth and reconciliation commissions, to examine their ideological
and historical roots, or to pronounce their success or their failure. It also
refrains from discussing the historical impact of these commissions and the
different circumstances around the world in which attempts have been, and are
still being made, to make use of this model to solve intractable political and
social conflicts. Rather, my focus here will be to gain a better understanding of
the importance of these bodies by considering their central role as a political
tool for compromise using Emmanuel Lévinas’s philosophical analysis of the
concept of bearing witness.

Bearing Witness: The Witnesses and the Acceptance of Responsibility
What is the role of the witness? What is the role of bearing witness?
Ostensibly, as reflected in religious and legal tradition, a witness is no more
than an external individual, or a third party, who was present at an event and
can give testimony regarding its occurrence and its details. Witnesses seek to
direct the attention of their listening or viewing audience to an event which
they regard as a ‘real’ event, in which they themselves played no part. We are
familiar with the distinction between a witness recounting his or her personal
experiences and a witness recounting an event he or she saw but in which he or
she did not participate. We also tend to intuitively recognize the distinction
between the testimony of involved parties as opposed to that of parties we
regard as uninterested, whose testimony is considered to be ‘objective.’ Within
1

Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness.
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this spectrum of contexts, however, we are dealing not only with the time of
the event’s occurrence and the presence of the witness but also the time at
which testimony is given, as the witness seeks to influence the recollection of
that which was witnessed and, in doing so, to change reality. The
phenomenological inquiry into bearing witness not only attends to the content
of the testimony and the manner in which it is conveyed but also considers the
act of giving testimony as an event that is worthy of observation in its own
right.1
One of the important changes in the notion of bearing witness resulting
from the phenomenological inquiry has to do with the involvement of the
witness. Ostensibly, the witness views himself as a “Third” – someone external
to the event about which he is testifying who regards the act of recounting and
listening to the testimony as secondary to the important event around which the
testimony revolves. In this way, for example, a witness testifying about a
mysterious occurrence tells his listeners about an event in which he played no
part. Phenomenological inquiry reveals the witness’s responsibility and
involvement by virtue of his bearing witness to the event. To clarify and shed
additional light on the involvement of the witness, we can consider, for
example, the case of the “literary witness.” In many cases, we come across
authors recounting that at the end of the story, they discovered that they were
actually part of the event they were recounting. Moreover, as a result of literary
stratagem, writers frequently conceal their involvement from the reader, even if
only the fact that they actually bore witness to the events about which they
wrote.2 This dynamic is even more pronounced in the legal realm, as the
manner in which legal testimony is dealt with causes witnesses to be part of the
system.3
The basis of this legal discourse can be found in the term “testify,” which
appears in its Latin legal context in the concept of the Third – testis. The
witness is the third man who is not part of the event – the conflict or the
positive experience – about which he seeks to testify. As the Third, he is
neutral vis-à-vis the event, and his point of view therefore becomes decisive.
The witness possesses unique power, as the judgment, which seeks to be
external, regards him as one of its tools and part of its long arm. The event in
1

This is demonstrated by Franz Rosenzweig vis-à-vis the notion of bearing witness in a
religious sense, which involves witnessing an ostensibly historical event that the witness did
not witness. The validity of bearing witness in a religious sense stems from the significance
assigned in the present to the content of the testimony. The living people attesting to the
revelation of god are of greater importance than the living testimony of dead people attesting to
testimony containing internal uncertainties regarding its very existence. Franz Rosenzweig, The
Star of Redemption, translated by Barbara Galli (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,
2005).
2
Many examples of this dynamic can be found under the entry for “witness-narrator” in The
Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, edited by Roland Greene and Stephen Cushman
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013).
3
See Giorgio Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz, translated by Daniel Heller-Roazen (Brookly:
Zone Books, 1999).
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question is investigated by the judge, and the tools at his disposal are
predominantly interested parties. The role of the witnesses is to provide the
legal authority with objective tools for analyzing and understanding the event.
Speaking broadly, we encounter in the Roman-Latin option the possibility that
we are dealing with a displacement of the third dimension to man himself
attesting to an experience he has had. This raises the issue of the relationship
between the act of bearing witness and the involvement of the witness himself,
and of the extent to which we can rely upon a person’s testimony about
himself. The individual is relieved of responsibility for himself by a unique
legal rule: the notion that an individual cannot convict himself.
Legal discourse protects witnesses from their own testimony, which could
otherwise be used against them. The witness is also suspect by virtue of his
being part of the event. The court, or the agents of the court – that is, the
attorneys – examine the witness’s involvement in the case and the events of his
life as revealing something about his credibility, with the question of what
caused him to take part in the event as a witness seemingly emerging on its
own. That being the case, he is apparently not merely a third man and not
simply a witness but rather, in one way or another, party to the event.1
The Responsibility of the Witness according to Lévinas
From a philosophical perspective, the account presented thus far has been
purely anecdotal, as the possibility does exist for a neutral, external witness to
events, such as a happenstance witness of a car accident or some other kind of
exceptional event.2 But the philosophical inquiry expands the realm of the
involvement of the witness to include the chance witness as well, imposing on
him ethical ‘involvement’ and responsibility, if only by virtue of his being a
witness. The very fact that he is a witness to an event changes the event at the
time of occurrence, and makes even the incidental witness part of the event

1

Despite the use of the metaphor of the legal witness in this article, we must nonetheless
refrain from obfuscating the distinction between the legal witness and the historical witness
based on the different roles they play and the different responsibilities with which they are
charged.
2
In this manner, Dr. Bernard Rieux, the protagonist in Camus’s work The Plague,
characterizes the story’s mode of writing as testimony, justifying his intervention by pointing
out “that he has tried to adopt the tone of an objective witness.” Albert Camus, The Plague,
translated by Robin Buss (London: Penguin Books, 2001), p. 232. The example from Camus is
relevant even though he is not an objective witness but rather party to the events themselves.
The witness chooses the terms he uses to tell the story and is conscientious about implementing
them: “...he wished to do so within the necessary constraints. In general, he has been careful
not to report more than he was able to observe, not to ascribe to his companions in the plague
thoughts that were not necessarily theirs and to use only the documents which chance or
misfortune put in his way” (Camus, The Plague, pp. 232-233).
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itself.1 The witness’s desire to remain neutral proves problematic because his
very presence impacts and changes the occurrence and the actions of the others
involved. Lévinas takes this analysis to great lengths, and pays close attention
to the ethical responsibility of the witness. The encounter with the gaze of the
Other, teaches Lévinas, imposes the ethical commandment on the subject.2 The
face of the Other faces the I and charges it with an ethical imperative. It is not
hell that is placed upon me by the eyes of the other but rather the ethical
commandment. The subject is the witness of the Other and finds himself
bearing responsibility for he whose gaze falls upon him.3 How, then, can we
get a sense of the responsibility of bearings witness?
The most significant and fascinating analysis of the responsibility of the
witness was conducted by Lévinas through an “economic accounting” of the
commitment to good. Theoretically, according to this approach, the witness
assuming the responsibility of giving testimony performs an economic
accounting of the struggle between good and evil, and his decision to give
testimony is based on the certainty that human good is greater than human evil.
Nonetheless, explains Lévinas, a commitment to good cannot be the product of
the accounting to which it is subject, as, from an economic perspective, "to be
good is a deficit, a wasting away, and a foolishness in being."4 The witness,
rather, has another desire – the desire to be exposed to that which lies beyond
him, which is a desire for something that can never be fulfilled. The witness
yearns for “what is beyond satisfaction,” for that which brings about an
appropriate inward movement of change: “dis-interestedness, transcendence –
desire for the Good.”5 In many cases, therefore, that fundamental sense of
responsibility of bearing witness is accompanied by the sense of evasion that
accompanies this responsibility, as if the witness were saying to himself:
because I cannot assume all the responsibility that has been placed upon me, I
might as well concede implementing it in practice. The subject is shocked by
that which he cannot take upon himself, which penetrates his infinite
consciousness of responsibility, and that which lies beyond the finite becomes
an ethical commandment:
The abstraction is nevertheless familiar to us beneath the empirical
event of obligation to the other and as the impossible indifference –
1

In The Language of Evil, Adi Ophir draws attention to this context, and to the incidental
witness’s two options: the temptation to enter into the event, and the temptation to evade it and
to distance himself. See Ophir. The Language of Evil, pp. 126-127.
2
Hagi Kenaan, Emmanuel Lévinas: Ethics as an Optics (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad,
2008) (Hebrew).
3
The case of the witness may be somewhat different, as we wish to discuss a witness who is
not part of the event itself but rather observes it. But when the witness, by virtue of his role as
the Third, observes the event or the relations between the I and the Other, he finds himself
involved in a unique manner, which must still of course be examined.
4
Emmanuel Lévinas, "God and Philosophy," translated by Bettina Bergo, in Of God Who
Comes to Mind (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), p. 69.
5
Lévinas, “God and Philosophy,” p. 67.
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impossible without avoidance – to the misfortunes and faults of the
neighbor, as an irrecusable responsibility for him. A responsibility
whose limits are impossible to fix, whose extreme urgency cannot be
measured.1
The discourse of bearing witness both subjects the subject to infinite
responsibility and reveals to him the limits of his ability to bear responsibility.
The subject, maintains Lévinas, may exhaust himself by thinking about
responsibility and its enactment. The moment he concedes his ability as a
witness to be a bystander, he is no longer neutral or disinterested but rather
finds himself hostage to bearing witness and responsibility.2 Lévinas fears that
words regarding infinite responsibility will be too difficult for the listener to
hear and insists on focusing ethics here on the concreteness of everyday life,
such as the moment at which the witness tells himself "it was nothing," “it is
not relevant,” or “it has nothing to do with me” – all signifying the avoidance
of responsibility.

The Political and Social Role of Bearing Witness
The philosophical perspective, then, teaches us about the involvement of
the witness and the major importance of the event of giving testimony itself.
This perspective draws attention to witnesses’ lack of neutrality during the
event of giving testimony. Some witnesses, however, are not at all external to
the event in question as a result of their role as perpetrators or injured parties.
In this manner, the court may call the perpetrator and/or the injured party to
appear before it and give testimony. But what is the meaning of this testimony?
Does the court seek to turn their testimony into one of the external views of the
event itself? And what implications does this issue have for historical or
political testimony?
In the realm of political and social identity, children and adults alike
structure their identity within the context of cultural and historical knowledge
and understanding. Written and photographed testimonies are an important tool
for the cultural instilling of identity. The political discourse proposed here
draws attention to the many different acts of giving and receiving testimony,
not just as a tool for passing on knowledge and heritage but as an act subject to
inquiry. On this basis, and in different political contexts, we can also inquire
into other issues, such as motivation, content, shock, emotional experience,
historical knowledge, national meaning, and ethical meaning.3
1

Lévinas, “God and Philsosophy,” p. 70.
Lévinas, “God and Philsosophy,” p. 71.
3
Readers are encouraged to consult LaCapra’s significant work on the testimony of trauma
victims, which engenders in listeners a response of “empathic unsettlement.” See Dominick
LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014),
especially p. 78.
2
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In a more extreme manner, we must also consider most cases of bearing
witness that occur today, experienced, as they are, through the lens of the
camera or by recording. We are all familiar with the desire to be party to
something without being party to it, as in the case of a televised event
appearing as a reality show or on the news.1 Why do we so frequently use the
name Auschwitz as a synonym for the Holocaust? What is the significance of
the use of the place name as a testimony of evil? Is it in fact testimony or an
evasion of testimony? Is it an acceptance of responsibility or an evasion of its
acceptance?

Constitutive Shock
In the context of bearing witness, we can identify in the effort to
characterize and illustrate the stories of the testimony regarding the war and its
atrocities – including the genocides and the Holocaust – another aspect of the
world of documentation that was fixed during the twentieth century. According
to this principle, testimony regarding the atrocities of the war are given and
accentuated in order to bring about in viewers and listeners a constitutive shock
that will motivate them to work for peace.2 By this logic, we must produce and
screen documentary films that arouse a sense of revulsion and horror in
viewers in order to cause them to adopt an ethical political position.3

Reconciliation and Responsibility
In this section, I go a step further by considering, from a political
perspective, one of the possible manifestations of the notion of bearing witness
as a catalyst for ethical action; that is to say, the way in which we can make
effective use of the significance of bearing witness and the involvement of the
witness to enhance the importance of testimony in its own right, and not only
as a tool for adopting a legal position. According to the principle proposed
1

See the fascinating discussions with Jacques Derrida and Jürgen Habermas on the memory of
9/11, in Giovanna Borradori, Philosophy in a Time of Terror: Dialogues with Jürgen
Habermas and Jacques Derrida (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).
2
This can be compared to the manner in which economic atrocities are emphasized to motivate
people to engage in social action. See, for example, Yaarah Gil-Glazer, The Documentary
Photobook: Social-Cultural Criticism in the U.S. during the Great Depression and the New
Deal (Tel Aviv: Resling, 2013) (Hebrew). This study traces the genre of photobooks, which
were meant to spark social criticism and create a new social discourse. For a successful
example of the social documentary project, see Archibald MacLeich, Land of the Free (New
York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1938); Eleanor Roosevelt and Frances C. Macgregor,
This is America (New York: GP Putnam Sons, 1939).
3
In this context, we can consider works of art meant to document the horrors of the war, such
as Goya’s series of engravings Los Desastres de la Gauerra, which were completed in the
1920s and depict the atrocities of war committed by the army of Napoleon Bonaparte.
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here, bearing witness can, in itself, serve as a mechanism for social and
political change. The most prominent example, which I will only begin to
discuss here, is the case of the truth and reconciliation commissions in South
Africa – or, to be more precise, the South African model of the truth and
reconciliation commissions, which has been emulated in numerous locations
around the world. Here, I will consider this model not only as a tool for semilegal work or an interesting African tribal custom but as a form possessing
concrete validity as a means for ethical action.
The operation of the truth and reconciliation commissions established in
South Africa following the fall of the Apartheid regime recognized the possible
political significance of giving testimony. The commissions, which, as noted,
were the initiative of Nelson Mandela, made use of customs of inter-tribal
reconciliation and peace-making in Africa to facilitate shared life through a
reorganization of white-black relations in South Africa. The awe inspiring
endeavor, which has been documented and discussed in many forums, was
based on a legal or semi-legal status that allowed an injured party to appear
before those who harmed them or others and to testify before them about
actions they had committed. Reading the testimonies presented before these
commissions brings us face to face with acts of atrocity that are difficult to
comprehend. This sense of taking interest from afar provides insight into the
power of the feelings experienced by the victims and the perpetrators who
testified before the commissions, and by those about whom they testified. The
nature of this political-legal apparatus was to generate the power to heal and to
facilitate forgiveness based on the act of giving testimony. It goes without
saying that bearing witness is not part of the legal mechanism that empowers
the court to determine the events and the offenses, and the penalties they
warrant. In this instance, the roles are reversed, and the court and the sovereign
are tools serving the witness giving testimony. Here, the giving of testimony, in
and of itself, is ascribed practical significance as a human act of taking
responsibility. Every testimony before the truth and reconciliation commissions
concluded with the witness facing and pointing at the perpetrator, and the
perpetrator accepting responsibility for his actions: I am the person to whom
these actions are attributed.
In the context of the philosophical discussion engaged in here, this type of
occurrence, which is at once partially ritualistic and partially legal in nature,
makes use of the phenomenology of bearing witness to create a political setting
of acceptance and reconciliation. This type of occurrence seeks to transform
the act of bearing witness from a legal tool into a tool of human action in social
relationships.
Here, however, we must consider the possibility of a collapse of the
mechanism of bearing witness, in the event that the subject evades the
responsibility placed upon him. This leads us to the weighty question of
whether the event of testimony – the act of giving testimony and the act of
receiving testimony – is actually a form of evasion of the responsibility placed
on the witnesses. Perhaps the witness bears responsibility not only for giving
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testimony, and not only for being persuasive and recounting what occurred, but
also for realizing and actualizing the responsibility with which he is charged.
Legal work, reaching judgement, and doing justice may be terms of legal
discourse, but they may also give better expression to the concept of assuming
responsibility.
Conclusion
This article has explored the concept of bearing witness as construed by
Emmanuel Lévinas in an effort to contemplate the political possibilities it
facilitates. Phenomenological inquiry transforms the external witness – in his
capacity as a person called upon to give testimony and to bear responsibility –
and the testimony he presents from auxiliary tools of the field of law into an
ethical act in its own right. The importance ascribed to witnesses and testimony
in the historical and political discourse of the twentieth century is self-evident.
Here, through the intriguing case of the South African truth and reconciliation
commissions and the healing and reform-heralding power these commissions
assigned to the act of giving testimony, we have sought also to understand this
dynamic from the ethical perspective of the witness. And using the perspective
of Lévinasian ethical philosophy, we were also able to consider the unsolved
challenge presented by the concept of forgiveness proposed by the truth and
reconciliation commissions.
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the Ontological Diplopia
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In 1956, Maurice Merleau-Ponty decided to devote his Thursday
classes at the Collège de France to the concept of Nature. In such an
analysis, Merleau-Ponty identifies in the history of Western
philosophy an oscillating movement between a positivist thought and
a negativistic one, the latter reversing the prospects of the former
without being able to eliminate it. Such ambiguity, inherent to the
history of philosophy, consists in an ontological diplopia "about
what only interests us to take possession entirely, as vision takes
possession of monocular images to make them one single view"
(Merleau-Ponty, 1968, p. 127). In face of these different ontological
tendencies one could only expect that the philosopher recognizes this
oscillating movement as characteristic of modern philosophy and
reflects about it in order to develop some concept of Being capable
of sheltering the contradictions without simply accepting or
overcoming them. This way, after the philosophical effort aiming to
overcome the dichotomy between idealism and realism (seen in the
Phénoménologie de la perception, 1945), we are surprised by
Merleau-Ponty’s appeal not to the reduction of the diplopia, but to
the recognition of it. In this work, we aim to show how the
examination of modern and contemporary conceptions of Nature
realized by Merleau-Ponty between 1956 and 1958 oriented his final
philosophy towards the ontology of the sensible that appears in his
last works.
Keywords: Phenomenology; ontology; Nature.

Introduction
In 1956, Maurice Merleau-Ponty decided to devote his Thursday classes at
the Collège de France to the concept of Nature. Their leading problem was the
relation of this concept with ontology. An “obsolete” subject, Merleau-Ponty
admits it; nevertheless, such an “obsolescence” was an index of the “abandon
of the philosophy of Nature” that characterized the philosophy of his time.
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Such an abandon would be proper to an ontology that used to deny the
discussion about the concept of Nature and, for the same reason, embedded in
itself "a fantastic image of man, spirit and history" as "pure negativity"
counterposed to the positivity of a Nature identified with matter (MerleauPonty, 1968, p. 91). In order to avoid these prejudices, the study of Nature, if
not exhausts the problem, is a primordial element for the debate; this is why it
is presented by Merleau-Ponty as an introduction to the definition of Being (id.
p. 125).
In the following pages we intend to show how the examination of modern
and contemporary conceptions of Nature realized by Merleau-Ponty in the first
and second years of his course on Nature (1956-1958) contributed to his final
(and unfinished) ontology of the sensible. We’ll proceed to a reconstruction of
his descriptions and arguments in order to argue that Merleau-Ponty’s appeal to
the recognition of an irreducible ontological diplopia is the main philosophical
result of this exposition and that such diplopia becomes constitutive of his
posterior ontological project.

The Problem of Nature as a Prelude to Ontology
Merleau-Ponty’s criticism on the contemporary conception of Nature
derives from his critics driven to Cartesian and Sartrean philosophies,
characterized by the philosopher as possessors of a “bad dialectic”1: according
to Merleau-Ponty, given that they are both based on the conviction that we are
by principle in the objective domain2, they are framed on a “pre-dialectical
ontology” (id. p. 128) having by result “many abstract constructions”
impossible of being founded on human experience. “But what we know about
Nature does allow us to make it play this ontological role? This we don’t ask
ourselves”, claims the philosopher (id., p. 92). For him, in the Cartesian
tradition and in its appropriation by Sartre, Nature is Being-in-itself, a positive
reality, objective correlate of the conscience in the task of knowledge.
Nevertheless, far from being a disincarnated Being-for-itself or a pure Geist,
human being has a body that takes part in Nature, which means that man exists
as a natural being. That is why the main feature of Nature that summons its
investigation is the connaturality of fields regarded by the reflective thought as
essentially different – matter and spirit, extension and thought, Being and
nothing:

1

In late Merleau-Ponty, a "bad dialectic" is a dialectic bind to formalism that believes regain
Being through a collection of statements by thesis, antithesis and synthesis, when in fact it just
forces Being to be reduced into the categories of reflexive thinking. Rather, what the
philosopher intended was to formulate a thought that visualize without restriction "the plurality
of relationships and what we call ambiguity" (Merleau-Ponty, 1964, p. 127).
2
The domain where reality has as principle a representative subjectivity or a "for-itself" by
whom Nature is grasped as an object.
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Actually (...), we are on the presence of an enigma where the subject,
the spirit, the history and the whole philosophy are interested in,
given that Nature is not only the object, the partner of consciousness
in the face to face of knowledge. It is an object from which we came
out, where our preliminaries started little by little being put until the
moment of establish themselves in an existence, and it keeps
supporting it and supplying its materials. Either the individual fact of
birth or the birth of institutions and societies, the originary relation
of man and Being is not that one of the for-itself to the in-itself. On
the contrary, it continues in each man that perceives. Overloaded
with historical significations that can be his perception, it borrows, at
least on the crucial, its way of presenting the thing and its ambiguous
evidence (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, p. 93-94).
Far from being limited to a form of regressive immanence, MerleauPonty’s ontology wants to develop the confrontation with the “real exterior”,
which does not happen on a direct confrontation whose theme would be the
annulation of one of the two terms in debate followed by the inexorable
annulation of the other - the institutions of a pure subject and a pure object
whose roles replace, in Modern metaphysics, the infinity. The real exterior is
not the extension but an “exterior with overlapping (empiètement)” (MerleauPonty, apud Saint-Aubert, 2008, p. 28)1, a depth where we already are; natural,
it underlays us from the inside even before we have the condition to recognize
it as an alterity or an another to the conscience. This real exterior is an “inside
that hunts us – and with no doubt this is why we are propelled to exorcise it,
building the myth of the object” (Saint-Aubert, 2008, p. 28).
Quoting Lucien Herr, Hegel’s commentator, Merleau-Ponty states that
Nature “is on the first day”: it “gives itself always as something already in front
of us, but as new beneath our eyes” (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, p. 94). “On the first
day” and, nevertheless, “new beneath our eyes”, Nature is filled with all the
possibles, the depositary of all possible actualizations, non-static and not
transparent to the conscience – even because there is not an absolute
consciousness in which the carnal texture is away. That disconcerts the
transcendental thinking, for what each fragment of the space and the set of
them only exist under the sight of a conscience and through it, and for what
every object is a correlate of a conscious act. However, if we do not resign
ourselves to tell that a world where the consciences were subtracted from or a
Nature without witnesses would be reduced to nothing, then we find out the
problem evoked by Nature, that is the problem of “the primordial Being”,
“neither the Being-subject nor yet the Being-object” and that, for this reason,
disconcerts the reflective thinking:

1

La Nature ou le monde du silence (unpublished), [103](2)(A) e [119](11).
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(...) from it to us there is not a derivation or rupture; there is not the
compact texture of a mechanism, neither the transparency of a whole
previous to its parts. We cannot conceive neither if it engenders itself
– what would make it infinite -, nor if it is engendered from another
– what would lead it to the condition of a product (…) (id., p. 95-96).
On the first year of his course devoted to the concept of Nature at the
Collège de France (1956-1957), the philosopher makes an exposition of the
historical elements which compose the physical concept of Nature without,
however, the wish of performing a history of the concept. His goal is to
understand the relation between the problem of Nature and the “general
problem” of ontology (the problem of the identity of Being) having Nature as
an introduction to the definition of Being. Merleau-Ponty proceeds accordingly
to an indirect ontology – a procedure that seems to him be usual to all
ontologies –, addressing to Being from the individual beings (id., p. 125).

Exposition of Historical Elements Composing the Concept of Nature
The long historical study on the conceptions of Nature preceding the
study of the natural being is capital since it allows specifying the question
about the meaning of the natural being under the form of a specific problem.
This problem appears from the observation of a tension and of an insufficiency
which Merleau-Ponty ends affirming being constitutive of ontology as it was
historically established. This way, far from staying away at the philosophical
question of Nature, Merleau-Ponty’s historical exposition is part of the
determination of the sense of the natural being: it is through Cartesian
metaphysics, that appears there as an emblem of western ontology, that the
philosopher puts in evidence the ontological problem underlying the question
of natural being. He decides to take as reference the Cartesian conception of
Nature because, according to him, this is the conception that still excels in the
contemporary approaches to the theme.
The Cartesian Idea of Nature and the “Ontological Complex” of Modern
Philosophy
Such conception reduces the facticity of Nature to its existence: “even if
God created immediately our world with the figure it has”, the philosopher
writes, “the immanent game of Nature's laws would have given it for itself, and
these laws derive necessarily from the attributes of the infinite Being” (id., p.
97). It is a representative conception of knowledge that affirms the absolute
clearness of the object to the understanding: “it has to be as we see, it is what it
is without hesitation, without erasure, without weakness, its reality does not
handle a failure or a fissure” (id. ibid.). The existence becomes the privileged
mode of being of Nature.
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However, both the question of the necessity of Nature’s laws and the
eternity of a creator God evoke the problem of the nothing: given that, in order
to think, it’s necessary to be according to the mode of existence, the existence
becomes a condition for the thought and the man, immersed “on the infinity
plenitude” (id. p. 98) of the natural being, cannot think the nothing otherwise at
the cost of denying the empiric evidence of the world. This is the “ontological
complex” in which emerges the Cartesian idea of Nature. It:
(...) forces every being, if it should not be anything, to being fully,
with no gap, with no hidden possibilities. Nature cannot bear
something hidden or veiled anymore. It has to be a mechanism, so
we can on principle derivate the figure of this world of laws that
express the interior force of the infinite production (id. p. 98-99).
Merleau-Ponty’s reading of Descartes is clarified by the critic of the
metaphysics developed by Bergson in his Creative Evolution (1907)1. About
that, the philosopher states:
Historically and philosophically, our idea of the natural being as an
object, in-itself, that is this that it is because cannot be something
else, emerges from the idea of an unrestricted Being, infinite or
cause of itself, and this idea, for its turn, emerges from the
alternative between Being and nothing (id. p. 99).
Contrasted with a possible nothing, Nature is then conceived as derived
from an infinite Being; it cannot emerge from nothing due to its plenitude of
being. In virtue of the identity between God’s understanding and will, Nature
is, for the understanding, a realized possibility, a pure product, natured Nature
(Natura naturata). Defined by the radical externality of its parts, it does not
have unity beyond the one granted by its laws. Therefore, as Bergson asserts,
comprehend the Nature on the background of a possible nothing is denying
every form of negativity to it, it’s mixing it with the thinkable - in such a way
that the understanding becomes the principle of reality: comprehend the reality,
know it, becomes synonym of thinking.
This Cartesian idea of Nature will survive on science’s common sense in
the following centuries. Nevertheless, the thesis of the unity of Being and
essence must be denied in virtue of its underlying denial of a possible
negativity in Nature. To this matter, Renaud Barbaras comments:
(…) since Being is opposed to the nothing, it cannot be otherwise
than being fully; but, for the same reason, it is not necessary that it

1

For Bergson, the ontological tradition of modern philosophy understands Nature on the
background of a possible nothing, denying to it all possible form of negativity, confusing it
with the thinkable and establishing an irreducible gap between essence and existence.
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be, given that its being includes not only the essence but its
realization in the existence (Barbaras, 2000, p. 53-54).
Once Being is understood upon the background of the nothing, one has to
recognize in it a dimension of pure existence remaining outside the essence and
essentially distinct of it. That means that “by maintaining the contingency of
the creator act, Descartes kept the facticity of Nature and legitimized another
perspective about this existent Nature beyond the one of the pure
understanding” (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, p. 100). In fact, once the essence of the
natural being offers itself to the understanding, to the natural light, its
existence is only accessible by a natural inclination that leads me to believe on
the existential reach of that my sensibility perceives passively. This seems to
be the innovation introduced by Descartes on the metaphysics scenery,
innovation that dictated the rhythm of the whole transcendental tradition
afterwards: knowing a natural object means recognize the meaning in which
the object gives itself to the conscience, putting it “at distance” at the same
time that the object is present to the perception; in a word, it means recognize
the meaning of being as a “being for” a subject - that is, appearing as object. I
see the world and the world is what is given to me; its appearance is, for me,
the measure of its being. So the experience is thought as an absolute
coincidence or objective contact between the conscience and the object. The
peculiarity of Descartes’ “anthropological philosophy” is that in this gesture
the compound of soul and body - this “privileged part of the Nature” -,
although disqualified from the point of view of the understanding, it’s also
rehabilitated in virtue of its own attitude of putting me in relation with an
existence. So - asks the philosopher - how to justify the pretension of the pure
understanding to impose the definition of Being and of the truth if, by
definition, it’s not designed to apprehend alone the existent world?
Merleau-Ponty states that in Descartes the duplication of meanings that
Nature assumes in Modernity - oscillating between the ideas of a natural light
and of a natural inclination – points out to the existence of an “ontological
complex” characterized by the tension between two ontologies marking the
whole history of philosophy and science hereafter: the first is called by the
philosopher ontology of the object; the second, ontology of the existent.
Merleau-Ponty sees here the manifestation of an ambiguity that characterizes
western ontology: in the former, the conviction that Being is and that the
sensible appearances are, relatively to it, incommensurable restrictive
manifestations of the Being in-itself; for the latter, the presupposition that these
appearances are all that we can apprehend of Being in its facticity.
According to Merleau-Ponty, Kant, for example, would have remained in
the verve of the ontology of the object: after all, his Critic of Pure Reason
shows the Nature as a result of the sum of the objects of the senses, built to us
from the Naturbegriffe of human understanding. Nevertheless, even in Kant the
problem of the philosophy of Nature appears in a particular way, given that this
philosopher went beyond Cartesian “anthropological philosophy” by
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postulating (without assuming it) certain conception of Nature characterized by
the “enigma of the organic totality” (id. p. 102). If we accept the premise (that
Merleau-Ponty observes in Kant) that the natural being is an organism where
all facts are at the same time causes and effects of the totality (and, this way,
causes and effects of themselves), the organism paradigm introduces the
problem of the autoproduction of the whole: once the natural being has a
spontaneous productivity non reducible to causal external relations, but that is
an index of an interior that is not the interior of the consciousness but rather of
a natural production where form and matter have the same origin, then arises
the possibility that Nature is more than an object for the understanding.
Romantic Essays on Philosophy of Nature
However, while Kant postulated a philosophy that oscillated in face of the
definition of Nature as a pure object to the understanding, would fit to the
Romantic philosophy the task to develop it. Schelling would be the philosopher
to question the Cartesian idea of the necessary Being. For him, a substantially
“positive” Being refuses itself as primary Being and, by the same reason, as the
ulterior reality of all objective knowledge. “But, while Kant left it (i. e. the
reality in-itself) under a not-knowing and a lack”, writes Merleau-Ponty:
Schelling considers as an ulterior reality the ‘abyss’ itself, he defines
the absolute as something that exists without reason (grundlos), like
a ‘sur-être’ that supports the ‘great fact of the world’. At the same
time that the absolute is no longer the Being cause-of-itself, absolute
antithesis of the nothing, Nature has not anymore the absolute
positivity of the ‘only world possible’: the erste Natur is an
ambiguous principle, ‘barbaric’ according to him, that can be
overcome but that will never be as if it had not existed (...).With a
greater reason could not be in question the explanation of the enigma
of the natural production by means of our judging faculty and our
human reflections (id. p. 106-107).
While Kant searched the solution for the enigma on the domain of thought
and understanding, Schelling’s option was search the unthinking in the registry
of fruition and experience through a duplication of the reflection; in one word,
in the registry of the “intellectual intuition”. For him, Nature comprises an
“original and eternal knowledge” unveiled by man; on this move, man
introduces himself as a self-consciousness of the natural productivity, but
without letting the result of the expressiveness give place to an objectivation of
the experience beyond the one present in the ek-stase of the intellectual
intuition. That’s an “effort in order to handle the gravity of the real world, to
make Nature something else beyond ‘impotence’ (Hegel) and an absence of
concept” (id., p.108).
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Bergson: The Negativity of the Natural being
Continuing the historical analysis of the conceptions of Nature on the first
year, the philosopher addresses a hard critic to Bergson. According to him, this
last would have pass “far from what Schelling has better” because he was
installed “from the beginning on the positive” (id., p. 109) and never had
refused this principle. He missed the recurrence of the dialectic between
positive and negative relatively to the status of the natural being and, over all,
the reasons why the Being should be dialectic. Even the subsequent
developments of his philosophy witness only an “unconsciousness” of the
subject. If, on the one hand, the pure perception would be, for him, “the own
thing”, on the other hand Bergson assumes that the perception is effectively
made “in front of a ‘center of indetermination’” and comprehends “a distance
to the thing” (id. p. 109-110). This way, Nature in Bergson:
(...) is not only the perceived thing that fascinates the actual
perception; rather, it is a horizon which we are far from, a primordial
and lost non-division, a unity denied and expressed by the
contradictions of the developed universe in its own way, and by that
we have reason to include Bergson on Schelling’s lineage. The
review of the élan vital brings back the problem of the organic
Nature in the same terms where the Critique of Judgment put it: as
Kant, as Schelling, Bergson wanted to describe an operation or a
natural production that goes from the whole to the parts, but that
owes nothing to the premeditation of the concept and does not admit
a teleological interpretation (id. p.110).
The virtue of "Bergson's positivity" is then the emergence of a "possible
organic" and a negativity inside Being. When addressing to the evidence of the
natural being, Bergson would be formulating that question that is the question
by excellence on the philosophy of Nature: the problem of the "natural being’s
preexistence, always already there" (id. p. 111).
Husserl: Nature and the Primordial Layer of “Pre-theoretical” Things
Merleau-Ponty also retraces the path made by Edmund Husserl on the
second volume of Ideen1, path in which the creator of the phenomenology
starts from the most rigorous reflexive exigency to finish in the problem of
Nature. His proposal was not ruin the traditional comprehension of Nature as
object of the natural sciences, but revealing the intentional life that founds it
and constitutes it. "There is a truth of the naturalism. But this truth is not the
naturalism itself", comments Merleau-Ponty (id. p.112). Despite the possibility
of an objective tendency on the understanding, the philosopher and the scientist
stay as holders of a body that is part of the Nature, and reducing it and the
1

Husserl, Edmund, 1952. Ideen zur einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen
Philosophie. Zweites Buch: Phänomenologische Untersuchungen zur Konstitution. The Hague,
Netherlands: Martinus Nijhoff
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consciousness to events in an universe of pure things (blosse Sachen)
constitutes an extreme idealism: it means to take as primary what is derived the theoretical world instead of the primordial layer of perceived (or “pretheoretical”) things that populate the life of consciousness before science, and
it also implicates the refusal of the decoding task about the intentionality that
founds the objects of science - and that conducts the intuitive consciousness of
objects to its objective determinations.
About that, Husserl proceeds to the description of Kosmothéoros on Ideen
II. According to the reading of Merleau-Ponty, Husserl affirms that the
intuitive properties of the thing depend on the properties of the body-subject
(Subjektleib) perceiving them: my body is a “location field” where sensations
install themselves and before whom things exist “as incorporate to my flesh”
(id., p.113). Otherwise, my body also projects me in a universe of things that
attract me and with whose I establish the “pure knowledge” by forgetting the
thickness of the “corporal pre-constitution” that holds them in. The thing
perceived on the interlacing of my corporal life cannot be the real, pure thing,
because it's grasped on this carnal experience that happens in and over my
body with no previous discernment of what in it is apparent or real, and that is
why my sensible body is not since always objective: it only will be when,
escaping from pure fruition, I conceive its constitution from the perception of
other bodies. Correlatively, the “pure thing” alone only becomes “pure” when
my body puts itself on systematic relations with other animated bodies:
The experience that I have of my body as a location field of an
experience and the one that I have of other bodies while them behave
before me, they come to meet each other and pass one trough the
other. The perception I have of my body as the residence of a
‘vision’, of a ‘touch’ and of an I think (…), and the perception that I
have of another ‘excitable’, ‘sensitive’ body (…) holder of another I
think, these two perceptions light and accomplish each other
together. (…) The blosse Sachen are possible as a correlative of an
ideal community of incarnated bodies, of an intercorporeity (id. p.
114-115).
In his last works, Husserl performs a sketch of the description of the preobjective beings. Below the Cartesian Nature, made objective by the theoretical
activity, Husserl sees emerging a previous layer never suppressed and that
demands justification at the measure that the development of the knowledge
reveals the gaps of the Cartesian science. The philosopher risks even to identify
the Earth to this place of pre-objective spatiality and temporality. Before being
manifested and objective, the truth would be on the secret order of incarnated
subjects: "On the source and depth of Cartesian Nature exists another Nature,
domain of a 'primary presence' (Urpräsenz)" (id., p. 116), soil and principle of
every carnal subject. This way, a philosophy (the Husserlian one) devoted to
understand the natural being as an object and pure correlate of a consciousness
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rediscovers, on the exercise of a rigorous reflection, a natural layer where the
spirit is “as buried on the functioning of the bodies on the interior of the brute
Being” (id., ibid.). After the experience with Descartes' objective Nature and its
inevitable Being, European philosophy sees itself now before Nature as an
“oriented and blind productivity” (id., p. 117) without implicating in a return of
the teleology.

The Ontological Diplopia of Modern Philosophy
Synthesizing these descriptions, Merleau-Ponty identifies on the history of
occidental philosophy a movement that oscilates between a positivist thinking
(according to which Being is, God exists by definition just as this world and
Nature necessarily are, and the nothing doesn't have properties) and another
one, negativistic, that inverts the perspectives of the former without however
eliminating it; for the last one, the first truth is the truth of doubt, Being is
contaminated by the nothing and the world is a pure fact (id. p. 126-127). This
duality intrinsic to philosophy constitutes - on the term borrowed from Maurice
Blondel1 - an ontological diplopia of which the philosopher, after so many
philosophical efforts around the theme, cannot expect the rational reduction.
Otherwise, should interest him only "take full ownership by" this diplopia, “as
vision takes possession of monocular images to make them one single view”
(id. p. 127). According to Merleau-Ponty, this is precisely the problem of
Nature: it’s not about sustaining this duality – because, as the study of
Descartes showed, it comes a moment when the duality leads to incompatible
theses; nor inversely try to overcome it, given that all the efforts to reduce
these two terms to a third relives sooner or later the duality.
Therefore, there is no possible synthesis for the ontological diplopia; the
only way out consists on “taking possession” of the duality, determine an
original plan where the duality could be solved but on the interior of which it is
also possible to make its genesis. It is about updating an original sense of the
natural being whose duality - of the punctual event and of the determined
object - is like an abstracted image. This demands unmaking the ontological
complex characteristic of the classical metaphysics whose nucleus consists, as
we have seen, on the triplicity of nothing, essence and existence; it is in virtue
of a same gesture that the nothing is put as prelude of Being, that the latter is
identified to the cognizable, and that this identification is contested by the
appearance of a pure facticity exceeding the essence. In other terms, what is at
stake is the conception of Nature as a set of occurrences spatiotemporally
determined of generic realities.

1

Blondel, Maurice. 1935. L’Être et les êtres. Paris : Alcan. One of the latter works of Maurice
Blondel (1861- 1949), connected to the philosophical problem of religion. The passage cited by
Merleau-Ponty talks about the “ontological diplopia” typical of Christian philosophy and deals
with the question of God’s singularity or identity with created things.
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The question that arises is the mode of access to this natural being. This is
why the study of the concept of Nature constitutes a prelude to the unfinished
ontology of the sensible that Merleau-Ponty develops in his last years: the
recognition of an irreducible diplopia in the access to the natural being is one
of the premises of this ontology and is a major philosophical result of the
historical recension on the concept of Nature. The philosopher states that the
philosophies' ebb and flow between each one of the opposed ontological
perspectives is neither inaccuracy nor an indication of inconsistency, but rather
"justified and founded on Being" (id, ibid.). In face of them one only could
expect that the philosophers recognize this typical movement of bascule of the
Modern philosophy and reflect over it with the goal to elaborate a concept of
Being which shelters the contradictions without only accepting them or
overcoming them, nor occupying alternately this two auto-excluding – and,
curiously, interdependent - ontological positions. This was Merleau-Ponty’s
task by occasion of his sudden and premature decease on 1961.
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Frege’s Principle of Saturation/Unsaturation:
Relating Language and Ontology
Lourdes Valdivia-Dounce
The concept horse” presents a well known problem among Fregean
scholars. There are two other problems related to this one: identity
between functions and universal quantification. They are related
because they are based on the Fregean distinction between
saturation/unsaturation. This distinction has four features: it is
exhaustive, exclusive, applies to language and ontology and fixes the
language-ontology correlation. The distinction gives rise to two
ontological categories and two linguistic categories. Linguistic
categories are proper names and function names, while ontological
categories are objects and functions.

Ontological and Semantic Categories
The discussion in this paper may be difficult to understand for anyone who
is not familiar with Frege’s terminology and some of his primitive logical
notions.1 For instance, the following claims seem to be false: that the
expression ‘The concept horse’ does not denote the concept horse, or that the
expression (x2 - 4x) = x (x - 4) does not express identity of functions, or that
the individual variable ‘x’ in it does not denote a series of numbers. In what
follows, I try to explain why Frege held them to be true, and what he
understood the concepts expressions, senses and denotations to mean.
Frege never provides a definition for the saturation/unsaturation distinction;
instead, he invites us to understand it through examples. He also uses
complete/incomplete that seems more intuitive than saturation/unsaturation.
The saturation/unsaturation distinction aplies to expressions, to ontology and
fixes the correlation between them. Whenever an expression has no gaps it is
1

Although he doesn’t say that there is no definition for saturation/unsaturation I think that this
distinction is among his basic notions like those of object and concept for which he admitedly
says that there are no definitions. “I regard a regular definition (of object) as impossible, since
we have something too simple to admit of logical analysis” (FC: 32); “One cannot require that
everything shall be defined, any more than one can require that a chemist shall decompose
every substance. What is simple cannot be decomposed, and what is logically simple cannot
have a proper definition.” (CO: 42).
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saturated, it belongs to the category of proper names and, its denotation is an
object, because objects are saturated entities.1 Gramatical proper names,
definite descriptions and indicative sentences are all saturated expressions.
Their denotations are always objects: in the first two cases , and in the third,
truth values. If an expression has gaps, it is unsaturated and belongs to the
category of function names; its denotation is a function, because functions are
entities in need of saturation. Functions are different from their function names
and their extensions; when a variable occurs in a function name it is an
indicator for a gap. Unsaturated expressions are function names and concept
words (predicates in a subject-predicate indicative sentence). Whatever is
saturated cannot be unsaturated and vice versa. An object cannot be a function
nor can a function be an object; every ontological entity is either an object or a
function. The same goes for expressions and language: expressions exhaust
language, and they are saturated or unsaturated.

Unsaturatedness in Language and Ontology
This is a known locus to illustrate unsaturated expressions and their
unsaturated denotation:
People call x the argument, and recognize the same function again in
‘2.13+1’,
‘2.43+4’,
‘2.53+5’,
only with different arguments, viz. 1, 4, and 5. From this we can
discern that it is the common element of these expressions that
contains the essential peculiarity of a function; i.e. what is present in
‘2.x3+x’
over and above the letter ‘x’. We could write this somewhat as
follows:
‘2.( )3 + ( ).’
[…] I am concerned to show that the argument does not belong with
the function, but goes together with the function to make up a
complete whole; for the function by itself must be called incomplete,
in need of supplementation, or ‘unsaturated’. And in this respect
functions differ fundamentally from numbers. (The emphasis is
mine. (FC: 24))
His remark “over and above the letter ‘x’” is intended to claim that:
“…this letter [x] only serves to indicate the kind of supplementation that is
needed” (FC: 25). Variables for numbres do not denote a “variable number”, an
“idefinite number” or the “range of the variable”. There are no variable
1

I am using ‘denoting’ or ‘referring, either for objects or function/concepts. ‘Entity’ is not a
Fregean terminology I borrow it from Rulon Wells in his “Frege’s Ontology” in Essays on
Frege, Edited by E. D. Klemke, University of Illinois Press, Urbana, Chicago & London, 1969.
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numbers because variability requires time and numbers are timeless (WF:108109). Besides, “we have no proper names for variable numbers” (WF: 109);
there are no indefinite numbers because numbers are definite; and if we were to
say—as Czuber does, quoted by Frege—that:
The variable ‘x’ counts as having being defined when it can be
determined as regards any assingned real number whether it
belongs to the range or not. (WF: 110)
Frege replies that in such a case:
…the range is represented as distinctive for the variable.
Consequently in the equation ‘y=x2’ y would be the same variable
as x if the range of x is that of positive numbers. (WF: 111)
A related thought is to take the variable to refer to a series of objects. Someone
may say:
The function ‘2.x3+x’ denotes a series of objects, so for each
instance where x is assigned a value, it is a proper name. Functions
aren't proper names, true, but they can generate them. (Anonymous
referee)
We can certainly “produce” proper names by saturating function names.
When ‘2.x3+x’ is saturated with the numeral ‘1’, we get the proper name
‘2.13+1’ and its referent is an object. But ‘2.x3+x’ is a function name denoting a
function, whereas ‘2.13+1’ is a proper name denoting an object. Objects are not
functions, they are different entities. It is not the role of a function name to
denote objects, it only denotes functions, and “the function by itself must be
called incomplete”. Thus, the function name ‘2.x3+x’ is not a proper name and
by itself does not denote a series of objects but something that is incomplete.
Therefore, if the word ‘variable’ belongs to pure Analysis, as Frege wants
it to be, it can be understood as a device to mark an empty place. But empty
places also occur when we split up sentences; for instance:
...we split up the sentence ‘Cesar conquered Gaul’ into ‘Cesar’ and
‘conquered Gaul’. The second part is ‘unsaturated’—it contains an
empty place; only when this place is filled up with a proper name or
an expression that replaces a proper name, does a complete sense
appears. Here too I give the name ‘function’ to what this
‘unsaturated’ part stands for. In this case the argument is Cesar. (FC:
31)
Frege distinguishes expressions, senses and what expressions stand for.
When expressions are unsaturated they are function/concept names; and they
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stand for functions and concepts because these entities are as unsaturated as
their expressions; and these unsaturated expressions express unsaturated senses
(incomplete sense or thought) because senses and expressions of this kind are
both unsaturated. That functions/concepts are unsaturated entities is inferred
from the fact that the expressions standing for them are also unsaturated:
The peculiarity of functional signs which we have called
‘unsaturatedness’ naturally has something answering to it in the
functions themselves. (The emphasis is mine. (WF: 115))
That function/concept names express unsaturated senses could be inferred
from Frege’s assertion that:
…only when this place is filled up with a proper name or an
expression that replaces a proper name, does a complete sense
appears. (FC: 31)
A complete sense is closed related to truth values. It is because ‘Cesar
conquered Gaul’ expresses a complete sense that we can find it to be true/false.
However ‘____ conquered Gaul’ does not allow us to do this. It is only when
we say to whom we attribute the conquest of Gaul that we can find whether it
is true or not.1
Saturatedness in Language and Ontology
Saturatedness regarding expressions means that expressions have no gaps.
Frege says:
A statement contains no empty place, and therefore we must regard
what it stands for as an object. (The emphasis is mine) (FC: 21-41))
The reasoning underlying the conclusion that we must regard the reference
as an object is this one: saturated expressions are proper names, statements are
saturated expressions and therefore they are proper names, proper names
denote objects, therefore statements denote objects. But what does the locution
‘we must’ mean? I think that it is related to the fact that proper name, object,
function name and function are not mere classifications of expressions and
entities, they are categories in the sense that only substitutions of expressions
of the same category within a meaningful expression will preserve
meaningfulness. For instance, if we substitute the proper name ‘Cesar’ for the
function name ‘__ is cesarian’ in the sentence ‘Cesar conquered Gaul’ we
arrive at ‘___is cesarian conquered Gaul’. If it expresses a sense it would not
be the same saturated sense that the original sentence expresses, and at best, its
1

For a complete discussion about saturation/unsaturation in Frege’s theory see Mark Textor’s
“Unsaturatedness: Wittgenstein and Frege” (Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Vol. CIX,
Part I, pp.61-82, 2009.

100

Frege’s Principle of Saturation/Unsaturation:
Relating Language and Ontology
denotation would be a concatenation of functions instead of a truth value as in
the original sentence. Moreover, the concatenation of function names does not
deliver a well formed formula because the function name needs to be
complemented with proper names. 1
Usually when the definite article occurs into an expression of the form ‘the
such…’2 that expression falls under the category of proper names:
When we speak of “the number one”, we indicate by means of the
definite article a definite and unique object of scientific study. There
are no diverse numbers one, but only one. In “1” we have a proper
name, which as such, does not admit plural any more than
“Frederick The Great” or “The chemical element gold”. It is not an
accident, nor is it a notational inexactitude that we write “1” without
any stroke to mark differences. (The emphasis is mine. (FA: 49e
Supra. Cfr. also in this work pp. 50e, 58e, 60e Supra, 68e Infra,
69e.))
Numbers are objects, not concepts because the expressions standing for
numbers are proper names.3 Frege concludes that classes are objects, because
he finds that class names behave as proper names.4 A last remark, Frege says:
“…I have here understood any designation representing a proper name, which
thus has as its referent a definite object.” (SM: 57) We are able now to close
this section by enunciating the categorical principle (LO)
(LO) An incomplete expression (function/concept name) can only denote
an incomplete denotation (function/concept), while a complete expression
(proper name) can only denote a complete denotation (object). 5
1

According to Mark Textor, the asymmetry between proper names as subjects and concept
words as predicates has been challenged by Kaplan, Wittgenstein and Ramsey but Textor in his
“Unsaturatedness: Wittgenstein and Frege” defends the claim that proper names are complete
expressions while concept words are incomplete based on a wh-question as a diagnosis for
incomplete expressions. Textor restores the Fregean claim of complete/incomplete expressions
that I am using in my argument.
2
Frege is aware that not every occurrence of the definite article in the subject position renders a
proper name: “…the horse is a four-legged animal’…is probably best regarded as expressing a
universal judgement, say ‘all horses are four-legged animals’…” (CO: 46).
3
Michael Dummett agrees with this interpretation too in his Frege’s Philosophy of Language
(Hereafter Frege’s Philosophy) (Duckworth, London, 1973) p.55
4
Michael Dummett, Frege’s Philosophy, at p. 70
5
Max Textor dubbed a similar principle ‘The mirroring principle’ in his “Frege’s Concept
Paradox and The Mirroring Principle”, The Philosophical Quarterly Vol. 60, 238, January
2010, pp.126-148. His mirroring principle is twofold as follows: “MP1. Each decomposition of
a sentence into complete and incomplete parts mirrors the decomposition of the thought
expressed into parts which are in an analogous sense complete and incomplete. MP 2. A
decomposition of a thought into complete and incomplete parts mirrors a decomposition of its
referent into referents which are in an analogous sense complete and incomplete.” At pp. 132133. An important difference between Textor’s view and my view is that I take the distinction
to be categorically exhaustive and exclusive, while he takes it to be only a principle that runs
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First Problem: The Concept Horse
We want to say of a concept that it is a concept: ‘The concept horse is a
concept’. But according to (LO) we are saying that an object is a concept,
because ‘The concept horse’ is a proper name denoting an object. Frege accepts
that ‘the concept horse’ denotes an object and goes on to consider this as a
perplexing conclusion arising from the behavior of natural language. He holds
that the Vesubio is a volcano but the concept horse is not a concept (CO: 46).
He explicitly says that:
The business of a general concept word is precisely to signify a
concept. Only when conjoined with the definite article or a
demonstrative pronoun can it be counted as a proper name of a thing,
but in that case it ceases to count as a concept word. The name of a
thing is a proper name. (FA: 63e)
Miton Fisk thinks that if ‘__is a horse’ denotes the concept horse, the
description “the concept denoted by the expression ‘__is a horse’” also denotes
the concept horse. For if an expression ‘a’ denotes x, the expression ‘the
denotation of “a”’ should denote x as well.1 However the expression “the
concept denoted by the expression ‘__is a horse’” has no gaps, and the gap
occurring in the embedded expression ‘__is a horse’ does not count as such,
that expression is a proper name since it occurs with single quotation marks.
Frege holds that the gaps occurring in one expression do not result in gaps in
the whole expression where the latter is embedded, he says:
A similar thing happens when we say as regards the sentence ‘this
rose is red’. The grammatical predicate ‘is red’ belongs to the subject
‘this rose’. Here the words “the grammatical predicate ‘is red’” are
not a grammatical predicate but a subject. By the very act of
explicitly calling it a predicate, we deprive it of this property. (CO:
footnote at p. 46)
This result is paradoxical because the expression was built in order to
denote a concept. At this point it is worth noting that (LO) is the source of the
paradox because it provides the premise that one and the same entity cannot be
denoted by a saturated expression (“the concept denoted by the expression
‘__is a horse’”) and an unsaturated expression (“‘__is a horse’”). We arrive to
over thought, language and reference. The difference between a principle and categories
renders different consequences as I argue in this paper. I wrote a previous paper on these issues
in Spanish titled “Lo indecible en Frege” published in 1985 in Revista de la Sociedad
Argentina de Análisis Filosófico, Vol. 85, Bs. As., Argentina.
1
Milton Fisk states this argument also in a slightly different way in “A Paradox in Frege’s
Semantics”.
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the conclusion that if we were to assert of a concept that it is a concept we
cannot do it:
By a kind of necessity of language, my expressions, taken literally,
sometimes miss my thought; I mention an object, when what I intend
is a concept. I fully realize that in such cases I was relying upon a
reader who would be ready to meet me halfway – who does not
begrudge a pinch of salt. (CO: 193)

Second Problem: Identity of Functions
Let’s consider an example of what we would take to be an identity
statement about functions and Frege’s analysis of it:
(1)

(x2 - 4x) = x (x - 4)

We can say that (1) asserts something about the mathematical function on
each side of the identity sign. The function to its right is such that we substitute
‘x’ for any natural number, we subtract 4 from it and then we multiply the
result by itself. What does (1) assert about the involved functions? There is a
point where Frege and the mathematicians of his time, as well as the
mathematicians these days, agree that (1) says that the considered functions
produce the same value when the same argument is assigned. But from this
result mathematicians accept an answer that Frege rejects: the identity of
functions. This is so because the criterion that mathematicians use states that
two functions are identical whenever they produce the same value for the same
arguments. However, Frege rejects this construal. He says:
If we write (x2 - 4x) = x (x – 4) we have not put one function equal
to another, but only the values of one equal to those of the other.
(FC: 26)
In Frege’s ontology there are some entities that are considered to be
identical whenever two functions produce the same values for the same
arguments and, these are not the functions themselves but their value ranges
(Wertverlaufe) which may be taken to be the extensions for the considered
functions. This is why Frege says of expression (1) that:
I express this as follows: the function x (x – 4) has the same range
of values as the function (x2 – 4 x). (FC: 26)
Thus two functions could have identical ranges but not be identical
functions. What is the reason for rejecting the mathematician’s criterion? The
reason can be found in (LO) and his notion of identity. According to Frege
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identity holds only between objects, it is a relation every object holds to itself
and to nothing else. If a predicate can be predicated of objects then, according
to his categorical distinctions it cannot be predicated of functions. In one of his
posthumous writings he says:
And in the same way the relation of equality, by which I understand
complete coincidence, identity, can only be thought of as holding for
objects, not concepts. (CSM: 120)
Categorical distinctions lead in this case to a deep difficulty: there seems
to be no identity criteria for a fundamental entity in his theory, we cannot even
say of a function that it is identical to itself. We would like to say, for instance,
that x(x - 4) is identical to itself and different from x(x + 4) but we cannot do it.
Without his categorical distinctions Frege could have accepted the usual
identity criterion for functions. For instance, as Rulon Wells suggests 1, Frege
could have held that the expressions ‘x(x -4)’ and ‘x2 – 4x’ denote the same
function although each one expresses different senses. A natural solution would
be to replace functions by their extensions. Frege himself saw this option but
did not take it due to his categorical distinctions (CSM: 8). This is the second
problem in Frege’s theory: there are no identity criteria for functions. It is
worth noticing that such obscurity for functions is not compensated by any
advantage of treating them that way. Every number construction that Frege
made with this apparatus can be carried out by treating functions extensionally,
according to the usual criteria.

Third Problem: Universal Quantification
Usually the universal quantifier runs over every entity of its universe. If
one understands this quantification to be objectual, as Frege does in his mature
theory (after 1890), functional expressions must stand for something. Fregean
quantification is unrestricted in the sense that it aims to include functions and
objects, for the sake of exposition, I referred to both as 'entities'. But this is just
a way of speaking. Thus, for Frege there is no term that allows us to
comprehend all that there is in his ontological realm. The reason is very simple:
whatever is predicated of one category cannot be predicted of the other.
Nothing predicated of an object can be predicated of a function, and vice versa.
Therefore, strictly speaking, there cannot be a general statement ranging
through functions and objects. Moreover, functions belonging to different
argument places or different levels cannot be replaced one for the other
because they belong to different categories.2 Thus Frege:
1

Wells, Rullon “Frege’s Ontology” p. 8.
For ease of exposition, I treat functions as if they belong to one and the same category.
However, strictly speaking, Frege distinguishes among different categories of functions as
follows: first level functions when the argument place takes as argument the sense or reference
2
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(…); for a function of one argument is essentially different from one
with two arguments that the one function cannot occur as an
argument in the same place as the other. (The emphasis is mine (FC:
40))
A formal consequence of this is that when an argument place is for the
name of one category of entity then it cannot also be for the name of an entity
belonging to a different category. Therefore, there cannot be general statements
about all entities in the Fregean universe. For instance, in the expression ‘(x)
(Fx)’ where the universal quantifier is thought as a function of functions and
‘Fx’ is the function to which it applies, were x to take objects as arguments
then it cannot also take functions as arguments; were x to take functions of one
category, then it cannot take functions of a different category. Therefore there
are statements that cannot be properly formalized in the theory such as:
Whatever is a function is not an object.
Whatever is a function is either of one or of two argument places.
Intuitively the first statement quantifies over all entities while the second
one quantifies over all functions. However no variable can take both functions
and objects as its arguments, neither functions belonging to “essentially”
different categories. Therefore general statements are not formalized within the
theory. This is the third problem produced by Frege’s categorical distinctions.

Conclusions
I have shown three difficulties for Frege’s theory and their connection with
the basic tenets from which they arise. All of them are based on (LO) and the
distinction saturation/unsaturation. According to our intuitions, there are
linguistic expressions that should denote concepts but, we cannot assert
anything about them, not even that each one is identical to itself.
In the philosophical literature the problem of “the concept horse” has been
abundantly discussed. In this paper, I treat it differently from these
discussions, because my argument regards it as unsayable within the theory
rather than as a problem of specifying the reference of concepts. P. T. Geach in
his “Saying and Showing in Frege and Wittgenstein” points to difficulties
similar to those I noted about the concept horse and relates them to Frege’s
influence on Wittgenstein, but he never makes a connection with the other two
of a proper name; second level function when the argument place takes as argument a first
level function; quantifiers are second level function names and their references and senses are
second order functions. There are also “mixed” (my terminology) functions, i.e., of two
argument places where one argument place takes an object as its argument while the other
argument place takes a first level function.
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difficulties and does not connect the difficulty to any principle similar to (LO).
On their part, M. Dummett and E. Martin1 consider some problems related to
the one I discussed about concepts, but their considerations are not identical to
mine. The problem I was concerned with was that expressions belonging to two
different categories should denote one and the same entity. Their problem was
that of specifying the reference for incomplete expressions. In other words,
there is no way to fill in the gap of the following expression:
(1)

‘___is a horse’ denotes to____

because no matter which term is introduced we never arrive at a true statement.
The dilemma is as follows: if we introduce an incomplete expression in ‘___’
we get an open sentence that is neither false nor true. If we introduce a
complete expression in ‘___’ we do not denote a concept but an object and the
statement is false because it cannot denote the same denotation that we get
when we use ‘___is a horse’. Dummet provides a solution to this difficulty but
it is inadequate in so far as the problematic sentence cannot be prohibited for
the sole reason that it is problematic. His solution consists in transforming a
definite description which is a gapless expression like (3) into an incomplete
one like (4):
(2)

what ‘the concept horse’ denotes

(3)

‘____is what ‘the concept horse’ denotes

Dummett argues that it is very clear that (4) is incomplete and therefore
can denote a concept. But its incompleteness is ad hoc and there is no argument
on his part for eliminating the problematic statement (3). His claim is in need
of an argument which shows, for example, that (3) is not well formed or that it
suffers from some other defect. His solution merely rests on a stipulation
forbidding constructions like (3).
Recently, Max Textor has shown that the problem of referring to concepts
does not depend upon specifying the reference according to the reference
principle:
Reference principle: If a and b have the same reference, they are
intersubstitutable salva veritate in all extensional sentences and
salva congruitate in all sentences.2

1

E. Martin “Frege’s problem with ‘the concept horse’” and M. Dummett “The Reference of
Incomplete Expressions” in his Frege: Philosphy of Language.
2
C.J.G. Wright, ‘Why Frege did not Deserve his Granum Salis: a Note on the Paradox of “The
Concept of Horse” and the Ascription of Bedeutung to Predicates’, Grazer Philosophische.
Studien, 55 (1998), pp. 239–63, at p. 240 Quoted by Max Textor’s “Frege’s Concept Paradox
and the Mirroring Principle”, at p. 130.
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Although I agree with him that the problem of the concept horse is not to
specify the reference, he fails to see this as stemming from Frege’s view about
the jointly exhaustive and mutually exclusive categories of proper names and
concept words and their related categories of objects and functions. My view is
new in that it takes the three discussed problems as interconnected and
provides a unifying explanation of what makes them problematic. By locating
the three problems in the same principle, we can have a unified diagnosis of
Frege’s theory. I claim that the categorical principle, (LO), lies at the heart of
the three problems, and that the principle of saturation/unsaturation is central to
(LO).
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