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JUSTICE AS FAIR MAXIMAL UTILITY. 
RATIONALITY VS. REASONABILITY 

IN THE POLITICAL DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS 
 

DORINA PĂTRUNSU1 
 
 

Abstract 
 
 

In this paper I intend to analyze the possibility of social justice as fair maximal utility 
starting from two different perspectives about justice – justice as fairness (J. Rawls) and justice 
as social choice or mutual advantage (D. Gauthier). The thesis I defend and reconstruct here 
is that a co-operative solution can be implemented only in a democratic society where a 
certain kind of justice principles is applied. This solution, however, is not a solution, if we do 
not really understand the principles which are being involved in it or if we do not use a 
proper concept of justice. My proposal here could bring some light both upon this issue and 
on the logical clarification. In order to realize this, I take into account at least two problems: 1) 
the problem of compatibility between the announced concept and the existence of social 
inequalities; 2) Nozick’s objection concerning the compensation of inequalities involved by 
this kind of justice. I intend to analyze Rawls’ solution of compensatory beneficial in order to 
test whether it could be considered dangerous for the preservation of equidistance of the 
rules and, hence, for the justice as impartiality (the procedural justice), as Nozick claims in his 
work Anarchy, State and Utopia, the concept of reasonability which is used here as being 
complementary to the concept of rationality and useful for this matter. 

Keywords: principle of justice, justice as fairness, justice as mutual advantage, 
reasonability, rationality.  

 
 
 I. Introduction 
 
We will start this paper with the assumption that individuals, 

through their actions, endeavor to satisfy some of their interests in a 
                                                           

1  Lecturer, University of Bucharest, Faculty of Philosophy. Email: patrunsu@yahoo.com 
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social context. It seems obvious that any individual’s relation with 
her/his society is bi-directional. On the one hand, being within a society 
he/she is becoming able to pursue a personal interest. On the other hand, 
a society is for an individual a constraint network or, in other words, a 
network composed by others interests: the purchase of an interest could 
be only a path into a vectorial space, where existent interests are viewed 
as vectors.2  

Thus, taking into account this force field of interests called into the 
play by a set of individuals, we can conceive a social structure 
(organization) as an emergence of one of the possible solutions to the 
complex problem of bringing into equilibrium those divergent interests 
and also the actions of purchasing them by many individuals. 

According to what was said earlier, we will consider that among 
the possible solutions for the divergent interests’ problem the most 
desirable (and optimal, too) is one of co-operation type, namely a 
social organization where relations among individuals are ground on a 
co-operation principle or, in other words, guided by a cooperation logic. 
Within a co-operative social organization most of the individuals view 
the others – their goals and the purchasing of these – as a resource which 
can be useful for the purchasing of their own goals. This kind of 
perspective is opposed to that according to which the action of interest 
purchasing always supposes an action against the others at the same 
time.3 It is, also, a coextensive one with the Rawls’ perspective which 
assumes an ontological type of society, namely one viewed as a co-
operation system where relations and interrelations between the 
individual are like family ones4 at least at a first analysis’ level. 

                                                           

2  When we are talking about an interest network as a constraint network, we take 
into account only the social interaction level. Of course, there is also an individual 
level put in evidence by conflict interests, but this matter regards another issue, 
which is typically important for choice theory. 

3  Within this last type of social organisation each individual thinks of somebody 
else's success as implying own failure. 

4  This analogy doesn’t take into account all the attributes the family generally 
involves, but one in particular: the equality of all the members in what we might 
call the importance, the care, the consideration, which every member has within 
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The thesis we defend and reconstruct here is that a co-operative 
solution can be implemented only in a democratic society where a 
certain kind of justice principles is applied. This solution, however, is 
not a solution, if we do not really understand the principles which are 
being involved in it or if we do not use a proper concept of justice. The 
proper concept in my opinion is the justice as fair maximal utility. This 
concept of justice is not in fact another concept than the concept 
proposed by John Rawls in its deepest and serious understanding, but it 
is other than the one generally considered as Rawls concept. So I think 
some clarification is necessary here. And this is necessary for at least two 
important conjugated or combined reasons: 1) because there is some sort 
of conceptual confusion (given, for example, by the translation of it in 
other languages, e.g. in Romanian) and 2) because of some sort of logical 
or definitional confusion. Frequently the understanding (and also the 
translation) of the term fairness, that is in the same time or from time to 
time dependent on the context, depends by what is the context, both 
correctitude and impartiality or equidistance. None of them is not 
complete, in my opinion, because each of them consider only one of the 
sides of fairness, even if we generally take into account – on the one 
hand, the neutral or right rules and on the other hand, the procedures 
involved by the concept of fairness. So, taking this dimension into 
account (which is also an accepted Romanian version of Rawls’ concept), 
we take into account the procedural justice. But fairness, according to 
Rawls, also means right or correct results, so here we have to deal, it 
might say, with a some sort of distributive justice, although, in my 
opinion, it is not quite so.  

These confusions are not without echo in what it might be called 
the logical level (and also the operational level) of the justice. So, and not 
only in principle but also in practice, what should policy makers do? 
What should they take into account, when they have to decide on the 
social justice: the procedures or the results? Mutatis mutandis, what 
should people do? How could they rather be cooperator (i.e., individuals 

                                                                                                                                              

its family, formally or normatively speaking (in fact, this is the assumption of the 
methodological individualism). 
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who obey the rules regardless of results) than be defectors (i.e., 
individuals who obey the rules only if the results are better than those 
obtained when they do not obey)? How could they see and understand 
the justice or the injustice of the political decision without also taking 
into account the results?  

In order to bring clarification to both difficulties aforementioned 
we propose to analyze Rawls’ conception of justice through the 
perspective of Gauthier’s conception of justice: justice as fairness seen 
through the perspective of justice as social choice or as mutual advantage.  

The level of reconstruction and of defense of our content will be 
followed by a discussion of the compatibility between justice and 
existence of inequalities, especially the economical inequalities. Our 
proposal here could bring some light both upon this issue and upon the 
logical clarification. Finally, we intend to analyze Rawls’ solution about 
compensatory beneficials, in order to test whether it could be considered 
dangerous for the preservation of the equidistance of rules and, hence, 
for the justice as impartiality (the procedural justice), as Nozick claims in 
his work Anarchy, State and Utopia, the concepts of reasonability used 
here as being complementary to the concept of rationality. 

 
 
II. Justice as an impartial framework 
 
First of all, we try to figure out what should we understand by 

justice as fairness in its impartial or correctitude dimension (framework). 
According to Rawls, in the context of people’s relations there is both an 
“identity of interests” and a “conflict of interests”. The absence of an 
institutional structure as means of balancing these directions of interest, 
of a structure regulating relations among “unequal people”5, could lead 

                                                           

5  A term due to J. Buchanan, used in The Limits of Liberty: Between Anarchy and 
Leviathan which mainly refers to the ontological individualism but also to the 
methodological one. The underlying idea is that each individual is unique and 
different, by her/his specific desires, interests, needs and so on, and each 
individual counts as much as any another, nobody having de iure no priority over 
anybody. Here is emphasized, at the same time, both the idea of inequality given 
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to a situation of general and perpetual conflict or creates, in other words, 
a Hobbesian state.  

Rawls’ solution to this kind of potential risk is a social framework 
constituted by rules resulting from a “public conception of justice” 
(Rawls 1971, 4) or a “political conception of justice”6. Accordingly, a 
democratic society or a legitimate status-quo would be justified if the 
following necessary conditions were fulfilled7: 

1.  Anyone accepts and knows that the others accept the same 
justice principles. 

2.  The fundamental social institutions satisfy and have the ability 
to satisfy these principles. 

The rules have to determine the conformation to these conditions. 
The existence of the rules set, the same for everybody, is what 

makes a social framework to be impartial. According to Rawls, the social 
integration could not be obtained only by the purchase of personal 
utility, even it represents one of the most important criteria for it; a 
“consciousness of reasonable” is also needed.  

But what is the consciousness of reasonable? 
“The idea of the reasonable itself is given in part, again for our 

purposes, by the two aspects of persons’ being reasonable: their 
willingness to propose and abide by fair terms of social cooperation 
among equals and their recognition of and willingness to accept the 
consequences of the burdens of judgment.” In the following, Rawls 
sustains that to “add to this the principles of practical reason and the 
conceptions of society and persons” (Rawls 1996, 94) on which this 
concept is based, namely the society as a system of cooperation and the 

                                                                                                                                              

the ontological individualism assumption and the idea of equality given the 
methodological individualism assumption. 

6  By this, said Rawls, “I mean three things: first, it specifies certain basic rights, 
liberties, and opportunities (of the kind familiar from constitutional democratic 
regimes); second, it assigns a special priority to these rights, liberties, and 
opportunities, especially with the respect to claims of the general good and or 
perfectionist values; and third, it affirms measures assuring all citizens adequate 
all-purpose means to make effective use of their basic liberties and opportunities” 
(Rawls 1996, 223). 

7  See Rawls 1971, 5. 
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persons who have an intrinsic value and who are considered as full 
participants in this system of cooperation, “given two moral powers 
they have: a sense of justice and capacity for a conception of good” 
(Rawls 1996, 19). 

The best co-operative scheme the individual would accept, in these 
circumstances, is that which promotes his best advantage (the 
economical rationality) “but a little thought would convince him that the 
promotion of his best advantage is hardly likely to commend the scheme 
to those others whose co-operation is required” (Knowles 2001, 219). 
Only if the rules are generated according to this reasonability, the unfair 
situations8 will be prevented, and this could represent an accepted 
strategy from the point of view of any individual who is seeking rules to 
govern an optimal co-operative scheme. In this way the principles of 
justice are designed to be neutral in relation to specific goals and values shared 
by any member of society. 

Rawls seems to opt for the priority of a theory of impartiality, to 
the prejudice of one founded on mutual advantage, where the personal 
interest is uniquely determinant. Rawls’ perspective could be presented 
using a competition scenario. Let us imagine a competition whose 
winners will receive a certain prize. In that case the interest of all 
participants will be, at least, the advantages of that prize. In order to 
have a good and correct competition, some rules, the same for all 
candidates, will be introduced (the presupposition here is that of a 
Humean world whose resources are scarce and where all the people are 
formally equally entitled9). 

This situation incompletely meets Rawls’ criteria of justness. 
Although there is a competition interests’ purchasing with impartial 
game rules, it does not hold a relation between each candidate’s 
investment and what she/he obtains. Therefore, the scenario has to be 
improved: the competition has to have various prizes. Thus, the 
participants, respecting a set of equidistant and impartial rules, to one 

                                                           

8  We refer to the situations where an individual pretends more than it is reasonable 
to pretend due to an improper assessment made in respect to her/his resources 
available for purchasing in her/his interests. 

9  See also Knowles 2001, 215-16. 
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another, dispute those various prizes, each of them using their own 
relevant resources10. 

According to Rawls’ theory of justice, this revision would make 
situation to be just because a framework of regulations, not related to 
individuals’ various interests, has been shaped. This framework is 
guided only by the principle of that nobody being favored which means, 
in Gauthier’s perspective, that nobody should take advantage of others, or in 
positive terms, by the principle of that everyone being equally favored.  

 
 
III. What type of objections do we have with the conception above? 
 
Rawls’ solution faces some difficulties when someone tries to 

analyze it for a social reality. Between the abstract phase – when one 
settles that this kind of (equidistant) marker is needed in a world of 
divergent interests and scarce resources – and the phase of properly 
adequacy of this desideratum of impartiality, the following steps are to 
be done, in my view: 

1. To find a set of principles fulfilling Rawls’ idea of justice; 
2. To design institutions capable of administrating the application 

of those rules; 
3. To make possible the emergence of a kind of consciousness 

which determines individuals to believe that the appeal to 
those rules leads whether to a maximization of their utility or 
at least not to a change for the worse of their situation. 

Although all of them are problematic, we will only discuss here 
the first.  

The Rawls’ principles of justice designated as generators of a 
complete legislation (a set of game rules) are the following: 

1. The liberty principle states that each person who takes part to a 
practice or is affected by it has an equal right to the largest 
liberty compatible with others’ liberty; 

                                                           

10  We will come back to this scenario, in order to show that Rawls’ proposals could 
be ameliorated so that the participants have a double-quality: that of being both 
competitors and collaborators. 
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2. The difference principle states inequalities are arbitrary, except 
the case when we can reasonably expect that they lead to a 
general advantage; 

3. The equal chance principle states that social positions and their 
functions are open for everybody. 

Beyond the impression of equidistance in relation to various goals 
and various actions inspired by these goals, Rawls does not display any 
argument supporting these principles. Why is it not another set of 
principles as impartial as these ones? Are these principles the unique 
possibility for fairness? We think we need further criteria and additional 
reasons and assumptions for it to preserve precisely these principles. 

Another type of objection which needs a specific attention comes 
from Gauthier perspective. And his question is in connection with the 
possibility of the impartiality of the principles as Rawls considers: how 
could a principle be impartial in determining how people are to benefit 
in interaction, otherwise than, when it might take into account how each 
the individuals could be advantaged without the interaction taking place? 

 
 
IV. Talking about the criterion of maximal utility 
 
What would the further step be, if, from the abstract level, we need 

rules and from the more concrete level, there is a methodology of 
choosing rules in order to optimize the social structure (or competition)? 

Or to put it differently – it means not to forget our most important 
target: finding a solution for the divergent interest problem. It is not 
enough for the principles of justice to regulate the interests’ purchasing 
in a social space for the injustice not to be done to anybody. The 
theoretical target here is to find that set of justice principles leading, 
optimally, individuals to their interests and their calculus about the 
satisfaction of these interests. 

Our claim is that if we were in a position to make an option among 
various sets of justice principles, equally equidistant, a necessary 
criterion to be taken into account would be the maximization of utility – 
the criterion of increasing the rate between the profit and the cost. What 
we are proposing is not another kind of justice than Rawls’; we only 
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intend to make it more specific, keeping in mind that justice without 
utility is ungrounded – justice is nothing else but a means for the 
achievement of interests, whatever these interests are and whatever they 
mean. In terms of classical liberalism any discussion about rights or 
justice has a proper voice only if it takes place through the individual’s 
values or preferences, which are in principle incommensurable or 
subjective incomparable11. The people seeking the optimal rules system 
are interested both in generating duties and rights to them, but also in 
the way the supposed advantages in society resulted from co-operation 
should be allocated. It could be said that the interest in designing a 
structure of social cooperation or democratic cooperation is twofold, the 
just allocation of the advantages or disadvantages in the society being as 
important as (or even more important than) the providing rights and duties. 

So if it is to find out a criterion for supporting one or another set of 
justice principles a good starting point could be just the issues we have 
been talking earlier. In other words, if we wish that the others accept the 
principles we propose for all, so even for them, first we have put ourselves 
into their shoes and see whether they could be accepted or not, taking 
into account the interests they have, which of course, may be different 
from ours. This idea contains the universality of the justice principles. 

Let us now focus on the notion of interest maximization. This 
notion entails the idea of optimization of available means for interests’ 
achievement. The whole matter could be summed up under two 
imperatives, which are almost equivalent: 

1.  For any given amount a maximum of results or “prizes” could 
be obtained. 

2.  For any given amount of obtained results will be given a 
minimum effort.  

                                                           

11  When we are saying that preferences are in principle incommensurable it doesn’t 
mean that certain real preferences cannot be measured, but that any measure we 
do will be contingent and not a necessary one, so before we measure or compare 
them with each other we will have to negotiate or deliberate on their meanings 
(on their contents) and to publicize them (to make them public). This is a 
necessary condition for all that we call the cooperation solution. 
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How is that possible? The solution, as we have said from the 
beginning, is the co-operation (the collaboration) among the individuals.  

However, harmonization of individual actions supposes an impartial 
context: equitable positions are the ground for any co-operation, and the 
more equitable are social player’s positions, the more efficient is their 
co-operation. It is interesting that once the concept of co-operation is 
introduced, we can see the change in the competition of interests: from 
each individual’s perspective, her/his competitor is not anymore just 
another individual but the general context, i.e. the formal framework of 
social competition. What is to be defeated is the context himself. In order 
to win we need to find a solution to the collective competition, which makes 
the context maximally useful. This solution is a path through the space 
of constraints that might completely satisfy the players’ expectations, 
taking into account their investments. 

At this point one could ask why it would be necessary to claim a 
connection between the idea of social justice and consequentialist 
(utilitarian) aspects of a formal impartial social framework. We are, like 
Rawls is in this aspect, against a unilateral perspective on justice which 
states that what counts for a competition to be just are only the start and 
the formal elements of that competition. We think that a right 
conception about social justice should be moved by the idea that a 
competition does not represent only its start and its rules, but also its 
results. Hence, our concept of justice takes into account an analysis of 
playing the social game and of its outcomes, at the same time. Therefore, 
a social game is a fair one as far as, under impartial rules, social actors 
do not fight but cooperate for a world where nobody is favored or has an 
advantage in comparison with others, both before starting and after 
finishing the game (if this competition scenario leaves the opportunity 
for the fighting or for the intention to fight in order to change the 
obtained results of the game, we did not anything else except the losing 
our time.) 

However, this perspective raises some difficulties: if you link the 
notion of social justice with the criterion of utility maximization, you 
have to use a calculus criterion, and this calculus is fit only to particular 
circumstances. So, there is a risk of losing Rawls’ desiderata regarding 
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the reference framework that is the impartiality and the non-relativity in 
relation to the goals.  

That danger can be avoided by giving a general principle of 
maximal utility, i.e., social choice12. This principle of social organization 
states that, when a social player (P) chooses the game strategy x, P has to 
keep in mind that any other player has his/her own strategy, as well. If 
we say about P that he designs game strategies, it means to also take 
into account the other game partners as strategy-makers, so people very 
similar to P as P1, P2,…, Pn, from this point of view, make possible the 
emergence of a social arrangement in which the negotiations take place 
between equal partners in achieving goals and in which these 
negotiations define this type of arrangement. This is the maximization of 
utility that Rawls intends to defend. 

In addition, if we are to take into account that not every time we 
are sure that we are going to obtain what we intend to obtain, the 
arrangement most acceptable for us, rationally and reasonably speaking, 
would be one of that kind, in which to lose everything does not mean 
losing all the options or alternatives in order to modify this situation. 
According to this conception the best social arrangement for everyone is 
one in which everyone, including the losers, could obtain something, 
that something which could be obtained in the worst situation, which is 
nothing else than to have the possibility of changing the present 
predicament. This does not mean that the state of injustice for an 
individual is given by what the individuals do or do not have at one 
moment or another (injustice in terms of quantitative results) but rather 
by what the individual could be at one moment or another (injustice in 
terms of qualitative results).  

What we also have to understand from this conception is that any 
bargaining position to negotiate a social arrangement must be, first of all, a 

                                                           

12  The proposal of this principle is inspired by David Gauthier’s conception about 
justice as social choice. According to Gauthier, justice in a society is determined 
by a double-choice made by individuals: besides the choice of maximisation of 
personal interest, which is the rational choice, they make also a social choice, that 
which is to take into account the others as rational choice makers, too (see 
Gauthier 1984). 



DORINA PĂTRUNSU 14 

non-coercive one (Gauthier 1986, 200). In other words, the terms of a full 
cooperation include the requirement that each individual’s endowment, 
affording him a base utility not included in the co-operative surplus, 
must be considered to have been initially acquired by him without 
taking advantage of any other person – or, more precisely, of any other 
co-operator (Gauthier 1986, 201). If the things would not be like the 
description that has been made before, then the endowment would play 
the role of the entitlements to the goods the others cannot reach or afford 
and this situation means that a better endowed person will take 
advantage of another, less endowed than he/she is. But this kind of 
situation is a power situation which would legitimate the might over the 
right. The right as it is invoked, considers Gauthier (1986, 191), is an 
impostor, unable to pass the scrutiny of utility maximization rationality 
and, let’s say, even of the reasonability. Given the difficulty above a 
demonstration in necessary in order to show that not taking advantage 
of others or not making coercive bargaining is both a rational and a 
moral requirement. 

The demonstration made by Gauthier puts into evidence two 
fundamental things about the conception of rational or co-operative interaction:  

1.  the necessity of some limits and constraints on exclusive rights 
of individuals to objects and power, which means that everyone 
could afford a sphere of exclusive control by forbidding others 
from interfering with some of his activities; these limits and 
constraints are preconditions of any agreement and of any 
form of co-operation that we can conceive; 

2.  the insufficiency of the rights and constraints which implies the 
necessity of a complementary principle of approximate 
evaluating – the minimax relative concession – the fundamental 
indicator for the co-operative interaction between A and B, 
both utility maximizers, being that of the non-worsening one to 
another situation, which means that any expected utility from 
the cooperation will be better than any other utility which 
would be obtained if no one cooperates.  

To sum up these ideas means to conclude that the rational 
individual will cooperate not only for the strict egoistic reasons guided 
by the utility calculus (or in accord with Rawls’ maximin principle) but 
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also for the reasonable reasons guided by some co-operation models (or 
in accord with Gauthier’s minimax relative concession) which the 
individual is disposed to follow. What does count appears to be not the 
expected utility or profit but rather the disposition for cooperation 
(Iliescu 2007, 132-33). In other words, it is not reasonable to take 
advantages of others if they are co-operating people, even if that kind of 
action could be qualified as irrational. The disposition to narrow 
compliance includes the disposition to not take advantage of others (or 
to accept the Lockean proviso13 as constraining natural interaction), in so 
far as one has the expectation of entering into society, into market and 
co-operative practices (Gauthier 1986, 226). This kind of disposition is a 
contextual one depending on individual appreciation about the potential 
partners for the cooperation: if the potential partners are appreciated as 
egoistic ones, then the strategy chosen is egoistic, too; if the potential 
partners are appreciated as co-operative partners, then the strategy will 
be co-operative even if obtained results are not those expected.  

Given this conception of justice some scholars “consider that the 
scope of Rawls’ theory of justice is almost platonic. The justice in a 
society, for Rawls, is not a distributive justice, one which would state 
who is entitled to what in the way of property, it is a virtue of a well-
ordered state and comprises all aspects of its ethical well-being” 
(Knowles 2001, 215). So the solution of proper justice, first of all, is not to 
give something quantitative, the solution is to give something 
qualitative, meaning to create condition for the preservation of the good 
condition of everyone and not for the distribution or the preservation of 
the economical welfare.  

 
                                                           

13  According to Locke one acquires an exclusive title to what with which one mixes 
one’s labor, provided one uses, or at least does not waste, what one so acquires, 
and provided also that “enough, and as good” is left, “more than the yet 
unprovided use”. We consider, for a better understanding, what Nozick 
considers as being a Lockean proviso: somebody can appropriate and uses some 
goods, not being possessed before by anyone, only if it is left enough and as 
good, in common, for others. What is meant, in other words, is to ensure that the 
situation of others is not worsened. The Lockean proviso forbids worsening the 
situation of others. 
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V. Justice and social non-equality 
 
Nevertheless, the individuals not only find themselves as 

members in a society (more or less voluntarily), but also they discover 
that the manner the democratic governance takes place influences their 
prospects for what they consider a life for them, and this kind of 
influences almost all the time have costs for individuals, some time 
prohibitive or difficult to bear. The explanation is, like Hume said, that 
people generally live in a world marked by a scarcity of resources and 
their equal or not entirely established claims to them bring the 
individuals in conflict situations which are not always reconciled, even if 
the democratic governance supposes that.  

In the proposed solution, social agents are determined in their 
actions by a range of social and political circumstances. These 
circumstances are not the same for all of them. This leads inevitably to 
an inequality among the members of society. The question in charge is 
how the idea of justice deals with that of social non-equality.  

In the competition scenario, social non-equalities are exactly the 
prizes obtained by the players. The answer to the previous problem is 
that the competition would not be less fair if a player obtained a smaller 
prize than another player, because the prizes are not the only things that 
count. What would have been invested for their winning also counts. 
Competition rules are just the framework allowing game participation 
and evolution, but they are not profit recipes. According to Rawls’ 
justice solution, all we can ask is to not invest without “any profit” in 
this common enterprise. Refining his solution, we can ask, additionally, 
for a given maximization of what one obtains given one’s investment, at 
least in the first instance. 

Thus, any reconsideration of rules has to follow two commandments: 
1.  A rule or a set of rules has to suffer reconsideration when it 

systematically makes any social enterprise a bankruptcy one;  
2.  A set of rules is better than other if it brings a better harmonization 

among individual interests and among individual actions.  
These commandments refer to the questions what or when, but not 

how. For this latter aspect a set of meta-rules would be necessary. Their 
role would be to achieve a framework which regulates the way the 
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modification of rules has to be made. On this aspect we manage to say 
just that any meta-framework would be chosen, it has to create a 
feedback mechanism, i.e. a double communication between the pole that 
generates legislation and the pole that applies that legislation14.  

 
 
VI. Against the solution of stimulants 
 
According to Rawls, there is no conflict between inequality and 

social justice. Moreover, they support each other and, at the same time, 
the efficiency problem on the organization level is solved when the 
aforementioned condition is fulfilled. Inequalities, says Rawls, “are 
correct only if they have as result compensatory beneficial for anybody, 
and especially for those least advantaged members of society”, and “the 
distribution of advantages has to be made so that it entails the volunteer 
co-operation of anybody, including those who are in a position not very 
good” (Rawls 1971, 14-15). About this perspective, Nozick notes that the 
institutional structure has to be conceived so that “the less favored group 
is at least in a situation as good as the most unprivileged group would be 
in any other alternative institutional structure” (Nozick 2013, 240).  

Although the presence of inequalities cannot be avoided, Rawls 
proposes finding an optimal minimum (of those). This is an option for the 
best possible world where inequalities exist, i.e. even though not all the members 
of a society benefit in the same extent (quantitative inequality), they all 
benefit in a way or another, they all have something to get (qualitative 
equality). In other words, the inequalities are not unfair as far as they are 
not qualitative inequalities, i.e. they operate effectively in a society.  

                                                           

14  See Pătrunsu 2013, 159-166. The democracy has to be conceived in the horizon of 
the imperfection, as an imperfect political system. Nowadays it is a problem to 
conceive this, given the mentality. So, not only how to create the feedback 
mechanism is a problem. For example, in Rawls’ conception, civil disobedience 
would be a feedback mechanism very similar with that we proposed above. See J. 
Rawls, “On Civil Disobedience” in A Theory of Justice. Rawls believes that civil 
disobedience as feedback mechanism is the only test that a democracy is 
supposed to face in order to be called a democracy. 
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What could be a real problem concerning the introduction of these 
compensatory benefits (beneficials), after the rules of the game were 
accepted, is that the allocation or distribution of some rights resulting 
through this correction of the way the game takes place not only would 
modify the expected outcomes in an unpredictable or arbitrary manner 
of what is called the social efficiency, but also opportunities would be 
created for an increased intervention from the part of the state and its 
political organizations reordering the individual interest or equalizing 
the individuals advantages, states of affairs which would be in a deep 
contradiction with individualist principles of democracy. Are these 
possible dangers implied by what Rawls calls compensatory beneficials? 
For instance, March and Olsen (1989, 130) consider that compensatory 
beneficials would rather include “attempts to educate people in order to 
give them a better chance in the job market, to provide legal help in 
order to strengthen their position in courts, to help the unorganized to 
organize in order to give them representation in public policy making, 
to give financial support to political groups in order to make political 
competition more equal, and to support newspapers in order to provide 
a more balanced information market”.  

Nozick, instead, challenges Rawls’ proposal claiming that 
inequalities originate in the necessity of giving to people stimulants or 
“compensatory beneficials” for their activities. Nozick’s question is how 
it is possible to know whether these stimulants will be efficient or not15. 
Nozick’s objection is that the solution of stimulants puts in danger the 
justness of social competition. It proves to be unfair just for those who 
obtained their prizes obeying the competition rules and trying to 
maximize their profit. The injustice would be done by introduction of 
post factum derogation from the rules. If one would respond that those 
are just another rules, one could be replied to that the whole set of 
gathered rules is not anymore an equidistant one and, hence, it is not 
equitable anymore. 

                                                           

15  See Nozick 2013, 238. The question assumes that “the marginal productivity 
theory is reasonably applied”, i.e. people will receive “their marginal products”, 
after some “volunteer transfers” of their goods or services on the free market. 
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The compensation rules would operate non-equidistantly because 
they would operate according to a resultant between the general rules 
and the particular aspects of investment. This would mean an 
interference with different particular aspects in the dynamics of 
investment profitability, which would be opposed to the fair idea of 
assuring the general framework.  

Even if the Nozick’s reply is a plausible one and the objections to 
compensatory beneficial raises some interesting aspects, none of them 
takes into account the whole assumptions of Rawlsian conception which 
defines the problem of social optimization he attempts to answer. If we 
have in intention to save the spirit of the Rawlsian proposal and, also, 
the justification behind it, we have to admit that, according to him, the 
reason for which the most disadvantaged people in society would 
benefit from those more fortunate than themselves, is not founded on a 
meritocratic logic of justice, but rather on a prudential logic which 
minimizes the probability of some conflicts which could disturb even 
that position considered stable and indestructible – the riches’ position. 
Definitely, Rawls does not sustain that the compensatory beneficial 
implies an increase in equity just for the reason that the poor have some 
kind of merit for being poor and in consequence that they deserve help 
for this. In the case of Rawls, the logic which stays on the basis of equity 
of compensations is one of preservation of the equilibrium in society; the 
compensations being for the both sides: the poor get something in order 
to compensate his less favored situation, the rich gives something in 
order to preserve a situation he positively evaluates and which is 
obtained from cooperation with others, including the poor. If the 
successful persons had not participate to the diminishing of differences 
between them and the persons which are less successful, then the 
differences would increase and would obstruct the social game, 
situation from which all of them lose something, even those considered 
the most successful or the most entitled or the most meritorious.  

Moreover, if that interference on rules generates other results or 
the opposed results for the best situated people, then these changes 
should be a supplementary reason in the favor of intervention because 
the change for the worse of the best situations shows that rules are not 
so general as they are considered, because it was proved that they 
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advantage some individuals and disadvantage others. The revision of 
the rules cannot take place into an in vitro environment. So we have to 
start from somewhere, and the unsatisfactory results are a good start, 
because all we have to do in order to improve the system of rules is to 
intervene after the game took place, namely only post factum.  

Otherwise we have to admit two presuppositions: either the 
existent rules are always the best rules (we refer here to the content of 
them) and it is not any reason to change them or that in any game only 
the rules count and not the results of the game (or in the best case the 
results count only for the winners). Both presuppositions are false. So, if 
we have to assume something a priori then we have to assume the 
contingence and the fallibilism both of the rules and of the results of any 
social game. 

In other words, we must admit that the different social positions 
depend not only on the different natural endowments or disabilities the 
persons generally have, but also on differences in the opportunities they 
have, which are not entirely natural even if they are considered as if they 
were. In most cases they are the effects of some rational, intentional 
actions, which either modify the state of others in an unproductive 
manner, or also provide sufficient space for demanding and claims16, 
conflict and finally costs including for those superior situated.  

The positions in society and also the rights the individuals rely on 
are circumstantial and not something necessary, not being furnished by 
some intrinsic efforts or qualities of those who use or hold them, but 
rather are due to the scarcity of resources and the market’s discrepancies 
which are imposed by the demand and the supply of the scarce goods17. 

                                                           

16  Usually, economical theory names these kinds of illegitimates effects externalities, 
meaning the effects of any voluntary exchange action which affect involuntary 
actions of any other person which is not involved in that exchange. The process of 
taking in account these unintended consequences is called the internalization of 
the externalities. See in this order M. Olson, T. Sowell, T. Eggertsson, D. North, R. 
Hardin etc. 

17  See also Iliescu 2007, 232-33. 
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So, one can say that the property rights, as other individual rights 
could not be treated as something isolated from the rest of the rights which 
are indirectly represented by the quality of being a member of a society.  

This happened for the reason that the ownership institution 
implies at least two important aspects which make possible the 
acceptance of the above thesis. When we are talking about the property 
rights we are assuming not only a special relation between individuals 
and the worlds of the goods, but also a “relation which represents 
something more than a static legal relation” in the same time more than 
a “dyadic relation” as that property-owner stipulates (Hyland 1995, 221). 
To hold something in private property reflects a complex of rights and 
the rights represent authorizations to act in different manners. In the 
second place, the stake involved by property rights is not only to specify 
the corresponding activities of the owner over the goods he holds, but 
rather to differentiate and delimit between what the owners can do (the 
powers of the owners) with what they hold and what the non-owners do 
(the powers of non-owners) in that framework. We can conclude, as 
Hyland does (1995, 221), that “the relation of property is a triadic one – 
between owners, the goods they hold and non-owners”.  

Complementarily, any property right is an exclusive right: to say 
that A holds the good X means that A has a right to exclude any other 
individual B from holding X and also a right to forbid any other to use 
this good. But this also means that the non-owners should recognize the 
legitimacy and the indefeasibility of these rights, otherwise the 
interdiction would not be a functional one. In this order, any kind of 
property right is an inclusive right, too.  

A possible condition for this kind of functionalism would be the 
legitimacy of the powers of the owners on and against the non-owners. 
But in the practice of the daily life it turns to be some questionable 
legitimacy, not only because of the way these powers are understood, 
but also because of the manner these powers are used, which in general, 
or historically speaking, were used discriminatory, arbitrary and seldom 
tyrannically. To loose from sight that a property right involved both 
recognition and power, means not taking into account the disaster 
possibilities of the individual interactions which could generate the 
cancellation of some sort of rights considered inviolable and the failure 
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of some orders considered indestructible. The power of non-owners is 
not a less power than the power of the owners (the dictatorial regimes, 
as communism, unfortunately showed us this.)  

The claims of the poor to share the economic returns or assets of 
those who are relatively rich people would be justified not on the basis 
of overriding ethical norms, but indirectly, on the basis of commonly 
held membership in collectively organized community under specified 
cooperation contract, which in principle allocates rights to everyone 
(Buchanan 1999, 114), even to those having any good in their property. 
Analogously, the claims of the riches people that their property rights 
have to be respected and honored, and violations of these rights 
enforced, will be legitimately justified only “as a component part of the 
more inclusive contractual arrangement which predictably requires that 
they pay differentially higher shares in those goods and services 
provided jointly for the whole community” (Buchanan 1999, 114).  

The proposal we do here is to choose those rules of the game 
which are expected to provide the best profitability from the framework 
they could possibly do. Acting like this does not preclude some unequal 
results, but assures the continuing process to be an equitable one so far 
as some equilibrium is searched between gain and contribution – the 
contribution should not jeopardize the legitimacy of the gain and the 
gain should not exceed the contribution. A good start in order to obtain 
some kind of optimality of the political framework would be that of the 
correct investment: the fiscal duties and taxes should be collected in a 
way that any payer of taxes would not be in a posture of an exceeding 
payer: the resulting inequalities being at all a vote consequences but a 
contribution consequences, they gain something because they pay for it, 
independent of how they vote. 

 
 
VII. Conclusion 
 
In this paper we have tried to show that a criterion which could 

ground a choice between two or more sets of justice principles is a 
criterion of fair maximal utility. This is intended to be a further step for a 
theory of justice, an additional development of the claim that that 
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neutral rules are only a necessary condition for a social competition 
justice, for neutral does not mean fair enough. Moreover, it was proved 
that the criterion of fair maximal utility also offers a good guide for a 
revision of the existing rules, and it is an alternative to Rawls’ solution, 
meant to solve the problem of compatibility between inequalities and 
justice. Understanding justice as a fair maximal utility is to think the 
competition rules as means for maximizing profitability, for fairly 
connecting the investments with the results (prizes), where investments 
and results are more complex than the materialistic or quantitative 
perspective could offer. Our proposal could be viewed as an option for 
the most efficient and reasonable of the equitable worlds. 

 
 
 

REFERENCES 
 
 

Buchanan, M. James (1999). The Limits of Liberty: Between Anarchy and Leviathan. Liberty Fund. 
Gauthier, David (1984). “Justice as Social Choice”, in D. Copp and D. Zimmermann D (Eds.), 

Morality, Reason, and Truth: New Essays on the Foundations of Ethics. Totowa, NJ: 
Rowman and Allanheld, pp. 251-269.  

Gauthier, David (1986). Morals by Agreement. London: Clarendon Press.  
Hyland, James L. (1995). Democratic Theory. The Philosophical Foundations. Manchester 

University Press.  
Iliescu, P. Adrian (2007). Etică socială şi politică. Bucureşti: Ars Docendi. 
Knowles, Dudley (2001). Political Philosophy. London: Routledge. 
March, G. James and Johan P. Olsen (1989). Rediscovering Institutions: The Organisational 

Basis of Politics. New York: The Free Press.  
Nozick, Robert (2013). Anarchy, State and Utopia. Basic Books. 
Olson, Mancur (2000). Power and Prosperity: Outgrowing Communist and Capitalist Dictatorships. 

New York: Basic Books. 
Pătrunsu, Dorina (2013). “The Human Value of Civil Disobedience in Democratic Societies”, 

in Mihaela Pop (Ed.), Values of the Human Person: Contemporary Challenges. Washington: 
The Council for Research in Values and Philosophy/București: Editura Universităţii 
din București, pp. 159-166. 

Rawls, John A. (1971). A Theory of Justice. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Rawls, John A. (1996). Political Liberalism. New York: Columbia University Press. 
Sowell, Thomas (1980). Knowledge and Decisions. New York: Basic Books. 





 
 
 
 
 

PROTESTS, INTERNET AND CULTURAL 
CHANGE IN BULGARIA 
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Abstract 
 
 

Writing this article was motivated by the wave of protests in 2013 in Bulgaria. 
The long and massive protest in the summer of 2013 combined three important features: 
1) young people and middle class as the main driver of the events, 2) political action for 
non-economic value and 3) denial of partisanship and political representation, and 
support for participatory democracy. These features of the protest relate well to the 
Inglehart’s framework and describe the profile of “postmaterialists”: people with 
self-expression values. A question I ask is: how, in a “materialistic democracy” like 
Bulgaria, with only 2% of postmaterialists (Eurobarometer, 2008: 69), was it possible 
to take place a large-scale protest for a non-economic value like “moral in politics”, 
which at the same time resembles other protests that have taken place around the world? 
The protests were closely connected with the usage of the Internet and social networks 
and in my article I discuss how the Internet (networking, communication, associating) 
can facilitate behavior consistent with higher-order, postmaterial values.  

Keywords: self-expression values, protests, Bulgaria 2013, the Internet, digital 
citizen, middle class, Inglehart. 

  

 

I. Introduction 
 
In 2013, a big and massive antigovernment protest took place in 

Bulgaria. The protest started because the newly elected coalition 
government appointed to the position of a Chairman of the National 
Agency for State Security Delian Peevski. He is a member of the 

                                                           

1  Assistant Professor at the Institute for the Study of Societies and Knowledge, 
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. 
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Bulgarian Parliament who was claimed to be the face of Bulgarian 
political mafia, sometimes referred to as The Circle “#Who?”.  

The Circle “#Who?” is an allegedly powerful, oligarchic network, 
politically influential behind the scenes and descending from the 
pre-1989 State Security system in Bulgaria. Financial influence of Delian 
Peevski explains for his appointment, in addition to the fact that his 
family controls the major part of Bulgarian newspaper market, TV 
channels, and Internet media. Several years earlier, his name had also 
been linked with scandals about corruption and shady deals.  

The long-lasting criminal practices in Bulgaria, political corruption, 
nepotism, social unfairness, the problem of oligarchy in power, and the 
ongoing and unsuccessful 25 year-long transition to democracy resonated 
into the image of Peevski. Unexpectedly, the protests began, claiming for 
moral in politics.  

The protest triggered the mobilization of a counter-protest. The 
society split into two opposite sides. In a speech of the leader of the 
Socialist Party Sergei Stanishev the catchphrase “Bulgaria is not Sofia” 
was coined (indicating a division between Sofia and the countryside). 
Gallup International presented data about participants in the protest 
identifying them as belonging to the “more educated” and “wealthier” 
stratum of society (GallupInternational, 2013). According to the survey 
polls the support for the protest oscillated from 47 % vs. 41% opposing 
the protest (GallupInternational, 2013) and 42% vs. 58% (НЦИОМ, 2013). 
Velislava Dareva, a journalist from the socialist newspaper “Duma”, 
condemned the protest in the essay “The Revolt of the Sated” (Дърева, 2013). 
She clearly distinguished between the well-off and cheerful activists in 
the summer antigovernment protest in June 2013 from the “desperate” 
and “poor” people, who took part in the massive protests against 
monopoly in the energy sector several months earlier, in January and 
February 2013.  

Nation’s division was perceived as a fact in the summer of 2013, 
according to the political reactions, sociological research and journalists’ 
opinions: the division formed between younger and older generations, 
poorer and wealthier stratum, capital-city (concentrating young people 
and middle class) and the countryside. However, support for the 
dividing discourse in the public space was soon conceived as dangerous 
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and was hushed up. This scenario left two questions unanswered: why 
predominantly young, educated and employed people started the summer 
anti-government protest in 2013? What were the features of the protest telling 
about political action in Bulgaria and the processes it was part of? 

 
 
II. The internet and protests 
 
These protests were a manifestation of deeper processes of cultural 

change in Bulgarian society. The protests combined three essential 
features: 1) young people and middle class as a key driver of the event, 
2) political action for non-economic values and 3) denial of partisanship 
and political representation plus support for participatory democracy. 
These features relate to what Inglehart (1990) describes as “postmaterialism”: 
a cultural shift characterized by secular thinking and self-expression 
values resulting in unconventional forms of political participation and 
motivation to demand a more effective form of democracy.  

In economic terms, Bulgaria is far behind Western-European 
countries like Germany, Denmark, Netherland, and Sweden, which 
score high on the postmaterialism index (Eurobarometer 2008, 69). The 
average annual income of a single person in Bulgaria is 3899 Euro 
(Eurostat 2014), which is seven times lower than those in Germany – 
27,782 euro. The average income in the other mentioned countries is 
even higher. Values of “maintaining order in the country” and “fighting 
rising prices”, which Inglehart (1990) defines as “survival values”, are 
supported by 47 % of the population in Bulgaria, 49% support a mix of 
“survival” and “self-expression” values, and only 2 % support the so-
called “self-expression” values of “giving people more say in important 
government decisions” and “protecting freedom of speech” (Eurobarometer 
2008, 69). In a comparative perspective in Inglehart’s framework, 
Bulgaria makes for one of the most “materialistic” countries in the 
world: the majority of the population is preoccupied with issues of 
subsistence while the values of democracy (anti-oligarchy, anti-nepotism, 
anti-corruption principles) and self-expression are of secondary concern.  
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The compatibility of the protest in 2013 with the features of 
“post-materialism” presents an interesting case, to discuss the features 
of Bulgarian political action.  

At present, Bulgaria has a middle class of about 3.5 million people, 
estimated on the base of 1200 euro of income per four-member family 
(Panchev, 2013). Although this income could be considered as barely 
comparable to the well-developed economies, it is related to growing 
digital inclusion. In 2013 digital inclusion in the country encompassed 
53.7 % of households with high-quality access (NSI, 2014a; NSI, 2014b). 
Everyday usage in the age group of 16-44 is declared by 70%-80% of the 
interviewed by the Bulgarian National Statistical Institute (NSI, 2014c). 
The influence of social networks is also significant, with reports about 
3,200,000 Facebook Bulgarian accounts in 2015 (IWS, 2015), and around 
2.5 million in 2014 (SMGB, 2014). The usage of the Internet and social 
networks was a distinguished, shared feature of the participants in the 
protests. A group on Facebook initiated the event.  

Does digital inclusion affect political action? There are some clues 
in this direction. 

Life-long online learning in terms of hours spent competes with 
formal education. Studies show that the capacity of youth to take part in 
political action increases with educational level; the rise of education, 
middle class and the establishment of democracy encourage the growing 
skills of political participation (Inglehart 1990). Internet usage is found 
to facilitate different models of civic learning2 and civic activism (Pew 
Research Center 2013). Providing Facebook users prioritize information 
seeking and socializing over entertainment, are they found more likely 
to take part in a political group activity.3 

Obviously, the more people are connected and learning about 
political and social issues, the more they are empowered to develop and 
express their own ideas, criticize or oppose policies or political elites, 
and to enroll in unconventional forms of political action.  

                                                           

2  See Bennett et al. 2009. 
3  Park et al. 2009 cited in Marichal 2012, 10. 
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Long-distance networking presents another great source of learning 
about political action. A large part of the Internet users have obtained 
experience in creation or participation in communities. They learn how 
to support causes, sign or organize petitions, take sides and vote even 
just for an opinion. The Internet environment gives the opportunity to 
participate in communities, where users build identities, find peers who 
value them for the content they create and share. Networking creates 
solidarity, supports self-expression and empowers users with 
knowledge of how to mobilize resources in the virtual environment and 
manage social events. In such a way Internet creates models of civic 
behavior, which have been previously attributed mainly to the 
developed democracies (Inglehart & Cattenberg 2002), and popularizes 
them across the network. 

Violence, happiness, fashion could flow across the ties in a network 
(Christakis, Fowler 2009). Adding variety of emotions and models of 
behavior and political engagement, online can become contagious, 
which, for example, explains the increase in political participation 
among Facebook group members in comparison to non-users.4 The 
wave of protests in the last several years going viral across the world 
and social networks could be seen as supportive of such findings. 

In addition to education and networking, everyday usage of the 
interactive media trains habits of behavior. Internet users are very often 
invited to share opinions or review products, services, service-providers, 
articles, and comments. When a political or social issue arises, Internet 
discussions facilitate higher levels of politicization due to the influence 
of social networks on public opinion, websites or blogs content, and vice 
versa. Internet tools create an environment where users are encouraged 
to take an active position, instead of being passive and receptive. Due to 
the Internet statistic tools, which count opinions (and these opinions 
count) the users become more informed customers, more active 
commentators and may be even more emotional citizens than in their 
daily routine-shaped, offline lives. Social debate and publicity crack the 
boundary between private and public and create an environment, where 

                                                           

4  See Feezell et al. 2009 cited in Marichal 2012, 10. 
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users are “trained” to be active. A confirmation of this gives one of the 
Pew Research Studies (2013), which found that the percentage of the 
social network sites users who have taken part in different civic 
behaviors online is larger than the proportion of non-users who have 
done this offline.  

Such and other similar data could be objected with an argument 
concerning “slacktivism”. The critique against slacktivism stems from 
the doubt about the value of such political action, which does not result 
in a serious or life-changing effort for social change. Instead, it is created 
by the very easiness of being a political activist online and the “click” 
presents the entire and final effort to support petitions and causes.  

What if we approach the slacktivism from the point of view of 
survival and expression values? A defining feature of this practice is the 
voluntary activity for non-economic principles. It is true that on the 
Internet, users can support causes and principles because it is easy to do 
so. Their decision-making is not usually influenced by basic needs like 
their own safety or sustenance. Self-expression values could well explain 
it. Lowering costs for the dissemination of information and mobilization 
for causes on the Internet, linking the comfort of office/home with 
political action is what contributes to the increase in the number of 
people who readily join a movement or a protest online.  

The slacktivism is of value when these people change the 
perception of themselves from passive observers of political processes 
into active citizens who can take a stand. Is this possible? At least the 
studies confirm that being part of an active online community can 
increase offline political participation5 and that the Internet increases the 
likelihood of voting (Mossberger 2007). 

In addition to civic education, network effect and habits of 
“slacktivism”, digital divide (in Bulgaria in particular, but not only) 
possibly contributes to the specifics of contemporary social movements 
by achieving a critical concentration of middle class and young people 
online. Digital division provides a “tool” for focused mobilization, 

                                                           

5  See Lawrence et al. 2010 cited in Marichal 2012, 10. 
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concentrated exactly on the most enthusiastic or active layers of society – 
youth and middle class.  

These three aspects of digitalization could explain the increase in 
social and political activism for ideas and principles probably in many 
places around the world, even when the cultural off-line base is 
materialistic, as in the case of Bulgaria. In sum, to the question why now, 
but not 10-15 years ago a protest started in Bulgaria against nepotism 
and oligarchy, part of the answer should be: because of the Internet and 
social networks like Facebook.  

 
 
III. The Internet and democracy 
 
The antigovernment protests in Sofia in the summer of 2013 have 

exhibited an indicative change in the culture of political activism. They 
have manifested a step from the “fight for bread” (like objecting rising 
prices and insecurity of life) towards the “fight for a principle” (a call for 
moral in politics). They are the longest (six and more months) and 
largest (reaching allegedly 50,000 people on the most crowded days) 
protests in Bulgaria, where economic grievances are not directly 
presented. The emphasized festivity of the protest was a particular form 
of self-expression, which mobilized creativity and artistic skills for the 
cause of predominantly peaceful political action. 

It is a fact that the rise in elite-challenging activities immediately 
after 1989 also created a wave of massive protests, which were part of 
the fight for the principle of democratic order. However, in 1996-1997, 
financial crises caused economic collapse and resulted in a large-scale 
impoverishment of population and disappointment with democracy. 
Governance corruption and poverty determined the mainly economic 
character of social protests for more than a decade after. Since the turn of 
the new century, there were several ecological protests, which took place 
in different regions of Bulgaria. They could be considered an indicator of 
cultural change in terms of Inglehart’s framework. For example, in 2012, 
there was a protest against the shale gas production. There were also 
massive protests against ACTA in 2012 in many towns. However, since 
the point of “post-honeymoon wake-up” in the late 90s, it is the anti-
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government summer protest in 2013 which formed the biggest and the 
longest protest for not explicitly economic values. 

Although not setting a precedent in the history of protests in 
Bulgaria, summer events in 2013 have a special place. Ecological protests 
cannot clearly distinguish between aesthetic values and survival needs, 
the protests against ACTA are not only concerned with freedom and 
surveillance, but also with users’ gains and losses. The demand for 
moral in politics and political responsibility is not void of economic, 
judicial and other implications. And yet, the willingness to make a 
change in the political system while flying on the wings of digital 
empowerment is telling something more about cultural changes, which 
requires attention.  

Franzese and Inglehart’s statistical analysis (Franzese & Inglehart 
2000) demonstrates an existing connection between democracy, economy 
and values and concludes that they influence each other directly or 
indirectly: democracy affects the development of economy and value 
system, the economy affects the development of democratic model and 
values and values affect the economy, and indirectly – democracy.  

The specifics of the summer antigovernment protest in 2013 could 
be considered in relation to this study as well. The democratic model of 
governance was introduced in Bulgaria in 1989. Political changes must 
have affected the worldview and principles of many young people at 
that time. In addition to the democratic transition of post-1989, the 
Internet penetration after 2000 has driven innovations in civic action, 
which has heralded the wake up of the digital democracy. In the digital 
world values, born by the Internet to be promoted – freedom to innovate 
and create codes, networking, and open access to knowledge. This is the 
so-called “generative” character of the Internet (Zittrain 2008). 
Generativity of the Internet explains for the self-actualizing, post-
material ethos in the Net architecture: the Net grew into public space, 
where freedom of speech and “movement”, communication and 
socializing reached a new level and promoted self-expression in a non-
hierarchic environment.  

The Open Source principle, the operation of GNU license, Creative 
Commons license describe profoundly post-material principles. The 
Internet space becomes accessible with continually improved 
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functionality because IT enthusiasts have created open source 
alternatives to the most common proprietary software packages. Access 
to IT know-how is shared by IT specialists who collaborate in writing 
open code software, which users can freely run, share, study, and 
modify. The research of P. Himanen (2001) analyzes aspects of digital 
culture like changes in the motivation for work, which come neither 
from money only, nor from needs of survival, and are encouraged by 
peers’ esteem, self-actualization needs, and creativity. 

As a result of the generative architecture, open source principle, 
and voluntary work, today the Internet content is collaboratively created 
by millions of users. Every day an enormous amount of video and text is 
uploaded and it is accessible for all. Freedom of speech and identity, 
creativity and content-creation, pinning, tweeting, etc. turn the Internet 
into the best-known realm of self-expression today. 

Access to the Internet-for-all value promotes digital inclusion as a 
human right. Open source principle inspires sharing and brings for the 
contemporary open access to education (e.g. MIT Open Course Ware). 
The right to education for all is a post-material principle existing in the 
context of “equity” and “inclusion” values. It implies the absence of gender, 
age, and income-based segregation. This principle goes beyond fundamental 
needs and could be placed among solidarity and self-actualization values. 
Solidarity gives additional aspect to the Internet culture and involves 
voluntary collaborative work for causes and socially important projects. 
It could be expected that through building communities and improving 
communication and networking, social networks and the Internet 
promote civic activism in the new democracies like Bulgaria, where 
survival needs and traditional values inhibit the development of civic 
activism, civil society, and voluntary work. 

Having in mind the influence of the democratic environment on 
values it could be suggested that building digital democracy on the 
Internet can affect the formation and behavior of the digital citizens. By 
“digital citizens” I mean the Internet users who thrive in the variety and 
functionality of the software applications and digital space and see their 
on-line practices as a natural extension of their life and civic activities. 
Aided by the relatively high income, digital inclusion activates this new 
form of citizenship, which is more connected with the world and 
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consequently more easily influenced by ideas and cultural processes 
going on in post-industrial countries. As post-industrial countries are 
usually taken as role-models, the social activism in Bulgaria (or any 
other country) could copy from them or get inspired by movements 
around the world which are visible on the Internet.  

Digital citizens are not isolated, and they communicate models of 
behavior, practices, and values. Following the specifics of the Internet 
environment, digital inclusion could be considered a factor which 
facilitates the cultural shift towards post-material values. This brings 
forward changes in the behavior of users by facilitating civic learning 
and giving global visibility of post-materialistic youth culture. As a 
result, it is possible to expect that the Internet and digital inclusion has 
the power to speed up cultural shift in a democratic country, however 
materialistic its cultural values are. 
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Abstract 
 
 

The theological aspect of the dispute between the modern philosopher René 
Descartes, and the Calvinist theologian, Gisbertus Voetius, remains a chapter 
insufficiently explored in Cartesian studies. This paper highlights a set of objections on 
natural theology addressed by Descartes and Voetius to each other. It shows and 
expands the common ground Descartes and Voetius held within natural theology. It 
argues that their contrasting views revolved mainly around the limits of natural 
theology. For Voetius, natural theology is extrinsically limited by the revealed God, the 
external principle of faith. For Descartes, metaphysics or natural theology is intrinsically 
limited by the incomprehensible idea of the Infinite.  

Keywords: natural theology, innate knowledge, incomprehensibility, Descartes, Voetius.  

 
 
I. Introduction 
 
The Quarrel from Utrecht or the conflict between Gisbertus 

Voetius (1589-1676), professor of Theology at the University of Utrecht, 
with his entourage, on the one side, and Descartes (1596-1650) and his 
disciple Regius (1598-1679), on the other, was the first significant dispute 
between the Dutch Calvinist milieu and Cartesian philosophers. The 
overall perspective of this quarrel could be that of a trench conflict: it 
stretched for nearly a decade, from 8 December 1641, when the professor 
of practical medicine, Regius, held his disputation on man as an 
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accidental mind body union, and Voetius’ unhesitating rejection within a 
praeses disputation, ten days after, to the beginning of 1648, when Voetius 
published his Selectarum Disputationum Theologicarum, pars prima, with a 
preface partly against Descartes’ philosophy, and the latter’s immediate 
response, Lettre Apologétique aux Magistrats d’Utrecht, from February 16482. 
Throughout this time, each part continued with their personal projects, but 
once in a while we assist to furious offensives and counteroffensives. Of 
these, Admiranda Methodus, a book written by two hands, that of Voetius 
and his disciple Martin Schoock, professor of philosophy at the University 
of Groningen, and Descartes’ Epistola ad Voetium, both from the spring of 
1643, undoubtedly represent the climax of this conflict.  

Cartesian scholars such as Paul Dibon (1956) and Theo Verbeek 
(1988, 1992) have emphasized the relevance of the particular Dutch 
context for understanding the controversies between Voetius and 
Descartes. Accordingly, the tensioned relation between the political 
power and the Church, the religious controversies between the 
Remonstrants and the Orthodox Calvinists, the “Aristotelian 
Renaissance” in early 17th century in the Dutch universities ought to be 
considered when dealing with Voetius and Descartes. There was, 
however, one particular controversy that was neither political, nor did it 
involve the conflict between two scientific paradigms, the Aristotelian 
versus the mechanical. This was the controversy on natural theology as 
the enterprise of proving God’s existence solely from the human 
resources, apart from the Scripture and without the illumination of the 
Holy Spirit. In this sense concludes the double author of Admiranda 
Methodus (1643, 189) after examining Descartes’ proofs for God’s 
existence from his Meditationes (1641):  

 
Fifthly, admitting everything he does, the author [Descartes] nowhere proves to 
the atheist or to someone who does not know that there is a God, that God exists, 
but shows only to some extent in what way this could be concluded, through the 
Cartesian Metaphysic method, by the one to whom it is already clear that God or 
the divine power exists. 

                                                           

2  See Erik-Jan Bos’ study (1999) on the date of Descartes’ Lettre Apologétique. 
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If we turn to Descartes’ answer from Epistola ad Voetium we find, 
first of all, a different responsorial strategy than that of the Meditationes, 
Objectiones and Responsiones. In what seems to be a theological lesson 
addressed to Voetius, Descartes meets the Dutch Calvinist theologian on 
his own ground: the conception of the innate knowledge of God, 
common both to Voetius and Descartes. Leaving from this, Descartes’ 
answer to Admiranda is in fact an objection to Voetius’ natural theology:  

 
(…) all those things whose knowledge is said to be naturally implanted (a naturam 
indita) in us are not for that reason expressly known by us; they are merely such 
that we come to know them by the power of our own native intelligence, without 
any sensory experience (…) Such is our knowledge of God: and when you [Voetius] 
conclude, in your Thersites and in your books on atheism [De Atheismo], that 
nobody is speculatively an atheist, that is, that there is no one who doesn’t 
recognize in some way the existence of God, you fall in an absurdity of the same 
magnitude just as if, from the fact that all the geometrical truths are said to be 
innate in the same way, you will conclude that there is no one in the world who 
doesn’t know the elements of Euclid. (CSMK III 222, AT VIII-2 167-166)3 

 
In order to understand Descartes’ objection, the first point of my 

paper is to present the similarities between Descartes’ and Voetius’ 
conceptions on the innate knowledge of God. Secondly, and this is my 
main hypothesis, the controversy between Voetius and Descartes on 
natural theology is to be understood in terms of limits of natural 
theology. The essential difference could be seen as an extrinsic / intrinsic 
limit posed to natural theology and this is the reason why Voetius and 
Descartes differed in their results.  

 
 
II. The innate knowledge of God 
 
According to John Platt (1982), from the death of Calvin to the first 

half of the 17th century we witness a transition from Calvin’s theology to 
                                                           

3  I am using the standard abbreviations for The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, 
vol. III, trans. by John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, Dugald Murdoch, Anthony Kenny 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995) and for Descartes, R., Œuvres de 
Descartes, eds. C. Adam and P. Tannery, 2nd ed. (Paris: Vrin, 1964-1974), 11 vol. 
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a Reformed Scholastic theology that strengthened the rational elements 
within Calvinism. This answered mainly to an apologetic need in the 
polemics with Socinians, and more generally against the atheists from 
the early 17th century. In this sense, an innate rationality was meant to 
become an ally to the Calvinist theologian, but not to the extent that 
reason would become a second principle of faith, besides the Scripture. 
Reason remained subordinate. Indicating this transition concerning the 
innate knowledge of God from a natural inclination to a theoretical 
principle becomes important to understand why Voetius, an orthodox 
Calvinist, shared with Descartes a similar ground in natural theology.  

According to Calvin’s last edition of Institutionis Christianae religionis 
(1559, I, 3, 1), the human mind naturally possesses a sense of Deity that 
renders the man without excuse for his ignorance toward God:  

 
That there exists in the human minds and indeed by natural instinct (naturali 
instinctu), some sense of Deity (divinitatis sensum), we hold to be beyond dispute, 
since God himself, to prevent any man from pretending ignorance, has endued 
(indidit) all men with some idea (intelligentiam) of his Godhead, the memory of 
which he constantly renews and occasionally enlarges, that all to a man being 
aware that there is a God, and that he is their Maker, may be condemned by their 
own conscience when they neither worship him nor consecrate their lives to his 
service. (Calvin 1854, 50) 

 
If we pass to Dutch Calvinists such as Franciscus Gomarus (1563-1641), 

Voetius’ professor of Theology at the University of Leiden and the 
eminent theologian within the controversy with Jacobus Arminius 
(1560-1609) on the predestination, we see that the inborn seed of religion 
becomes a theoretical principle, associated with the principle of 
contradiction. Thus, the inborn sense of divinity obtains the same logical 
necessity as the principle of contradiction and it provides a necessary 
ground to practical moral duties:  

 
We call theoretical (theoretica) those (i.e. principles) the true object of whose goal is 
contemplation, of which the universal and primary sort are, nothing can at the 
same time exist and not exist etc. and the particular 1. God exists. 2. He is the 
Creator. 3. He is the Ruler. 4. He is the Judge. (Romans 1, 19, 30). The practical 
(practica) are those whose object is the carrying out of that aim by action. The 
universal and primary sort, proceeding indeed from the theoretical, are good is to 
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be done, evil is to be avoided and particularly, God is to be worshiped aright. 
(Rom. 1, 32 and 2, 14, 15)4 

 
This transition from a natural instinct of religion to a more 

elaborated conception on innate knowledge of God is faithfully 
illustrated by Voetius’ theology. In the disputation De Atheismo from 
1639, published in the first part of Selectarum Disputationum 
Theologicarum on 1648, Voetius assumes as a starting point Calvin’s 
conception on the mind’s natural inclination toward God:  

 
There exists a certain implanted or innate knowledge of God, invoked as natural 
Theology, foreknowledge (προλήψεις), impressed notions, common notions 
(κοινάς έννοιας), natural light, dictate of nature and, in the form of synecdoche, 
law of nature or natural inclination (syntheresis), and in the form of metonymy, 
natural reason. (141) 

 
In contrast with Plato’s theory of ideas, this innate inclination or 

propensity to know God was not something as a reminiscence of actual 
ideas with which we are born. Nevertheless, it was neither compatible 
with a pure sensualist epistemology. Though the mind needed sensory 
experience in order to actualize its faculties, the innate knowledge of 
God depends however on the inborn inclination impressed by God on 
the human mind:  

 
[We draw the conclusion not that] the knowledge of God would be something 
actual or elicited by the newborn baby: or that the intelligible species would be 
instilled at the same time with intellect and memory, such that the learnings 
(μαθήσεις) of the adults would not be anything else but anamneses (αναμνήσεις) 
(the learnings are reminiscent, as Tertulian translated), what Plato wanted. Not at 
all: because regarding actual knowledge, Aristotle rightly said: the mind of man 
is worth a blank slate (…) And if it were the case that the child was raised in 
solitude, someone else would never present the terms of this axiom, that “God 
exists”; still, we believe he will reach that actual knowledge [that God exists] from 
an innate sagacity (αγχίνοια) but not without previous observation, induction and 
reasoning, which do not require so much toil. (Voetius 1648, 141-142) 

 
                                                           

4  Franciscus Gomarus, Disputation “De Theologia”, Opera Theologica, vol. III, p. 2 
(apud Platt 1982, 144). 
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But despite Calvin, Voetius follows Gomarus in associating the 
knowledge provided by this natural inclination with the certainty of the 
principle of contradiction. Just as in the case of recognizing the certainty 
of the principle of contradiction, we know that God exists without 
demonstration, but from a simple apprehension of the terms “God” and 
“exists” and of their necessary link. This elaborated conception on innate 
knowledge of God constitutes for Voetius the innate natural theology:  

 
[This habitus of principles or that natural power of the intellect] Comprises (…) 
the truth of the principles, partly theoretical (theoretica), partly practical (practica), 
without a discourse or a demonstration, as in a simple perceptual seizing. The 
theoretical ones are either universal: nothing can at the same time be and not be; 
or particular, and first of all: God exists. Then: He is the Creator, the Ruler, the 
Judge. The practical ones are universal: the good must be known, the bad must be 
avoided. Insofar as the particular [principles] are concerned: first of all: God must 
be adored: Then, what you don’t want done to you, don’t do to others, etc. (…) 
The particular principles, on the one hand theoretical, on the other hand practical, 
constitute in a proprietary and formal way the implanted natural theology. 
(Voetius 1648, 141) 

 
The transition from a natural inclination to a theoretical principle 

becomes clearer as we understand the reason why Voetius strengthened 
the innate rational element within Calvinist Theology. If Calvin was 
addressing to someone ignorant or a sinner and this natural inclination 
reminded him of the duties toward God, Voetius targets the atheist, 
someone who denies God’s existence. If the innate theoretical principles, 
including the knowledge of God’s existence, constitute the light of the 
human reason, it is impossible to separate them from this light itself and 
to deny them:  

 
(…) the natural habitus of the principles, or that power of the human intellect (…) 
cannot be separated from their subjects without entailing contradiction. 
(Voetius 1648, 146) 

 
Consequently, the speculative atheist, the atheist that understands 

the terms of the statement “God exists” and nevertheless denies God’s 
existence is conceptually impossible. The main thesis of the disputation 
De Ateismo is that speculative atheists do not simply exist: “Our thesis: 
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No speculative person is an Atheist, firmly convinced that there is no 
God” (Voetius 1648, 144).  

For Voetius, atheism is rather a direct practical phenomenon. The 
atheist recognizes eventually in itself the truth of God’s existence, but 
denies it verbally in an external and hypocritical manner:  

 
The external negation of God, as well as the mean and hypocritical protest, 
usually taking place with verbal contention, is not the same with the internal 
science and with the negation of conscience; on the contrary, the former is not 
included in the latter, and neither is it necessarily united with and inseparable 
(ἀχωρίστος) from the latter. (Voetius 1648, 148) 

 
But is this innate theoretical knowledge of God’s existence similar 

to Descartes’ conception on the innate clear and distinct idea of God? In 
his thesis on Gisbertus Voetius, Andreas J. Beck (2007, 162) thinks that it 
would be misleading to associate them. For my part, I think that, in 
objecting to Voetius innate natural theology, Descartes did not have any 
difficulties in recognizing the common ground on innate knowledge of God. 

After his journeys in the Dutch provinces, and throughout his 
setting there, Descartes repeatedly insisted on some innate knowledge in 
the human mind. In Rule IV of the Regulae ad directionem ingenii, he is 
speaking about “a sort of spark of the divine, in which the first seeds 
(semina) of useful ways of thinking are sown.” (CSM I 17, AT X 373). On 
15 April 1630, Descartes wrote to Mersenne that mathematical truths are 
inborn in our mind (mentibus nostri ingenitae), being impressed by God 
(AT I 145). In Meditatio III, he concludes that the ideas of the cogito and of 
God are innate in us (AT VII 51) and in Meditatio V, he assimilates the 
idea of God to ideas of geometrical entities. In the first part of the 
Principles translated in French, he affirms that the understanding of the 
simplest notions, such as thinking, existence, certitude, is born with us 
(AT IX-2 28).  

The most relevant texts for my purpose are Descartes’ replies to 
Regius in Notae in programma quoddam (1648) and to Burman (1648). In 
his reply to Regius, the fact that the mind has innate ideas does not 
mean that it is born with actual ideas, but has a certain disposition or 
propensity for knowing them. This natural disposition, which is not 
distinct from the faculty of thinking itself, is the one innate:  
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I never wrote or concluded that the mind required innate ideas which were in 
some way different from its faculty of thinking; but when I observed the existence 
in me of certain thoughts which proceeded, not from external objects or from the 
determination of my will, but solely from the faculty of thinking within me, then, 
in order that I might distinguish the ideas or notions (which are the forms of 
these thoughts) from other thoughts adventitious or factitious, I termed the 
former “innate.” In the same sense we say that in some families generosity is 
innate, in others certain diseases like gout or stones, not that on this account the 
babies of these families suffer from these diseases in their mother’s womb, but 
that they are born with a certain disposition or propensity (quamdam dispositione 
sive facultate) for contracting them.” (AT VIII-2 357-358)5 

 
If we pass to Descartes’ answer to Burman, this is, however, less 

close to Voetius than the reply to Regius. As Voetius, Descartes admits 
that a child cannot have an actual idea of God, but from contrasting 
reasons than Voetius:  

 
[O] But because the idea that we have of God and of ourselves is innate, shouldn’t 
the mind of the child thus have an actual idea of God? [R] It would be bold to 
affirm that because we do not have in this domain any decisive argument. The 
contrary seems otherwise probable, because during infancy the mind is so 
immersed in the body such that its only thoughts are those drawn from the 
affections of the body. (AT V 149-150) 

 
Contrary to Voetius, the mind does not need sense experience in 

order to actualize the cognitive faculties and to have an idea of God. The 
mind suffices to itself. It is rather the mind body union and the sense 
experience that hinder the mind of a child to acquire an actual idea of 
God. But this does not change the basic point that, for both Voetius and 
Descartes, the mind has the innate natural inclination to arrive at the 
knowledge of God’s existence.  

Why did Voetius and Descartes differ in their results, even if they 
started from this basic point? Why does Voetius decline that is possible 
to prove God’s existence even if we possess an innate knowledge of 
Him? What use did Descartes give to this innate knowledge and why 
was his account different from that of Voetius? 

                                                           

5  I used the edition trans. by Roger Ariew (Descartes 2000, 287). 



DESCARTES AND VOETIUS ON THE INNATE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD 
AND THE LIMITS OF NATURAL THEOLOGY 

45 

III. The limits of natural theology 
 
In my perspective, the disagreement between them is to be 

understood in terms of the limits of natural theology. The essential 
difference could be seen as an extrinsic / intrinsic limit posed to natural 
theology. For Voetius, the man possesses a natural theology which 
comprises innate theoretical principles. These constitute the natural light 
of the human reason and to deny them would mean to somehow 
separate the mind from its own natural light. Thus, the innate 
knowledge of God has essentially this negative purpose: it is impossible 
to be a firm atheist and, moreover, there is no excuse for the practical 
atheist’s ignorance. To be a firm speculative atheist would mean to be in 
a continuous crisis with your own conscience.  

Nevertheless, this crisis occurs accidentally because of the corrupted 
nature of the human reason after the Fall (Goudriaan 2006, 44). Accidentally, 
we can be speculative atheists for we can err even in the apprehension of 
the simplest things, such as the theoretical principle “God exists”.  

 
Because the conception that grasps without any connection the quiddity of the 
thing according to its nature is always true per se (…) Per accidens it is still 
admitted that it occurs: even if it [the intellect] doesn’t compose, [however] through a 
simple act it attributes to a thing that which is not found in it. (Voetius 1659, 695) 

 
Because of the Fall, human reason remains a shaky foundation, 

inappropriate for a demonstration of God’s existence. Admitting that 
God’s existence would be demonstrable (which I do not think it is the 
case), it is not human reason that formulates the premises. Moreover, 
beside this epistemological corruption comes the epistemic impossibility 
of the finite human mind to comprehend or to adequately conceive the 
infinite essence of God and his attributes: “[It is proven that] the essence 
and the attributes of Divinity are not immediately, adequately, in 
themselves or to such an extent that they are perfectly comprehended by 
the human mind: but only via negation, causality, eminence; because the 
human mind behaves here just as the eyes of the owls in sunlight” 
(Voetius 1648, 4). Without the conception of God’s essence as a premise 
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from which to infer God’s existence, it is impossible to provide a proper 
demonstration within natural theology.  

These logical and epistemological difficulties seem to be intrinsic 
to Voetius’ innate natural theology. But the important motive is located 
elsewhere. If natural theology would be a self-sufficient enterprise, this 
would make reason a second principle of faith besides God’s word 
revealed in the Scripture. The one who decides here that is not reason, 
but faith of the Calvinist theologian. The logic of the Voetius’ 
disputation De ratione humana in rebus fidei from 1636 is to lead the 
human reason to difficulties that justify its overthrow and emphasize the 
external principle of faith, namely the word of Scripture. To say it more 
sharply, human reason and natural theology are deficient in knowing 
and proving God’s existence if and only if the principle of faith is 
previously known and more certain. This overthrow of reason is 
explicitly affirmed by Voetius:  

 
There exists a infallible principle out of which faith is firstly drawn and proved, 
and in which faith is ultimately solved, but human reason isn’t like this (…) 
because the last solution of the faithful is not through which or because of which I 
understand, comprehend, thus judge, this being the reason why it pertains to 
faith, but because God thus speaks in the Scripture, this is why it pertains to faith, 
and as a consequence, I thus judge, and must judge and believe (…) so that the 
reason of the infallibility of faith is in and from the word of God, not in and from 
the human reason as a principle. (Voetius 1648, 2) 

 
If I am now about to pass to Descartes’ natural theology, 

equivalent, according to what he wrote in letter to Regius against 
Voetius, to his metaphysics (AT III 505), this is not with the intention of 
a vast account on the idea of the infinite being and the proofs for its 
existence based on that idea. The idea of God or the idea of the infinite 
being is perhaps the most elaborated conception in Descartes’ 
philosophy and it has received a thorough analysis from Alexandre 
Koyré (1922) to Igor Agostini (2010). My only purpose is to explain why 
Descartes’ enterprise on natural theology was fundamentally different 
from that of Voetius, even if they shared a common starting point, the 
innate knowledge of God.  
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In the case of Descartes, the limits of natural theology are inherent 
in how the human mind can elaborate this innate knowledge of God. To 
have a clear and distinct idea of God is one thing. But the philosopher’s 
task to elaborate a discourse that satisfies conditions for the clear and 
distinct idea of God is quite another thing and this is where the heart of 
Descartes’ Meditationes beats. 

If for Voetius, the incomprehensibility explains why natural 
reason must be overthrown in order to emphasize the external principle 
of faith, for Descartes the incomprehensibility of God is the reason why 
the idea of God is the truest and the most clear and distinct idea that the 
human mind possesses. Incomprehensibility becomes for Descartes a 
constitutive and a sufficient condition of the idea of the infinite being as the 
most clear and distinct idea. The theoretical elaboration of the clear and 
distinct idea of God in terms of incomprehensibility is presented by 
Descartes in Meditatio III and it involves several steps:  

 
It does not matter that I do not grasp the infinite (non comprehendam infinitum), or 
that there are countless additional attributes of God which I cannot in any way grasp, 
and perhaps cannot even reach in my thought; for it is in the nature of the infinite (de 
ratione infiniti) not to be grasped by a finite being like myself. It is enough that I 
understand the infinite, and that I judge (sufficit me hoc ipsum intelligere, ac judicare) that 
all the attributes which I clearly perceive (clare percipio) and know (scio) to imply some 
perfection – and perhaps countless others of which I am ignorant (atque etiam forte alia 
innumera quae ignoro) – are present in God either formally or eminently. This is 
enough to make the idea that I have of God the truest and most clear and distinct 
(maxime vera, et maxime clara et distincta) of all my ideas. (CSM II 32, AT VII 46) 

 
Firstly, incomprehensibility belongs to the nature of the infinite 

being. It is a property that results from a thing that does not have any 
limits. This first step is important because it determines the following three 
steps and, far from being incompatible with the truth and clarity and 
distinction of the idea of God, it provides the sufficient condition for that.  

Secondly, incomprehensibility indicates the epistemic modality of 
knowing and understanding the infinite being. God is not to be 
comprehended or embraced by the human finite mind. But leaving aside 
the metaphor, the fact that I do not comprehend God means that he is 
not a finite object of my thinking that I can construct from particular 
determinations according to certain rules. The epistemic apparatus 
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opposing to comprehendere and appropriate for knowing God is 
intelligere, judicare, percipere and scire. It is important to insist that 
intelligere is not something less than comprehendere. It is not because I 
understand too little about the infinite being that I do not comprehend 
it. It is because I understand too much and I cannot handle it in order to 
construct it as an object. Writing to Caterus, Descartes explains “that 
God provides much more ample and straightforward subject-matter 
(multo apliorem facilioremque materiam) for clear and distinct knowledge 
than does any created thing” (CSM II 82, AT VII 114). Conceiving the 
infinite being as incomprehensible determines the idea of the infinite 
being. Through intelligere, the incomprehensibility of the infinite being is 
transferred as a constitutive property to the idea of the infinite being. 

Thirdly, the idea of the infinite being comprises whatever I 
perceive clearly, that is attentively, apart from the senses and 
imagination, “as being real and true, and implying any perfection” 
(CSM II 32, AT VII 46). What makes this idea incomprehensible in a 
positive sense, is that I understand that all the perfections perceived 
belong to God formally or eminently. In other words, through 
incomprehensibility, I do not know only God’s perfections, but also that 
they belong to him eminently, in a perfect degree. The fact that intelligere 
is mediating between the incomprehensibility of the idea and God’s 
incomprehensibility is affirmed by Descartes at the end of the Meditatio III: 
“I also understand (intelligo) at the same time that he on whom I depend 
has within him all those greater things, not just indefinitely and 
potentially but actually and infinitely, and hence that he is God” (CSM II 35, 
AT VII 51). And more precisely, but with an equivalent for intelligere, 
namely attingere cogitatione: “By God I mean the very being the idea of 
whom is within me, that is, the possessor of all the perfections which I 
cannot grasp (non comprehendere), but can somehow reach in my thought 
(attingere cogitatione).” (CSM II 35, AT VII 52). 

Fourthly, and this is the most radical step developed by Descartes, 
the idea of God problematically includes countless other attributes that 
the mind does not know. About an infinite incomprehensible being 
there can only be an incomprehensible idea, an idea that, besides what is 
clearly perceived, includes problematically attributes that the mind 
ignores. In other words, the meaning of the incomprehensibility of this 
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idea, regarding the number of its attributes, is that, beside what I clearly 
perceive, I know that there are problematically other attributes that I do 
not know. Without the recognition of this unknowable dimension of the 
idea of the infinite being, its idea would become either the infinite itself, 
comprising all the attributes, impossible to conceive by the finite human 
mind, or a finite idea, inadequate in any sense to the infinite being.  

 
 
IV. Conclusions 
 
For Descartes, the theme of incomprehensibility becomes the 

theoretical kernel in elaborating the discourse on the idea of God as a 
clear and distinct idea. However daring it may sound, 
incomprehensibility is a constitutive and a sufficient condition for the 
idea of God as a clear and distinct idea. The incomprehensibility belongs 
to the nature of the infinite being. This indicates the particular epistemic 
modalities in order to know this being. Through intelligere – one of the 
epistemic modalities – the idea of God that we conceive is also 
incomprehensible in a double and positive respect: first, beside what I 
clearly perceive that implies some perfection, I know that in God it is 
eminently; second, I also know that beside the number of the attributes 
clearly perceived, this idea includes countless others. The infinite being 
is intelligible as an incomprehensible one. To this responds the 
incomprehensible idea of God, mediated through intelligere. Only in this 
sense it becomes the truest and most clear idea, the idea of God.  

Contrary to Descartes, for Voetius the incomprehensible God 
remains beyond the reason’s grasp. But Voetius is not just one of those 
theologians who seek refuge in the impossibility of knowing an 
incomprehensible God. The fact that God is impossible to be known and 
proved naturally emphasize all the more God as a unique external 
principle of faith. Particularly this overthrown of reason in favor of faith 
and God as a unique external principle is what categorically separated 
Voetius and Descartes. Simply speaking, if one was right, the other one 
was wrong. Perhaps this is the reason why the quarrel from Utrecht never 
reached the stage of peace, but only temporary truces. Perhaps, again, if 
it had been for the incomprehensible idea of God only, the philosopher 
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and the theologian would have met and would have agreed, each of 
them from their own perspective. But then again, a dispute is not 
nourished only with contrasting ideas.  
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COGITO AND THE PROBLEM OF MADNESS. 
DERRIDA VS. FOUCAULT 

 
ALEXANDRU LICIU1 

 
 

Abstract 
 
 

The present article represents an attempt to argue in the favor of the thesis that, in 
the First Meditation, in the fragment where the problem of madness is spoken of, 
Descartes’ view aims to exclude the possibility that the knowing subject, the Cogito, 
could be insane, and not only to avoid the problem of madness because of various 
reasons or to replace the madness-example with a dreaming-example. In other words, 
this research aims to expose and to argue for Michel Foucault’s point of view regarding 
the Cartesian problem of madness, and also to argue against Jacques Derrida’s view on 
the same issue. More broadly speaking, beyond the highlight of a possible different 
approach to Descartes’ text or the analysis of the Derrida-Foucault controversy, the main 
aim of this article is to emphasize a problem maybe less discussed of the act of knowing: 
beyond the proper usage of a wrong method, the misusage of a correct method or the 
poor practice of some spiritual exercises, the errors in the act of knowledge could as well 
follow from a deficiency in the knowing subject itself. 

Keywords: Descartes, Foucault, Derrida, Cogito, madness, epistemology, spiritual exercise. 

 
 
I. Introduction. The Cartesian excerpt 
 
In this article I will argue that, in the fragment from the First 

Meditation where Descartes approaches the problem of madness 
(Descartes 2008, 13-14), his aim is to exclude (and not only to avoid) the 
possibility that the knowing subject (the Cogito) could be insane; in other 
words, I am going to argue in the favor of a point of view held by Michel 

                                                           

1  B.A. Student, Faculty of Philosophy, University of Bucharest. 
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Foucault, and I will try to reject another possible interpretation of the 
Cartesian text, which belongs to Jacques Derrida. According to 
Descartes’ approach, the problem of madness is entirely different – the 
possibility that the knowing subject could be mad is not avoided by 
Descartes simply because it is impossible for a knowing subject to be 
mad indeed, but because the dream represents a better example of 
doubt, and also because of what Derrida calls pedagogical reasons. The 
stake of this essay is not only to show a fresh (or at least different) way 
of approaching Descartes’s text, but it could also present and shape the 
Derrida-Foucault controversy, as pointing out a less noticed or 
approached problem of the act of knowing – a false opinion could occur 
not only because of the usage of a wrong method or because of the 
wrong practice of a correct spiritual exercise2 (or even the proper usage 
of a deficient spiritual exercise), but also because of some sort of 
deficiency in the knowing subject himself (the madman, for instance). 
Beyond meletē heautou, gnothi seauton and their intersection, the madman 
is also to be found. 

I will begin by presenting the extract from Descartes’ text, and a 
series of arguments in the favor of my thesis will follow. I will also 
try to counter some possible counterarguments, in order to strengthen 
my standpoint. 

                                                           

2  In this research, the term “spiritual exercise” will not strictly refer to a religious 
act, such as an incantation, a prayer, fasting and so forth, and will have a broader 
signification (which actually could, in a sense, include a religious dimension, but 
which will not be limited to it). Even if, let us say, the origin of this term could be 
traced back to Ignatius of Loyola, where it had a more religious connotation, here 
it will be used, as we are going to see, in a Foucauldian sense, meaning, to put it 
briefly, that an spiritual exercise is an auxiliary act of the process of knowing, and 
that it is not to be confused with the method itself. In Foucault’s opinion, 
Descartes’ text, as it will be presented here, also speaks of the dimension of this 
spiritual exercise and, moreover, it is emblematic for an epistemological passage 
from a care of the self to a knowledge of the self (and I consider that it is highly 
disputable whether this is the last text where the two dimensions are mixing 
together). Thus, an incorrect spiritual exercise is referring to an auxiliary act that 
rather prevents the process of knowing, and a poor practice of a correct exercise 
means to apply wrong an exercise which otherwise (in the pure theory, for 
example) is favorable to the act of knowing. 
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But perhaps, although they [the senses] sometimes deceive us about things that 
are little, or rather a long way away, there are plenty of other things of which 
there is clearly no doubt, although it was from the senses that we learned them: 
for instance, that I am now here, sitting by the fire, wrapped in a warm winter 
gown, handling this paper, and suchlike. Indeed, that these hands themselves, 
and this whole body are mine – what reason could there be for doubting this? 
Unless perhaps I were to compare myself to one of those madmen, whose little 
brains have been so befuddled by a pestilential vapor arising from the black bile, 
that they swear blind that they are kings, though they are beggars, or that they 
are clad in purple, when they are naked, or that their head is made of clay, or that 
their whole body is a jug, or made entirely of glass. But they are lunatics, and I 
should seem no less of a madman myself if I should follow their example in any 
way. (Descartes 2008, 13-14).3 

 
 
II. Foucault’s reasoning – the madman as an alter 

 
The problem that Descartes invokes in the quoted paragraph is 

seen by Foucault in a manner that supports my thesis. As he mentions 
(Foucault 1972, 56-58)4, the impossibility of being mad it’s essential for the 

                                                           

3  Being given that this paragraph is situated at the very core of my research, I will 
also quote John Cottingham’s translation, where it can be explicitly seen that here 
Descartes is referring to the sensorial perception: “Yet although the senses [my 
emphasis] occasionally deceive us with respect to objects which are very small or 
in the distance, there are many other beliefs about which doubt is quite impossible, 
even though they are derived from the senses – for example, that I am here, 
sitting by the fire, wearing a winter dressing-gown, holding this piece of paper in 
my hands, and so on. Again, how could it be denied that these hands or this 
whole body are mine? Unless perhaps I were to liken myself to madmen, whose 
brains are so damaged by the persistent vapors of melancholia that they firmly 
maintain they are kings when they are paupers, or say they are dressed in purple 
when they are naked, or that their heads are made of earthenware, or that they 
are pumpkins, or made of glass. But such people are insane, and I would be 
thought equally mad if I took anything from them as a model for myself.” 
(Descartes, 1988). 

4  Since Richard Howard only made an abbreviated translation of the Foucauldian 
text and did not include in his edition the passages from the second chapter 
referring to Descartes’ Meditations, I will further use the translation made by 
Jonathan Murphy and Jean Khalfa, in Michel Foucault, History of Madness 
(London/New York: Routledge, 2006), and my own translation of a very short 
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thinking subject, and not for the object of thought, for the object that is to be 
known. Moreover, Descartes chooses the dream over madness (and this 
is a main question this essay addresses) because even if “one admits the 
possibility that one might be dreaming, and one identifies with that 
dreaming subject to find « some grounds for doubt »”, we cannot 
“suppose that one is mad, even in thought, for madness is precisely a 
condition of impossibility for thought.”5 (2006, 45). 

In other words, the possibility of thinking is specific to the thinking 
subject, the Cogito, while madness is presented here exactly as the 
opposite of the capacity of thinking. Descartes chooses the dream 
because he can suppose that he thinks and, at the same time, he dreams, but 
he can not suppose that he thinks and, at the same time, he’s mad. This view 
is strengthened by Foucault when he specifies that “in the economy of 
doubt, there is a fundamental disequilibrium between on the one hand 
madness, and dreams and errors on the other”6 (45), in the sense that the 
dream is only a stage, a step, which will be overran in the process of 
searching for the truth – “Dreams and illusions are overcome by the 
very structure of truth”7 (45), as Edward McGushin also pointed out – 
but madness is the impossibility of searching for the truth.8 

Finally, Foucault synthesizes the Cartesian excerpt using an 
illustrative motto: “We are not always sure of not dreaming, but we can 

                                                                                                                                              

passage, where I found it more appropriate; I will also quote the original French 
edition in footnotes, in such a way that the reader could see the used excerpts in a 
broader perspective. 

5  “On peut supposer qu’on rêve et s’identifier au sujet rêvant pour trouver 
«quelque raison de douter»”, “On ne peut, en revanche, supposer, même par la 
pensée, qu’on est fou, car la folie justement est condition d’imposibilité de la 
pensée.” (Foucault 1972, 57). 

6  “Dans l’économie du doute, il y a un déséquilibre fondamental entre folie d’une 
part, rêve et erreur de l’autre.” (1972, 57). 

7  “Songes ou illusons sont surmontés dans la structure même de la vérité.” (1972, 57). 
8  “Madness is simply excluded by the doubting subject, in the same manner that it 

will soon be excluded that he is not thinking or that he does not exist.” (2006, 45); 
“La folie est exclue par le sujet qui doute. Comme bientôt sera exclu qu’il ne 
pense pas, et qu’il n’existe pas.” (1972, 57). 
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never be sure of not being mad.”9 According to Foucault, the attempt of 
being extravagant itself is an extravagance, and “the perils of madness 
have been quashed by the exercise of Reason.” (2006, 46)10: 

 
This new sovereign [of Reason] rules a domain where the only possible enemies are 
errors and illusions. [In] the process of Descartes’ doubt [...] madness is banished in 
the name of the man who doubts, and who is no more capable of opening himself 
to unreason than he is of not thinking or not being.11 (Foucault 2006, 46)  

 
Summing up the interpretation given by Foucault, we can say that, 

in his Metaphysical Meditations, Descartes excludes the possibility of 
being mad (“they are lunatics, and I should seem no less of a madman 
myself if I should follow their example in any way”) because madness is 
exactly the incapacity of thinking12, while the dream is just a method we 
use to doubt the existence of some objects, an obstacle that need to be 
overcame, and which supposes the action of thinking (thinking is for it a 
necessary condition, although not a sufficient one). 

In order to better understand this argument and this interpretation 
given by Foucault, we shall try, using a series of terminological 
distinctions, to place ourselves more carefully in the context of his 
speech, or otherwise we might be accused of the same mistake Foucault 
is accused by Derrida – whose view I shall introduce soon – the mistake 
that Foucault would have had since the very beginning of his exposition 
“an assured and rigorous precomprehension of the concept of 

                                                           

9  Here I preferred a more textual translation, since Murphy and Khalfa’s translation 
has a tendency to say that we can never know either if we are mad or if we are 
dreaming, which, I believe, is not the point of Foucault’s fragment. They say as 
follows: “Man was never certain that he was not dreaming, and never sure that 
he was not mad.” (2006, 46); “On n’est pas toujours sûr de ne pas rêver, jamais 
certain de n’être pas fou.” (1972, 58). 

10  “Le péril de la folie a disparu de l’exercice même de la Raison.” (1972, 58). 
11  “Celle-ci est retranchée dans une pleine possession de soi où elle ne peut 

rencontrer d’autres pièges que l’erreur, d’autres dangers que l’illusion. Le doute 
de Descartes [...] bannit la folie au nom de celui qui doute, et qui ne peut pas plus 
déraisonner que ne pas penser et ne pas être.” (1972, 58). 

12  See McGushin (2007, 183), where he points out that “The very essence of madness 
is the incapacity of doubting.” 
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madness.” (Derrida 2005, 49)13. Thus, I will introduce a hermeneutic 
process which aims to present what Foucault understands by madness. 

In his Preface to the first edition of the History of Madness, Foucault 
states that madness is the absence of an oeuvre14: 

 
What then is madness, in its most general but most concrete form, for anyone 
who immediately challenges any hold that knowledge might have upon it? In all 
probability, nothing other than the absence of an oeuvre. (Foucault 2006, XXXI)  

 
Derrida, commenting Foucault’s text, will say that, according to 

Foucault, or even to the entire historical thought that he is studying, “the 
concept of madness overlaps everything that can be put under the rubric 
of negativity” (Derrida 2005, 49). Derrida continues his exegesis, 
mentioning that Foucault wanted madness to be the subject of his book, 
the subject of the History of Madness, but a subject “in every sense of the 
word: its theme and its first-person narrator, its author, madness 
speaking about itself” (39). Such a madness, Foucault will be writing, 
can be spoken of only by means of a specific speech, where “madness 
[is] speaking on the basis of its own experience and under it own 
authority, and not [...] within the language of reason” (39). In this 
context, the history of madness is “a history not of psychiatry, [...] but of 
madness itself, in its most vibrant state” (39-40). 

Let us try to clarify these affirmations. The madness that Foucault 
speaks of, and at the same time the madness that can be found in 
Descartes’ text, represents a “madness [...] before being captured by 
knowledge” (2005, 40), a form of madness “itself”. Foucault refuses the 

                                                           

13  Everything happens “as if Foucault knew what «madness» means” (Derrida 2005, 49). 
14  Cf. Derrida (2005, 391, n. 6); in this translation of Derrida’s text, as the translator, 

Alan Bass, points out in this footnote, the absence of an oeuvre has been translated 
by absence of work, in order “to avoid confusions that could be caused by caused 
by translating it as « Work of Art »”. According to Bass, “to translate Foucault’s 
definition of madness [...] as « the absence of the work of art » (l’absence 
d’oeuvre) does not convey Foucault’s sense of the absence of a work governed 
by institutionalized rationalism”. 
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language of reason, of Order15, choosing something that he will call the 
archaeology of a silence. However, I strongly consider that speaking about 
this silence is a difficult task, being given that we are not allowed to use 
a language of order, structured in accordance with the exigencies of 
reason. The language that is to be used, Foucault will claim, is a language 
without support, situated in a relativity without recourse (Foucault 2006, 
XXXV)16; in other words, as Derrida remarks, “a language declining, in 
principle if not in fact, to articulate itself along the lines of the syntax of 
reason” (Derrida 2005, 44). Such a language, as it can be easily pointed 
out, is a language that is unusable, being given that it does not accept 
the requirements of reason17, or that it is more than an ordinary 
language, being given that it only refuses in principle and not in fact the 
the exigencies of reason (but then it is not a proper language for a silence 
anymore), or, in the end, that rather represents a silence. Anyway, from 
these ideas we can see that being insane could (also) mean not being 
able to use proper, intelligible and meaningful language, or even to be 
totally silent.18 

I shall now introduce a new concept, a new idea, which will help 
us better understand Foucault’s discourse. This silence, that represents 
the object of Foucault’s archaeology, is not to be understood as “an 
original muteness or nondiscourse, but [as] a subsequent silence, a 
discourse arrested by command” (2005, 45). In this context, Foucault 
introduces the Decision, “the point at which the dialogue [between 

                                                           

15  “The system of objectivity, of the universal rationality of which psychiatry wishes 
to be the expression”, but also “the language of the body politic” (2005, 40). 

16  Also see Derrida (2005, 43). 
17  I think that this aspect could be seen as a rejection of a logical principle – and 

more precisely, as the rejection of the Law of the Excluded Middle. If we accept 
this, then Foucault’s argument – this time, somehow beyond the pure analysis of 
Descartes’ text – becomes even more powerful: generally speaking, I believe it can 
be easily accepted that, if being mad supposes not respecting the Law of the 
Excluded Middle when one thinks, then thinking means having already 
dismissed the possibility of being mad. 

18  A praise of madness, as Derrida emphasizes, supposes “intentions [that] cannot 
be admitted because the praise (éloge) of silence always takes place within logos, 
the language of objectification” (2005, 44). 
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reason and unreason] was broken off”19 (44-45). This moment appears in 
the 18th century, when the right to language had been annexed by the 
“psychiatric reason”. Foucault considers that Descartes’ excerpt is 
illustrative also for the “moment at which the great confrontation 
between reason and unreason ceased to be waged in the dimension of 
freedom, and in which reason ceased to be for man an ethic and became 
a nature.”20 This dimension regarding human nature in Descartes’ text 
context is of interest in this article; in other words, here it will not be 
asserted that man could choose whether to be mad or reasonable (and 
hence an issue concerning ethics could occur), but it will be considered, 
as Foucault also does, that man, in the context of the actual discussion, is 
either reasonable or insane. 

Once having presented these specifications that could be useful in 
order to better understand Foucault’s considerations on the passage 
from the First Meditation, I will introduce another opinion regarding 
Descartes’ text, an opinion that belongs to Jacques Derrida and that is 
formulated as an answer to and a critique of the Foucauldian interpretation, 
and then I will try to argue against this hermeneutic process, this 
possible counterargument (and this possible counterexample) showing 
that my thesis – Michel Foucault’s interpretation of the problem of 
madness from the Cartesian Metaphysical meditations is the correct or, 
at least, the preferable one – still stands. 

 
 
III. Derrida’s argument – the madman is myself 
 
In the light of the rereading of the Cartesian cogito, after having 

tried to read it following Foucault’s line of interpretation, Derrida 
notices two aspects: firstly, Descartes does not “circumvent the 
eventuality of sensory error or of dreams”, but rather he uses the dream 
as an extreme case, a “radicalization”, as a “hyperbolical exaggeration of 

                                                           

19  “The Decision, through a single act, links and separates reason and madness, and 
it must be understood at once both as the original act of an order, a fiat, a decree, 
and as a schism, a caesura, a separation, a dissection” (2005, 44-45). 

20  McGushin 2007, 178. Also consult McGushin 2007, 178, n. 11. 
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the hypothesis according to which the senses could sometimes deceive 
me” (Derrida 2005, 57-58); in other words, what could, for Foucault, 
appear as a “extravagance”, now can be seen as “admissible within 
dreams” (2005, 58). Derrida brings into discussion the example of colors 
and of the body (and not only of them, because extension, quantity, 
magnitude and number are just as illustrative), meaning the example of 
simple objects, which compose the other objects, can not be divided 
anymore and are not reducible to other objects21. In this sense, we might 
say (or at least Descartes considered so) that, on the one hand, physics, 
astronomy, medicine and the other similar sciences (nowadays we might 
call them empirical sciences) are uncertain, because they “have as their 
end the consideration of composite things.” (Descartes apud Derrida 
2005, 59)22. On the other hand, arithmetic, geometry and the other 
similar sciences (today we can call them formal sciences) are certain, 
because they “only treat of things that are very simple and very 
general.” (2005, 59)23. The latter category of sciences, Derrida considers, 
will also be put into doubt, just as madness will, but not using a “natural 
doubt”. What Descartes will use then is a methodical doubt, 
“metaphysical, artificial and hyperbolical doubt through the fiction of 
the evil genius” (2005, 60) – le Malin Génie. I consider that the point of 
this part of Derrida’s itinerary is to show that the insanity24 can be seen 
only as an instance of the sensory error25 and that, furthermore, there are 

                                                           

21  See Descartes 2008, 14-15. 
22  In Michael Moriarty’s translation: “which involve the study of composite things˝. 
23  In Michael Moriarty’s translation: “which deal only with the very simplest and 

most general things˝. 
24  As the editor of the volume Aesthetics, Method and Epistemology, where the text 

“My body, this paper, this fire” is to be found, points out in one of his footnotes – 
see Foucault (1998, 417) – on the one hand, the term “insanity” can be excessive, 
especially when we are referring to the example of the painters. One the other 
hand, the same editor admits that in French the term “extravagance” has an 
“overtone of madness absent from most uses of English cognate forms”. However, 
for clarity, in this article the terms “madness”, “insanity”, and “extravagance” are 
used as equivalents. 

25  “Madness is only a particular case, and, moreover, not the most serious one, of 
the sensory illusion which interests Descartes at this point.” (Derrida 2005, 60). 
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other instances – such as the dreams, which are more serious and, in a 
sense, more global26. 

The second aspect remarked by Derrida „in the light of the 
rereading of the Cartesian Cogito” is that the hypothesis of extravagance 
does not seem “to receive any privileged treatment” or “to be submitted 
to any particular exclusion”, “at this moment of the Cartesian order”, 
madness being only a “hyperbolical exasperation” (2005, 60-61); 
according to Derrida, what Descartes does is to prevent the 
astonishment of a novice, who would be afraid to doubt his own body 
(or the fire, the paper etc.), and this moment is underlined by Descartes 
using an sed forte – “« but yet perhaps... »” (2005, 54). This is the first of a 
series of arguments that can be called pedagogical reasons. Another 
important statement, but to which Foucault will answer without 
difficulty, is made by Derrida in a footnote. According to this note, 
Descartes’ text speaks about madness only “as the index of a question of 
principle, that is, of epistemological value”. Descartes “never speaks of 
madness itself in this text. Madness is not his theme” (2005, 392, n. 15). 
Even if, Derrida notices, “it will be said, perhaps, that this is the sign of a 
profound exclusion”, “this silence on madness itself simultaneously 
signifies the opposite of an exclusion, since it is not a question of madness 
in this text, if only to exclude it” (2005, 392, n. 15). At the end of his note, 
Derrida strengthens his standpoint: “It is not in the Meditations that 
Descartes speaks of madness itself” (2005, 392, n. 15). Reformulating and 
trying to offer a clarification, we can say that Derrida’s point is not that, 
in the text of the Meditations, Descartes does not speak of the problem of 
madness, but that the madness Descartes is conceiving is not the one 
Foucault is speaking of. 

For Derrida, the madness invoked by Descartes “affected only 
certain areas of sensory perception, and in a contingent and partial way” 
(2005, 61). Derrida insists on this point of view – Descartes chooses the 
dream over madness not because the Cogito can not be mad, but because 
madness does not inspire that much doubt as dreams do. Descartes 
would operate, as Foucault points out mentioning Derrida’s idea, the 

                                                           

26  That is to say that dreams could lead to a worse sensory error. 
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passage from a bad example to a proper one27 (Foucault 1998, 399). Thus, 
“the sleeper, or the dreamer, is madder than the madman. Or, at least, 
the dreamer [...] is further from true perception than the madman” 
(Derrida 2005, 61-62). Derrida will insist again, arguing that “it is in the 
case of sleep, and not in that of insanity, that the absolute totality of ideas 
of sensory origin becomes suspect” (2005, 62). If it were to put it 
differently, I believe that we can say that the main argument from this 
part of Derrida’s reasoning is to show that madness does not delude the 
knowing subject as much as dreams do28. Moreover, from Derrida’s 
perspective, as Edward McGushin points out, Descartes, far from 
excluding madness, places it at the very center of the doubt, as the 
“defining moment of the cogito” (McGushin 2007, 184), which, I think, is 
to consider that, as in the case of dreams, madness is an epistemological 
barrier to be overcome by the Cogito’s meditation. 

Derrida will give yet another reason to consider that Descartes 
would have chosen the dream over madness, but without excluding the 
latter – madness “is not a useful or happy example pedagogically, 
because it meets the resistance of the nonphilosopher who does not have 
the audacity to follow the philosopher when the latter agrees that he 
might indeed be mad” (Derrida 2005, 62). At this point we encounter a 
second pedagogical reason: this time, the neophyte, or the 
nonphilosopher, not only does not have the courage needed to doubt his 
own immediate perception, his “whole system of actuality”29 (and 
doubting his immediate perception, as Foucault argues, will not be easy 
even for the philosopher), but he also does not have the audacity to 
follow and accept the initiative of someone who accepts that he could be 
mad himself. This is not the case, according to Derrida, of dreams – very 
probably, a nonphilosopher will accept the hypothesis that he is actually 
dreaming and thus he will continue the exercise proposed by the Cogito. 

                                                           

27  “To pass from madness to dreams is to pass from a « bad » to a « good » 
instrument of doubt.” (Foucault 1998, 399). 

28  See Derrida (2005, 62), where it is stated that “it [the insanity] does not cover the 
totality of the field of sensory perception. The madman is not always wrong 
about everything; he is not wrong often enough, is never mad enough”. 

29  See McGushin 2007, 188. 
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In this sense, Descartes would choose only an “apparent dismissal of the 
possibility that he might be mad” (McGushin 2007, 184), and all of these 
for the pedagogical reason presented. 

However, Derrida admits that Foucault would be right regarding 
the problem of madness in Descartes’ text if the latter did not go beyond 
the level of natural doubt30; the situation changes “as soon as we come to 
the properly philosophical, metaphysical, and critical phase of doubt” 
(Derrida 2005, 63), stage marked by the hypothesis of the Evil Genius, by 
the possibility to doubt the mathematical truths, which were escaping 
natural doubt.31 Therefore, the meditating subject will not avoid madness32, 
but, on the contrary, “the Cogito escapes madness only because at its 
own moment […] it is valid even if I am mad, even if my thoughts are 
completely mad” (2005, 67). I believe that this is to say that even in the 
case that I am mad, the Cogito will “escape” madness by not actually 
escaping it, but by overcoming it. In such a case, certainty, the target of 
Descartes’ itinerary, “need not be sheltered from an imprisoned 
madness [as Foucault argues], for it is attained and ascertained within 
madness itself” (2005, 67), the subject does not need to exclude madness, 
because the latter will be overcome by the very act of thinking. In the 
end, seemingly following Foucault’s way of exposing his ideas, Derrida 
also summarizes his view on the Cartesian excerpt in a illustrative 
motto: “Whether I am mad or not, Cogito, sum.” (2005, 68) 

 
 
IV. Foucauldian counterarguments 
 
At this point of my essay, I shall try, in order to strengthen my 

thesis, to present the way Foucault answers Derrida’s observations. To 
begin with, Foucault accepts Derrida’s idea according to which the 

                                                           

30  “If we were to remain at the naïve, natural, and premetaphysical stage of 
Descartes’s itinerary, the stage marked by natural doubt.” (Derrida 2005, 63). 

31  “Madness […] will spare nothing, neither bodily nor purely intellectual 
perceptions”, Derrida emphasizes (2005, 64). 

32  “It can no longer literally be said that the Cogito would escape madness.” 
(Derrida 2005, 67). 
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dream has some advantages over madness, he accepts that the dream 
could be a preferable example, but he believes that these advantages are 
“of a quite different order”33: “[dreams] are frequent, they happen often; 
my memories of them are recent, it is not difficult to have access to these 
vivid memories which they leave.” (Foucault 1998, 396). 

Dreams, having the property of happening often, give birth to a 
series of possibilities: dreams are a “immediately accessible experience”, 
and this “experience is not only a theme for meditation: it is really and 
actually produced in meditation”; I consider that the point of the latter 
expression is to emphasize that supposing he is asleep does not prevent 
the Cogito from going further in his meditation34, quite the contrary. 
Once these specifications being presented, Foucault will compare the 
experience of dreaming to the experience of madness. 

According to Foucault, there are four points that mark the 
distinction between the dream example and the one of madness. The 
first of these points is regarding “the nature of the meditative exercise” 
and targets the used vocabulary. Foucault points out that in the 
paragraph that refers to the madness example it is used a vocabulary of 
comparison35, and in order to strengthen his point of view, Foucault 
quotes the Latin version of the Cartesian text („si quod ab iis exemplum ad 
me transferrem” meaning “if I applied to myself some example coming 
from them”)36, while in the dream-paragraph we can find “a vocabulary 
of memory”: 
                                                           

33  By comparison to Derrida’s view and also to a certain “logical and demonstrative 
order˝; see Foucault, 1998, 395). 

34  “By means of this meditative exercise, thinking about dreaming takes effect in the 
subject himself˝, and “in modifying him [the thinking subject], […] thinking 
about dreams does not disqualify him as meditating object: even though 
transformed into a «subject supposedly asleep», the meditating subject can safely 
pursue the progression of his doubt.” (1998, 398). 

35  “In the madness paragraph, [there is] a vocabulary of comparison”: “if I wish to 
deny that «these hands and this body are mine» [“these hands themselves, and 
this whole body are mine”, in Michael Moriarty’s version], I must « compare 
myself to certain deranged people » [“I were to compare myself to one of those 
madmen”, in Michael Moriarty’s version], […] but I would be extravagant indeed 
«if I followed their examples»” (1998, 399). 

36  See Foucault 1998, 399. 
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The dreamer: that which I remember having been; from the depths of my memory 
rises the dreamer that I was myself, that I will be again. (Foucault 1998, 399) 

 
I consider that the main point of this comparison is to show that, 

according to Descartes’s text, the Cogito can speak of himself when he 
approaches the dreams problem, but, when he approaches the madness 
problem, he can not speak of himself any longer, being forced to adopt a 
kind of exteriority, a type of a observer-to-object view37. In other words, 
Foucault shows, at this point, by means of a textual analysis of the 
Cartesian excerpt, that Descartes conceives the madman as an alter, he 
excludes him, while the dreamer is an instance of the self. 

The second point concerns “the themes of the meditative exercise”. 
These themes, Foucault specifies, “appear in the examples that the 
meditating subject proposed by himself”. The two examples are, as I 
mentioned so far, the example of madness and the one of the dream. Among 
the themes of madness we can count “thinking one is a king when one is 
poor; imagining one’s body is made of glass or that one is a jug”, and 
among the dream-related ones we can find themes like “being seated (as 
I am at this moment); feeling the heat of the fire (as I feel it today); 
reaching out my hand (as I decide, at this moment, to do)” (1998, 399). 
From here Foucault will extract an idea similar to the one enunciated at 
the first point: “Madness is the entirely other”, whereas “dream-imagination 
pins itself onto present perception at every point” (1998, 399). Madman 
is an alter, the dreamer is part of the self. 

The third point is represented by “the central test of the exercise”, 
consisting in “the search for difference” between the madness-related 
state, respectively the dream-state, and the meditation of the Cogito. At 
this moment, Foucault also addresses the question: “can I seriously 
wonder whether my body is made of glass, or whether I am naked in 
my bed?” (1998, 399). Foucault will firstly interrogate himself with 
respect to the difference between the dream-state and the Cogito’s 
meditation-related one, concluding that “what I supposed was the 

                                                           

37  I think that it is conceivable that the observer can also be, to some extent, the 
object of his observation, but the idea it is that it is not the case in this example; 
here the object is different from the observer. 
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criterion of difference (clarity and distinctness) belong indifferently to 
both dreams and waking perception; so it cannot make the difference 
between them” (1998, 400). In the case of the difference between the 
madness-related state and the one of the meditative Cogito, Foucault will 
point out that “there is, in fact, no question of trying to take myself to be 
a madman who takes himself to be a king”, and that “what is different 
with madness does not have to be tested [as it is the case of dreams], it is 
established” (1998, 400), which, I believe, simply means that one can not 
suppose that he is not thinking in the very moment of making a 
supposition, because making a supposition is a moment of thinking. 
Anyway, and somehow more generally speaking, Foucault invokes once 
more the same idea: madness is excluded from the possibilities of the 
Cogito, while the dream is taken into consideration. 

The last point Foucault brings into discussion in order to delimit 
the dream-example from the madness one refers to “the effect of the 
[meditative] exercise”. Such an effect is visible “in the decision-sentences, 
which end both passages” (1998, 400): “But just a moment – these are 
madmen”38 it is used the third person, plural, isti, and a conditional is 
added (“I should be no less extravagant if I followed their example”39), 
while phrases such as “I am quite astonished”40 and “my astonishment 
[...] is such that it I am almost capable of convincing me that I am 
asleep”41, which are to be found in the dream case, show us that it’s me 
who “in this uncertainty [of the dreams][...] I decide to continue my 
meditation.” (400) The same emphasis is made by Foucault: madness is 
exterior, dreams are interior to the Cogito.42 

                                                           

38  Michael Moriarty’s translation: “But they are lunatics”. 
39  Michael Moriarty’s translation: “I should seem no less of a madman myself if I 

should follow their example in any way”; John Cottingham’s translation is even 
more illustrative for Foucault’s standpoint: “I would be thought equally mad if I 
took anything from them as a model for myself.” (Descartes 1988). 

40  Michael Moriarty’s translation: “I am stupefied”. 
41  Michael Moriarty’s translation: “this very stupor comes close to persuading me 

that I am asleep after all”. 
42  Another way to emphasize this aspect is to say that here are “two parallel but 

different exercises: that of the demens, and that of the dormiens” (1998, 401), which 
also has the function of referring to two distinct spiritual exercises. 
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Afterwards, Foucault will introduce a distinction that appears in 
the original Cartesian text, but which Derrida does not take into account: 
demens-amens/insani43. When Descartes characterizes the madman 
through the implausible imagination, the term “insani” is used, which 
would rather signify “to take oneself to be what one is not, [...] to be the 
victim of illusions” and which belongs not only to a current vocabulary, 
but also to a medical terminology (402); however, when Descartes wants 
to say that we should not follow the madman’s example, he uses the 
pair “demens-amens”, notions “that are in the first pace juridical, before 
being medical, which designate a whole category of people incapable of 
certain religious, civil, and judicial acts” (402). Moreover, “dementes do 
not have total possession of their rights when it comes to speaking, 
promising, pledging, signing, starting a legal action.” (402) All of these, 
Foucault wants to show, mean that, in Descartes’ text, “it is in no way a 
matter of saying « one must be mad or act like madmen », but, « these 
are madmen and I am not mad »” (402), for I would be compromised, I 
would lose my right of speaking, if I admitted that I am insane, which 
leads us, once again, to the Foucauldian definition of madness and, as an 
implication, to the answer Foucauld gives to Derrida’s observation 
according to which (in a way somehow inconsistent with his other 
observations), in Descartes’ text, there is not at all a matter of madness, 
not even a matter of madness as Foucault sees it, madness in itself. Also, 
if we are aware of these distinctions, we will find the answer Foucault 
gives to the first of Derrida’s observation, which argued that madness 
would be a poorly chosen example. Taking into account these distinctions, 
we are able to notice that madness could not be at all an example.44 

Now I will approach what I consider to be Derrida’s most 
powerful observation, the last and most skilful reproach addressed to 
Foucault: even if madness could be excluded at the moment of natural 

                                                           

43  Cf. Derrida (2005, 55), where Derrida quotes a Cartesian excerpt that is significant 
to Foucault using the terms “amentes” and “demens”, but without referring 
to “insani”. 

44  Here we should notice that the fact that madness couldn’t be a proper example 
does not mean that in Descartes’ text there is not at all a matter of madness; in 
this text there could be a matter of madness, but only in order to exclude it. 
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doubt, it will certainly be taken into account at the moment of the 
methodical doubt, an “artificial and hyperbolical” one, which means 
that, in the Meditations, the possibility of madness is not excluded. 
Foucault is aware of this critique and addresses himself a key-question: 
“have you demonstrated that madness is well and truly excluded from 
the progress of doubt? Does not Descartes refer to it again with reference 
to the imagination? Will it not be a question of madness when he 
discovers the extravagance of painters, and all the fantastic illusions they 
invent?” (1998, 403), which is to ask whether madness is excluded when 
it comes to the case of simple objects. One of Foucault’s answers is 
based, once more, on a careful exegesis of the Cartesian text, which will 
show that the excerpt that refers to color and painters, only to be found 
in the French translation, is an addition made by the translator, and 
therefore it is wrong to base an interpretation on this fragment, as 
Derrida does. However, my opinion is that such an observation can only 
show that Derrida did not read this text carefully enough, that he was 
not such a skilled interpreter, but his point is still valid, because we can, 
at we have already seen, replace the example of the colors with an 
example regarding other simple objects (such as extension, quantity, 
magnitude, number etc.). I shall then illustrate an alternative answer. 
According to Foucault, Descartes’ text consists of two dimensions: a 
demonstrative schema and an ascetic one (1998, 406)45 (or a demonstrative 
order and an order of the Askēsis). As previously mentioned, the reason for 
which it is not simple even for the philosopher to doubt his immediate 
perception is not the demonstrative side of the Cogito’s itinerary, according 
to which, once having established that perception deludes us, it should 
be easy for us to doubt not only “about things that are little, or rather a 
long way away” (Descartes 2008, 13), but also with respect to objects that 
are very sensitive and situated in our immediate proximity (as it is the case, 
in Descartes’ text, of the winter gown, the piece of paper, the fire, the 
hand). The reason for all of these is the ascetic dimension of the Cogito’s 
itinerary, the “existential density”46 of objects that can be found via 

                                                           

45  Or a demonstrative order and an order of the Askēsis, cf. McGushin 2007, 186. 
46  See McGushin 2007, 191. 
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immediate perception, dimension that asks for a habit of applying the 
method, aspect mentioned by Descartes:  

 
But it is not enough to have realized all this, I must take care to remember it: for 
my accustomed opinions continually creep back into my mind, and take 
possession of my belief, which has, so to speak, been enslaved to them by long 
experience and familiarity, for the most part against my will. (2008, 16)47 

 
Due to this dichotomy, the (possible and hypothetical) exercise of 

madness is not merely an epistemological method, but also a pratique de 
soi (practice of the self) – I can not simply assume, once and for all, that I 
am mad48, but I have to, so to speak, assume it several times – and thus 
one more difference arises: the dreamer would say “I shall take great 
care not to receive [through my exercise] any falsity into my belief” 
(McGushin 2007, 190), while “the madman receives all falsities.” (190).  

“Madness binds one to a concrete representation which is taken as 
a reality, but which in fact is not real” (190), whereas the dream binds 
one to a concrete representation which is taken as false, but which is 
actually real.  

This distinction shows why the hypothesis of madness is 
excluded: in this context, we will have to face a paradox, a 
contradiction49: someone can not try to convince himself that he is mad, 
because this would mean he is not actually mad. “To assume that one is 
mad and therefore should doubt is to assume that one is not mad, it is to 
act as if one is not mad, but rather as if one is in control of one’s own 
thoughts” (2007, 190), as Edward McGushin also underlines, discussing 
Foucault’s answer. Therefore, not even in the moment of the methodical 

                                                           

47  I will also quote John Cottingham’s translation, in order for the reader to have a 
broader view on this ascetic dimension: “It is not enough merely to have noticed 
this; I must make an effort to remember it. My habitual opinions keep coming 
back, and, despite my wishes, they capture my belief, which is as it were bound over 
to them as a result of long occupation and the law of custom” (Descartes 1988). 

48  Or rather that I am dreaming (the dreaming exercise), because, as we are going to 
see, we can assume that we are mad only at a discursive level, cf. McGushin 
(2007, 190). 

49  See McGushin (2007, 190). 
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doubt, even if we are allowed to doubt mathematical truths, can we say 
that we are mad. 

 
 
V. Conclusions 
 
In conclusion, because of all these “discursive differences”50, all 

these differences between the dream-example and the madness-example 
which I have been trying to point out, alongside a definition of insanity 
that matches better the Cartesian text, the Foucauldian interpretation of 
the problem discussed in this excerpt of Descartes’ Meditations is at least 
preferable – if not the correct one – to the one given by Jacques Derrida; 
although the latter has a series of observation that seem more powerful 
in the more general context of the History of madness – but this is another 
itinerary. Having reached this conclusion, we may also say that a more 
general problem that arises from the Derrida-Foucault controversy has 
also been pointed out: insanity – or a broader correlative51, such as a too 
limited intelligence or a not enough developed memory – could be the 
cause of an error in the act of knowing. This insanity – or any other of its 
correlatives – is insurmountable; a spiritual exercise or an applied 
method can not compensate for its presence. 
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Abstract 
 
 

This paper focuses on highlighting the way in which the spirit of Protestantism, 
ultimately expressed through the conceptual spectrum of anxiety and despair is the 
essence of modernity. Within this line of thought there will be explored and challenged 
the very tension that the Protestant discourse has brought into the public life and the 
new dynamics of faith. Finally, the goal of this paper is to resuscitate this paradigmatic 
shift and its effects on post-modernism by immersing into the orbit of death (and 
resurrection). This line of thought is based on the works of Kierkegaard, in which the 
Protestant is found at paroxysm intuiting the Postmodern nuances of anxiety and 
rethinking a Christian discourse within the coordinates of the Absurd. 

Keywords: modernity, Protestantism, anxiety, despair, faith, postmodernity, 
death of Christ. 

 
Modernity, as a transgressive philosophical event within the 

paradigm of the history of human thought is, in essence, a Protestant 
liberation – the incipit of modernity is not the Enlightement (with its 
sheer optimism based on the ultimate power of reason as implied in 
Kantian thought), but the Protestant Reformation (in its “dissatisfaction” 
with the corrupt human reason as Jean Calvin emphasized). The 
impetus of Protestantism, which propels the human subject into a 
discourse that is in its nature alienated from the pillars of classical 
humanism, provided the conceptual framework for a perpetual 
reformation of the possibility (and of the necessity) of a “God – human” 
subject and dialogue. The modern subject, whether it assumes this 

                                                           

1  B.A. Student, Faculty of Philosophy, University of Bucharest. 
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position or not, is, at least in a purely structural way, Protestant – being 
the radical effect of a both theological and philosopical convolution 
which pulsates to this day. The Protestant Reformation has its genesis in 
an apparent conceptual contradiction – the emmancipation of the 
individual through its return within the depths of “total depravation” – 
that catastrophic condition which places the “self” in the anxious tension 
between finite and infinite, the conditioned and the unconditioned, 
between the “damned” and the “chosen” ones.  

 
 
I. The spirit of Protestantism 
 
The central divorce between the Catholic Church and 

Protestantism resides within the differences of understanding the 
human nature in relation to the divine (prolonged in the problem of 
scriptural revelation of the divine) and the urgent implications of this 
problem. Catholicism presupposed the dogmas and the nature of the 
Church itself as being infallible. In other words, the insitutional 
representation of the Christian body, the Church, claimed total 
possesion of the the unaltered divine truth. The ecclesial class had upon 
itself the power, invested directly from God, to decide upon the “souls” 
of the individuals. The Church (precisely the institutionalized ecclesial 
form represented through priests and finally by the Pope, which is 
supposed to be Vicarius Filii Dei) was the embodiment of God’s will on 
earth. The subordination of the individual in the face of the Church had 
to be absolute, because this form of relation was basically a direct 
relation to God: 

 
The pope holds the same authority that was originally given to Peter, and in the 
present bishops the same subsidiary overseership that the other apostles 
exercised. (Burtt 1939, 131)  
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I.1. The pre-modern preamble and the problem of complacency2 

 
The formal organization of the Catholic Church, and consequently 

the access to God’s logos, were entirely aristocratic, fact which indicates 
towards an absorption of a “pagan” religious practices. The very 
structure of the Catholic Church carries with it a ritualistic system which 
reflects with precision the old pre-Christian method of religious 
exercises. The paganization of Christianity (or, to be more specific, the 
paganization of the “unbelieving” Christendom) perpetuated the need for 
sophisticated ceremonial gestures and elaborated dogmatic traditions 
that eluded the simple truths of the Gospel.  

Going even further with this form of pre-modern relation between 
the human being and divinity (which could just as truthfully be 
contextually formulated as the relation between the human being and 
the Church) I shall state that in a more or less authentic way – God was 
extremely present in the social ramifications – a presence which had 
with itself the image of a “guardian”. But this is a quite peculiar matter – 
is it not precisely this insistence of the Catholic Church, as being the 
bearer of the logos and the divine will, a signal that indicated the mere 
lack of authority of the Church? What authority that which vigorously 
insists that it has authority by negating (by elimination) all that denies 
this? The pseudo-authority brings with itself, against spontaneous 
intuition, not the freedom (eliberation) of the individual, but rather the 
continual immersion of the individual into captivity. The order without 
essence (the lack of authentic order) imposed by Catholicism was 
ultimately dictatorial, and dictatorship “knows itself so weak, that it can 
be overturned by the most trifling act of rebellion.” (Pleșu 2013, 43) 
(even by some thesis nailed to the doors of a church). I am insisting in 

                                                           

2  The issue of complacency in this framework functions as a label that the New 
Covenant Theology addresses as to be the pseudo-Christian hermeneutical 
artifice which absorbs Old Covenant “images” into New Covenant practices. In 
other words, the state of complacency indicates towards an attitude which brings 
about a self-sufficiency that diminishes the power of “grace” (as an act of divine 
benevolence towards humans) and foregrounds the power of “works” (as a 
means to win salvation). 
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going to the end and claiming that the pre-modern human subject was 
not at any point “blinded” by the specious yoke of faith nor distracted 
by the fantasies of the “opium of the masses”; I would even say that the 
so-called “authority” of the Catholic faith was never assumed in a 
personal and authentic way, but rather, in the face of a deadlock, the 
dichotomy that arose was between choosing the discomfort of a radical 
confrontation with eviscerating alienation and the complacency with a 
false idol. Ultimately, the pre-modern human subject was bounded by 
the sickness of self-satisfaction, sickness that, as I will later explore in this 
paper, Kierkegaard names it “The Sickness unto Death”. 

 
 
I.2. Peter’s denial – Vox populi 
 
An archetypal event in understanding the pre-modern situation 

and also a gesture of both theological and anthropological importance is 
the monumental Peter’s denial. René Girard claims that in the moment, in 
which Peter denies Christ, he became thoroughly “possessed” by the 
crowd – he is the voice of the people. When the individual finds himself in 
a crowd, he dissolves into becoming the crowd itself – which represents 
a real power that can be and was overcome only by Christ (Girard 1982, 
177-189). “Peter’s denial” is the pre-modern moment itself, Peter being 
the Church, the cock’s crow – the Church’s reformers, and Peter’s 
weeping – ecclesia peccatorum which constantly repents. On this same 
line of thought, explains René Girard, Peter’s move is a prophetic 
symbol whose pattern solidifies in the mass manifestations that creep 
through all history – “I believe, not because I am convinced by 
experience, but because many « others » believe so.”  

Peter’s archetypal act of mimesis has nothing to do with his 
volition, but rather appears as an natural response to the pressures of 
“otherness”. Therefore, in the very presence of alterity, as a socio-
cultural temptation, “denial” is the only form of immediacy which is 
ultimately mediated by the “other” (Girard 1982, 187). My view is that 
the anthropological lenses of Girard’s analysis assures the possibility to 
assert that the pre-Modern “faith”, as a generic state, is an individual 
“denial” absorbed into the collective “otherness”. In this sense, as it will 
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be explored later, the so-called Postmodern “atheism”, or the pretense of 
“lacking of faith”, as a common state, is also the mass-embodiment of 
Peter’s Denial. 

 
 
I.3. The protestant and the trembling of despair 

 
After the dynamic reform that was (re)stimulated by Martin 

Luther’s thesis’ and later through the formulation of Calvin’s Institutes, 
the impulse of Protestantism crystallized in the drastic principle of 
Ecclesia reformata sed semper reformanda3. This fundamental shift of 
paradigm brought again into the ecclesial dialogue and also in the 
public discomposure an interrogation of the “self” of which its salvation 
could no longer reside in the making of “new” dogmas, but in the return 
to the Scriptures. Implicitly it was a resuscitation of an acceptance of a 
human condition that is essentially imperfect and constantly has to 
reflect and doubt its finite and imperfect self. It is this exact movement 
that defines the very structure of modernity. Paul Tillich examines and 
names this return to the self as being the perpetual protest against any 
“absolute” claim about the relative reality (including the claims made by 
the protestant church): 

 
(The Protestant principle) is the guardian against all the attempts of the finite and 
conditioned to usurp the place of the unconditional in thinking and acting. 
(Tillich 1948, 163) 

 
The emancipation of the protestant individual resides therefore in 

his repositioning from the “infallible Church” in the imperfect 
community (the true church) – from centrus mundi back in pulverem. This 
shift of paradigm takes later philosophical formulation in the works of 

                                                           

3  The reformed church but constantly reforming – a banner for the reformation that was 
initially formulated by Saint Augustin and later retaken into consideration by 
Karl Barth (1947). Jodocus van Lodenstein also claimed in the Contemplation of 
Zion (1678) that the Church should not bear the name of “Reformata” (reformed) 
but “Reformanda” (reforming). 
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Immanuel Kant. Awaken from the “dogmatic slumbers” by the Humean 
empiricist project4 and also constrained by the direction of Newtonian 
physics, which placed the structural fiber of the universe under a purely 
mechanical paradigm, Kant developed a theoretical metaphysics whose 
exigencies sought a configuration of scientifical rigors (with unique 
relation to mathematics and physics as synthetic apriori judgements). 
Formally, it can be stated that the new Kantian metaphysical direction 
was the effect of an urgency in the recentralization of the human subject in 
the Universe5 – as a subject that only through his epistemological 
finitudes can he approach and comprehend reality. Therefore, removed 
from the pseudo-centrality of knowing things as they are (noumenon), the 
human subject is to be recentralized through Kant’s philosophical 
“reformation” by knowing things only as they reveal to our empirically-
structured minds (as phenomenon). In “Protestant” terms, Kant seems to 
have returned to emphasize the relation of the conditioned subject to the 
unconditional, balancing the position of the conditioned (as the empirical 
subject) with the heights of the unconditional (as “pure reason”). 

This destabilization of the pre-modern centrality outlines 
something ultimately paradoxical both in the human subject and also at 
the universal level – a paradox that suspends itself in modernity into a 
despair of incertitude and self-doubt. And who else can see more clearly 
the depths of despair than the “Protestant at paroxysm” – that Kant 
woken up from the dogmatic slumbers and pulled from the ethical stage 
into the religious –, other than Kierkegaard. 

Despair (The sickness unto Death) has no mere psychological 
platitudes and does not resonate with Romantic obscurities, but it could 
much rather be traced back to a Socratic imperative (How should one live?): 

 

                                                           

4  Overstepping David Hume’s empiricism (which brought with itself skepticism 
and therefore sanctioned the groundwork of any metaphysical enquiry), Kant 
traced the immediacy of a new metaphysics which went beyond Hume’s stress 
on principium causalitatis. 

5  This is in a formal sense the very essence of the Kantian instantiation of the 
Copernican Revolution. 
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(It is in this last sense that) despair is the sickness unto death, this agonizing 
contradiction, this sickness in the self, everlastingly to die, to die and yet not to 
die, to die the death. For dying means that it is all over, but dying the death 
means to live to experience death; and if for a single instant this experience is 
possible, it is tantamount to experiencing it forever.(…) the dying of despair 
transforms itself constantly into a living. The despairing man cannot die. 
(Kierkegaard 1941b, 15) 

 
Awakened in this new metaphysical condition, alienated from the 

common tranquility and impeded from the possibility of absolute 
claims, the human subject finds itself in utter despair – not the same pre-
modern type of despair6, but a despair that is perceived and assumed to 
the end. The authentic life resides exactly in the embracing of the 
actuality of this “depraved” state that the self finds itself in and the 
personal relating to the only element that is possible, existent and 
necessary for resolving this “sickness” – God: 

 
The self is the conscious synthesis of infinitude and finitude which relates itself to 
itself, whose task is to become itself, a task which can be performed only by 
means of a relationship to God. (15) 

 
 
I.4. The anxiety of faith 

 
This “assumed’’ despair that envelopes the Protestant way of 

living is based on an act that is essentially paradoxical – faith – that 
crucial “changing of ones mind” (metanoia) in which “the self in being 
itself and in willing to be itself is grounded transparently in God”. The 

                                                           

6  In Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard names this form of despair – the despair of 
the finite: “By seeing the multitude of men about it, by getting engaged in all 
sorts of worldly affairs, by becoming wise about how things go in this world, 
such a man forgets himself, forgets what his name is (in the divine understanding 
of it), does not dare to believe in himself, finds it too venturesome a thing to be 
himself, far easier and safer to be like the others, to become an imitation, a 
number, a cipher in the crowd. (…) Here there is no hindrance, no difficulty, 
occasioned by his self and his infinitization, he is ground smooth as a pebble, 
courant as a well-used coin” (Kierkegaard 1941b, 34). 
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paradox resides in the fact that even though this “faith” is a saving faith – 
“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this is not 
from yourselves, it is the gift of God, not by works, so that no one can 
boast.” (Ephesians 2:8-9) – it must be constantly lived and exercised 
through good deeds – “For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ 
Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” 
(Ephesians 2:10). Although it is through faith that the individual is 
“saved”, he does not live inactively but all the more he must do good 
works to affirm his salvation. This “scandalous” dimension of 
Protestantism turned out to be the key element in understanding the 
tenacious and dynamic attitude of the protestant individual – both in his 
personal labour and in his relation to others. 

 
So Protestants will have a “style of life” that is not easy to describe but 
nevertheless has upon it the stamp of authenticity and integrity. It involves an 
assurance about God combined with modesty concerning the reports we make 
about God. It means trusting him utterly and at the same time never trusting any 
human account of him utterly. It means being committed and recognizing that 
statements about our commitment must always be tentative. It means assurance 
of an ultimate security and the likelihood of an immediate insecurity. It means a 
risk, but a risk in the context of a promise. (Brown 1961, 49) 

 
This way of life is necessary dialectical, perpetually pleading 

within a “saving despair” that takes contour from the intensification of 
the terror of sin (the feeling of distantiation from the absolute). This 
route though, reaching the point zero resolves through the “reversed 
dialectic” of Christianity which converts the difficulty into prosperity, 
the lack of hope into hope, suffering into joy and the sin into atonement 
(Walsh 2009). 

An important aspect in the life of the modern individual is that he is 
confronting directly with the new coordinates of the Protestant paradigm 
in his relation to the “other”. The tension of the dialogue between the 
“authentic self” and the community suffers new interpretations and 
gestures – the walls of the Church dissolve into a regeneration of the 
universal corpus Christi (overcoming ethnical, racial and cultural 
pressures). Kierkegaard sees this new Christian understanding (or to be 
precise with its essential intention – this authentic Christian 
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understanding) as being one that brings with itself a task – a task that 
relates to the “other”. The radical movement resides in the special 
disintegration of the conceptual position of the term “other”, which 
finds its coordinates in Christ’s law of love – “Love your neighbour as 
yourself” (Mark 12:31). This “law of love” refers to an incredibly radical 
type of “love” – one that does not destroy the physical embodiment of 
alterity, but the conceptual implications of alterity. The “I” manages to 
migrate into the “other” through the very act of love.  

 
The fact is that at every moment the individual is himself and the (human) race. 
This is a man’s perfection, regarded as a state. At the same time it is a 
contradiction; but a contradiction is always the expression for a task; but a task is 
movement; but a movement towards that same thing as a task which first was 
given up as an enigma is a historical movement. (…) Perfection in oneself means 
therefore the perfect participation in the whole. (Kierkegaard 1957, 26) 

 
The authentic Protestant7 living is one that is fundamentally 

contradictory, but all the more Kierkegaard claims that contradiction is 
actually essential to faith8. This is explored in depth in Fear and Trembling 
where he highlights the trenchant leap of Abraham (“the knight of 
faith”) from the ethical stage to the religious stage. The ethical stage was 
governed by the moral constraints (formalized into the interior laws) 
which compelled Abraham not to kill his son Isaac, no matter what 
“divine voices” he has heard, while the religious stage plunged him into 
total trust in the divine omniscient will that subordinates the moral law, 
“as a teleological suspension of the ethical” (Williams 2004, 85). This 
total trust (the authentic faith) of Abraham in God, counterintuitively, 

                                                           

7  I would stress that Calvinism is formally (not essentially) Christianity at its 
purest, not only because of it’s philosophical sophistication of the conceptual 
nuances of the “free-will – predestination” paradox, but much more because of its 
constant and radical insistence that all (and by “all” I mean all claims about 
reality as it is given to the human mind and as it is not accessible to the human 
mind) should ultimately trace its validity from the Logos (as God’s revelated word 
through the Scriptures). 

8  In opposition to what Kant formulated as “rational faith” – a faith that is stripped 
from any kind of possible contradiction that would suspend human reason. That 
being said, a rational faith would always subordinate itself to the pure reason. 
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did not gave him a blinding tranquility, neither did it produced a 
fanatically impulsive reaction, but quite the opposite – it burdened him 
with total anxiety. Anxiety was the foundation of Abraham’s faith – the 
“possibility of freedom” that devours all finitudes.  

It was also anxiety (“the anxiety of death”) that weighted on Christ 
before His death, in the garden, an anxiety that laid the foundation for 
the ultimate faith that led him to pronounce the radically meaningful 
words: “nevertheless, not what I will, but what You will” (Matthew 
26:39). This visceral anxiety is truly uplifting, claims Kierkegaard, for it 
brings with itself sheer faith – uniting in its shuddered experience the 
incapacity of human finitude with the divine immediacy.  

Kierkegaard raises a crucial problem here:  
 
If then we ask further what is the object of anxiety, the answer as usual must be 
that it is nothing. Anxiety and nothing regularly correspond to one another. So 
soon as the actuality of freedom and the spirit is posited, anxiety is annulled 
(aufgehoben). (Kierkegaard 1957, 86) 

 
From this statement, it can be traced the subtle way that 

Kierkegaard defines freedom not as a form of an absolute autonomy – 
because “the possibility of freedom does not consist in being able to 
choose the good or the evil” (Kierkegaard 1957, 44), but rather a 
perspective of an authentic life which subordinates itself to an “absolute 
relation to the Absolute”. If freedom and the presence of the spirit are 
the opposite of anxiety (its negation) then how can a discourse which 
affirms that anxiety is the “dizziness of freedom” still be held?  

 
One may liken anxiety to dizziness. Down into the yawning abyss becomes dizzy. 
But the reason for it is just as much his eye as it is the precipice. For suppose he 
had not looked down. Thus anxiety is the dizziness of freedom which occurs 
when the spirit would posit the synthesis, and freedom then gazes into its own 
possibility, grasping at finiteness to sustain itself. In this dizziness freedom 
succumbs. (Kierkegaard 1957, 54) 

 
This “dizziness of freedom” as anxiety is the freedom without the 

spirit (meaning a freedom without the absolute relation to the Absolute). 
When the spirit is founded in the Absolute (though a relation to God), 
then freedom does not “get dizzy” in the face of possibility, but rather 
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finds courage and acts in the basis of the immediacy of faith. Therefore, 
from a Kierkegaardian perspective, authentic freedom is not the relation 
of the spirit to an infinity of choices (or possibilities), because the 
freedom of choosing “everything” from “all” it in its essence a logical 
error – for you cannot be “free” to choose that which suspends freedom 
(or does not preserve your position as being free) and enslaves you. To 
be free means to always move within the possibilities which make you 
free – and this spectrum of movement is only founded in the relation of 
the self to God.  

 
The paradox of faith is this, that the individual is higher than the universal, that 
the individual determines his relation to the universal by his relation to the 
absolute, not his relation to the absolute by his relation to the universal. The 
paradox can also be expressed by saying that there is an absolute duty toward 
God; for in this relationship of duty the individual as an individual stands related 
absolutely to the absolute. (Kierkegaard 1941a, 61) 

 
This is a paradox, but it is only this paradox that can justify the 

real possibility of a truly authentic freedom. This freedom, which 
Kierkegaard explores, is not a state, but rather a continuous 
predisposition to be freed (or liberated). Otherwise, the self cannot be 
free to do falsity – freedom relates itself only to truth. This is the main 
break which all the more is explored by Kierkegaard in Abrahaam’s act 
of faith when “he left one thing behind, took one thing with him: he left 
his earthly understanding behind and took faith with him – otherwise 
he would not have wandered forth but would have thought this 
unreasonable.” (Kierkegaard 1941a, 44). 

 
 
I.5. The absence of God 

 
“Why do You hide Your face?” (Job 12:24) – this is the unrest of 

modernity; suddenly all is deprived of any (possible or necessary) 
meaning. The human subject finds itself abruptly alienated in the face of 
a God that does not answer. Nonetheless, in this continuous tension 
between human responsibility and the hidden predestination of a divinity was 
found the fecund anxiety of Protestantism about which Max Weber 
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addressed in his work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. 
What stimulent is then more motivating than being fully aware of your 
total responsibility towards yourself whilst embraced by the promise of 
a wise divine predestination? It is exactly in the space where God was 
“absent”, in the midst of that anxiety – it is that very place where God 
was most present. A very well-rounded example to illustrate this 
peculiar phenomenon is the one of the Puritan colonies from North 
America. Persecuted by the Church of England for their rigorous 
persistence to reform the Church from all unbiblical deviations and thus 
disfavored from ecclesial safety, the Puritans “focused on the 
preoccupation of the authentic living of life (…) a conception that is 
destined to dynamics.” (Marga 1998, 107). It is then, when the idea of 
church (as ekklesia9 in a literal and fully assumed sense) went back to its 
primary state of a fellowship of believers that is preoccupied with its 
“neighbor” and with the individual’s following of the word of God as 
unique and ultimate certitude? 

But where is God anymore, if he is to be experienced within the act 
of faith alone? All the demonstrations regarding the possibility/ 
existence/necessity of a God lose their epistemological value after Kant, 
as he reasoned for the acceptance of the idea of a God (in extremis) from 
“practical reasons” alone and not from a specific knowledge of the idea 
or “person” of God per se. This conclusion traces its presuppositions in 
Kant’s theoretical scheme which places the human reason in its 
epistemological enquiries strictly constrained within the fields of 
mathematics and physics. Although the “necessity” of God, as Leibniz 
argues in his Monadology, is somehow assumed by Kant in his reasoning, 
we see that finally the only groundings to the existence of a God are 
purely “practical” and not cosmological. When we move our attention to 
Kierkegaard we can already experience how a “proof” for the existence 
of God is through its core an absurdity, because its very structure 
already presupposes the existence of God. It may seem that along with 
modernity (and as I argued, with Protestantism), God and the relation in 
                                                           

9  Ekklesia – congregation, the gathering of the chosen ones that goes beyond the 
local community of believers, and reaches the true meaning of a universal Body 
of Christ. 
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faith to Him completely lost its power as a formulated discourse that has 
something relevant to say about reality, and that Christianity violently 
restricted itself to a purely subjective expression. The dialogue, as a 
gesture of Christian love, could not make the leap from the personal 
experience to a universal language with real adhesion with the human 
subject. The one that is outside of “faith” (or to be more adequate to the 
Protestant insistence – “the one that has no personal faith”), the 
Christian message takes the form of pure fantasy or in technical 
formulations – an insufficient expression of an anthropologically-
natured urge that has no adherence whatsoever with the “other”10. 
Nevertheless it is exactly this interpretation on the “scandal” of 
Protestant faith that could (or did) manage to give birth to an authentic 
democratic community. The Protestant does not try to convince the 
“unfaithful” through arguments and demonstrations, but accepts that 
the problem does not lie within the lack of understanding, but in the 
lack of faith. That is why the real purpose became to “live” the revealed 
truth, and not to strangle it through reasonable explanations, not 
because it is not a reasonable message, but because it appeals to a new 
reason (metanoia) – “For the message of the cross is foolishness to those 
who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God” 
(1 Corinthians 1:18). This is the formula of “crucifying” the world, of 
losing your “self” to a reality that has no objective tangent to otherness:  

 
As I stood alone and forsaken, and the power of the sea and the battle of the 
elements reminded me of my own nothingness, and on the other hand, the sure 
flight of the birds recalled the words spoken by Christ: Not a sparrow shall fall on 
the ground without your Father: then, all at once, I felt how great and how small I 
was; then did those two mighty forces, pride and humility, happily unite in 
friendship. (Kierkegaard 2008) 

 
 

                                                           

10  In the René Girard’s Mimetic Theory, he argues for the idea according to which 
the human self cannot exist without the “other” (the self depends on otherness). 
Therefore the “self” is not a separate entity. The alienation of the protestant “self” 
is to be found in the conceptual tension between the lack of adhesion with the 
“other” and the absence of God from the common discourse. 
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II. Post-modernity 
 
II.1. The death of metaphysics 

 
Alongside the deconstructionist impetus, some extremes of the 

liberal manifestations of Protestantism have had the tendency to 
completely eliminate any form of metaphysical assertions from the 
theological discourse. Therefore the post-modern human subject, 
following “Peter’s denial”, as Girard formulated it as a theoretical event, 
wakes up into an utterly nihilistic situation. In other words, that “onto-
theological” metaphysical tradition (Crîșmăreanu 2010, 37) that goes 
back to an Aristotelian heritage and ends in the urgency of Nietzsche’s 
philosophical revolution was replaced by a profound vagueness that is 
dominated by doubt and purely therapeutical “communities” (and 
extremes such as ikons11). But the post-modern nihilism is subtle, 
presenting a turn that is rather aesthetical than structural. Slavoj Žižek 
identifies this ideological artifice by declaring repeatedly – there was 
never more faith than what we have today, and the ultimate proof is 
Deconstructionism. Žižek’s insistence is tied to the post-modern 
pretense of “distantiation” and objectivity in discourse, which is purely 
rhetorical and finally lacking of meaning because, he says, it is the same 
discourse as the one that is “assumed”, but with a certain dose of fear.  

The anxiety of assuming a subjective position and a personal faith 
is the post-modern sickness – the old paradigm, the pre-modern one, is 
resuscitated in post-modernity. The Catholic Church and its absolute 
authority is therefore spontaneously replaced with the State. The “I 
believe” dissolves and is taken over by a “I do not know” or “I do not 
believe”, which in this strict formal sense it quite literally means “we believe”.  

 
 
 
 

                                                           

11  The idea of “ikon”, instantiating in this particular conceptual framework 
represents an experimental community, self-entitled (through the works of Peter 
Rollins) to be iconic, apocalyptic, heretical, emerging and failing. 
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II.2. The death of Christ 

 
The post-modern spectrum of thought sees a crucified Christ that 

eludes the urgency of resurrection and therefore eulogizes the 
aesthetical implications of an “ornamental” domination of the Absurd. 
In a Kierkegaardian sense, this is the midst of the aesthetic stage where 
the individual fundamentally remains a spectator through his attitude of 
escapism – from boredom towards “the interesting”, plunging into irony, 
egotism, perpetual contradiction and hedonism. William McDonald sees 
in Kierkegaard’s description of the aesthetical stage a need for radical 
introspection that necessitates the alienation of the self from itself. To 
realize this, there are three Kierkegaardian ways of detaching: the 
projection of the self in the “other”, the reflection of the self in someone’s 
work (of art) and the depiction of the self in its own work (of art) 
(McDonald 2013, 97). This Romantic attitude indicates towards a 
persistent want for externalization as the only therapeutic possibility of 
an adherence with an “authentic” self. In other words, the self then 
exists only through the approval of the ”other” self – and on this 
foundation there are crass gestures such as – you suffer only if the other 
approves your suffering or you love only if the other approves your love.  

This is the moment where death, contrary to common deduction 
and despite its centrality, loses its effect as making life a “meditation” or 
as an “exercise” (unto death), and somehow becomes a mere form of 
nihilist rhetorical elegance which eludes through idleness the 
responsibility of a life driven by the perspective of death. 

 
When people imagine all kinds of deeper meanings because they “are frightened 
of four words: He was made Man,” what really frightens them is that they will 
lose the transcendent God guaranteeing the meaning of the universe, God as the 
hidden Master pulling the strings – instead of this, we get a God who abandons 
this transcendent position and throws himself into his own creation, fully engaging 
himself in it up to dying, so that we, humans, are left with no higher Power 
watching over us, just with the terrible burden of freedom and responsibility for 
the fate of divine creation, and thus of God himself. (Žižek 2009, 25) 

 
This Hegelian view that Žižek proposes as a reality of the event of 

the cross can give us a deeper insight on the post-modern anxiety: the 
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resurrection of Christ and his later ascend to heaven is no longer 
relevant, and the Christian event ends with the Calvary. “And if Christ 
has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.” 
(1 Corinthians 15:14). Without its metaphysical discourse, the act of faith 
can no longer take place. 

 
 
II.3. The Holy Spirit and the emergency of metaphysics 

 
“I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you. Before long, 

the world will not see me anymore, but you will see me. Because I live, 
you also will live.” (John 14:18-19) The Feuerbachian and the later 
Marxist interpretation capture the idea of “Holy Spirit” within the 
boundaries of a merely anthropological spectrum – The Holy Spirit is no 
entity (person of the trinity) per se, but the Christian community as a 
whole. Going beyond the theological violations and Marx’s ontological 
shift from the “abstract” to the real (material) life process, there is a more 
fundamental break. If Marxism bares with itself the crucial assertion of 
the possibility and the historical urgency of a perfect communist society, 
(biblical) Christianity always points out towards the Kingdom to come 
(The Second Coming of Christ), only then it can reach the status of 
perfect (communist) society (Petulla 1972, 247). Ultimately, the conflict 
lies within the dichotomy of presuppositions on which these two world-
views or systems (if I may say that Christianity is a world-view or 
system) are built on – Marxism views (total) justice as a real possibility 
and necessity, whereas Christianity always turns towards the promise of 
a Judgement Day in which there will be absolute justice12. 
                                                           

12  The implicit danger (which is often invoked) of this Christian attitude could be an 
apathy towards all sociopolitical affairs. If we were to be consistent with the 
biblical texts, there is no state of indifference, but rather a conciliation with both 
the flawed human understanding and God’s flawless authority: “Let everyone be 
subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which 
God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by 
God. Consequently, whoever rebels against the authority is rebelling against what 
God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves.” 
(Romans 13:1-2). 
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In lacking of an onto-theological discourse (“The God without 
being”), the Holy Spirit is in a purely material form the State itself (or 
politically structured as a party, as it took form within the communist 
ideological spasms): 

 
God is no longer a being nor even the totality of being, since no such totality 
exists and being lies entirely open to the future which has to be created. (Garaudy 
1970, 160) 

 
The anxiety is therefore perpetually masked under the ideological 

dome of the creation of socio-political gestures, and the human subject is 
encapsulated as an object-part in a systematical entity. The 
uniformization and the lost of individuality of the post-modern subject 
makes him an orphan – desperately looking for the adoption of his 
disgraced self – for as we can see, the State has failed and Religion has 
ended along with Christianity13.  

  
 
II.4. The resurrection. Instead of conclusions 

 
Weather we accept the Kantian presupposition regarding the a priori 

disposition of metaphysics, as approach of the problem from a psychoanalytical 
perspective and see it as an act of fantasizing towards that intangible 
“objet petit a”14 or we view metaphysics in an evolutionary light as 
being the result of a cognitive (in)adaptation that is still bond to such 
imaginary exercise, it is quite obvious that we are fundamentally 

                                                           

13  Christianity is the end of religion in the sense that along with Christ’s ultimate 
sacrifice, the old architectural form of worship loses its meaning completely. In 
other words, the Calvary is the moment when the ceremonial and legal images 
from the Old Covenant are fulfilled in him. Religion as an institutional force ends 
in front of the act of Christ’s death. This discourse is open to further research and 
conceptual investigation. 

14  Term that is used within Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory that refers to that 
specific “something” and/or “someone” that the individual human subject 
believes it could complete the lack of meaning and totality within the self, and 
therefore desires it. 
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desperate and anxious beings (at least from a Kierkegaardian conceptual 
point of view). But the question still stands: What is the possible (or 
necessary) direction now? Or is the notion of “direction” even needed?  

 
The decisive thing is, that for God all things are possible. This is eternally true, 
and true therefore in every instant. This is commonly enough recognized in a 
way, and in a way it is commonly affirmed; but the decisive affirmation comes 
only when a man is brought to the utmost extremity, so that humanly speaking 
no possibility exists. Then the question is whether he will believe that for God all 
things are possible – that is to say, whether he will believe. But this is completely 
the formula for losing one’s mind; to believe is precisely to lose one’s mind in 
order to win God. (Kierkegaard 1941b, 39) 

 
Ultimately, the conceptual spectrum of death and the perspective 

of resurrection (weather it pursues a spiritual Kingdom or a material 
Kingdom) are the ones in which this discourse collapses. Through my 
analysis, I underlined the way Modernity and Postmodernism, and the 
transition itself from one to the other, raise the essential question of the 
place of faith within the grasp of anxiety and despair. The paroxysm of 
this tension is Protestantism, with its total emphasis on the limited 
human condition in the face of the unlimited unconditioned divinity. On 
this conceptual basis I stressed the Kierkegaardian solution which 
restored the “self” from the paradigm of the Absurd by placing it in an 
absolute relation to the Absolute. But how can there even be a discourse on 
the very notion of “self” in the shadow of the “Death of God”, the 
naturalization of freedom and the so-called demystification of eternity? 
Is it “practical” to forge a fantasy of this idea for the sake of meaning or is 
the “losing of one’s mind” in faith a saving act? A definite diagnosis 
would be too vague without the presence of the “self” within a domain 
that is epistemologically palpable, and the authenticity of a Saul-Paul 
metanoia would be too weak for objectifying “The Road to Damascus”. 
All the more, it is precisely because of this epistemological haze that we 
are fully responsible to engage with the tribulations of anxiety and 
despair because “the possibility of this sickness is man’s advantage over 
the beast, and this advantage distinguishes him far more essentially than 
the erect posture, for it implies the infinite erectness or loftiness of being 
spirit” (Kierkegaard 1941b, 11). 
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Abstract 
 
 

Among the rational arguments for God’s existence there is the ontological 
argument, originally put forth – in its classical form – by the scholastic theologian and 
philosopher Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) and subsequently reiterated, in slightly 
altered versions, by some of the modern thinkers. The present paper aims to outline a 
comparative presentation of the ontological argument as formulated by Anselm and Descartes, 
respectively, and to investigate the ways in which the two Christian philosophers 
perceived the relationship between faith and reason, between unconditional acceptance 
of divine Revelation and its expression in the terms of discursive thinking. 

Keywords: God’s existence, ontological argument, faith, reason, scholastic.  
 
 

„And so, Lord, do thou, who dost give understanding to 
faith, give me, so far as thou knowest it to be profitable, to 
understand that thou art as we believe; and that thou art 
that which we believe. And, indeed, we believe that thou 
art a being than which nothing greater can be conceived.” 

(Anselm, Proslogion II) 
 
 
I. Introduction 
 
One of the most widely debated topics in the philosophy of 

religion – the theological-philosophical issue of the relationship between 

                                                           

1  B.A. Student, University of Bucharest, Faculty of Philosophy. Email: 
laurastifter@gmail.com 
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faith and reason –, has been a constant concern for scholastic thinkers, as 
well as some major philosophers of modern times. Inquiry and debate 
on this topic resulted in the attempts of certain theistic scholars at 
providing rational arguments for the existence of God although, 
especially with scholastic thinkers, this remained a postulate accepted 
by faith, on the grounds of divine revelation. Among the rational 
arguments for God’s existence there is the ontological argument, 
originally put forth – in its classical form – by the scholastic theologian 
and philosopher Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) and subsequently 
reiterated, in slightly altered versions, by some of the modern thinkers.  

The present paper aims to outline a comparative presentation of 
the ontological argument as formulated by Anselm and Descartes, 
respectively, to investigate the ways in which the two Christian 
philosophers perceived the relationship between faith and reason, 
between unconditional acceptance of divine Revelation and its 
expression in the terms of discursive thinking. 

How does faith stand in relation to reason? Need faith be justified 
rationally, or does it provide the ultimate grounds for postulating God’s 
existence, and it is precisely reason that finds itself “in search for 
understanding?” Can God’s existence be proved rationally, can it be 
argued for by resorting to the laws of logic? Pondering each of these 
existential questions, medieval Christian philosophers as well as modern 
ones provided different, yet complementary views on the relationship 
between unconditional faith and the rational understanding of it; 
between reason’s surrender and self-giving in faith, and the justification 
of faith through reason; between the belief “that God exists” and the 
existential “stakes” of belief “in God”. To some theistic philosophers 
(such as the Christian existentialist S. Kierkegaard), the act of faith is 
completely free and therefore incompatible with any attempt at a 
rational justification; other thinkers, however, opted for “faith seeking 
understanding” (Anselm), or even for adherence to religious beliefs 
based on reason. Within this philosophical context, rational arguments 
intended to prove the existence of God express, in various ways, the 
depth and scope of the spiritual inquiry undertaken by theistic 
philosophers who either followed the Augustinian and Anselmian ideal 
of understanding one’s own faith (already accepted unconditionally and 
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independently from any arguments), or sought for grounds on which to 
rest their epistemological certainties (as Descartes did). The ontological 
argument, as well as the historical one, the cosmological one, the moral 
one, the teleological one, etc. are as many ways in which Christian 
philosophers perceived and considered their own faith and/or 
attempted to root their faith in rational grounds. 

In its various forms, the ontological argument in favour of God’s 
existence justifies the belief in the existence of Divinity through the 
notion of God to be found in our mind. The phrase “ontological 
argument” was coined by Kant, who takes a critical stance on 
Descartes’ version of the argument. 

 
 
II. Anselm’s version of the ontological argument and the 

Anselm-Gaunilo debate 
 
In the history of Christian philosophy, the first formulation of the 

ontological argument, in its “classical version”, was put forth by the 
scholastic theologian and philosopher Anselm of Canterbury who, 
adhering to the Augustinian view on faith-reason relationship, proceeds 
to construct a logical argument by which his intellect may “understand 
what it believes”. “Faith seeking understanding,”2 Anselm’s ideal which 
he repeatedly states in his Proslogion, governs his philosophical 
undertaking and imparts deep spiritual significance to it. Anselm 
defends his argument in the form of a prayer, in the manner of Blessed 
Augustine’s Confessions; thus the “father of scholasticism” confesses, by 
this very choice, that the One whose existence he argued for, is not 
merely an object of philosophical research, but first and foremost, the 
supreme Person and the object of faith. According to Anselm, the 
purpose of his argument is not to justify/ motivate why he 
acknowledges God’s existence, but to elicit the rational understanding of 
a truth already accepted by an act of unconditional faith.  

 

                                                           

2  As Anselm originally intended to entitle his treatise „Proslogion”. 
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I do not endeavour, O Lord, to penetrate your sublimity, for in no wise do I 
compare my understanding with that; but I long to understand in some degree 
your truth, which my heart believes and loves. For I do not seek to understand 
that I may believe, but I believe in order to understand. For this also I believe, 
that unless I believed, I should not understand. (Anselm 1997, 6) 

 
Although it is written in a more poetic style, rather than a 

philosophical one, and given the form of a prayer, Anselm’s ontological 
argument fully observes the rules of formal logic; according to Gereby 
Gyorgy3, the conclusion to his reasoning is correctly and properly 
inferred from the premises. Thus the criticism put forth by various 
philosophers against his argument attacks not the form of this 
argument, but the truthfulness of his premises. In assessing his 
argument, Anselm’s critics do not question whether the premises 
logically lead to the conclusion that God exists, but whether these 
premises need to be justified in their turn. 

According to Baumgarten (2002), the “logic” of Anselm’s 
argument should not be approached from the standpoint of strict rules 
of formalization and natural deduction, because this argument – 
namely, his reasoning based on faith, and not leading to faith – was put 
forth within a completely different framework: that of “ratio fidei”, of 
the ponderings of a mind enlightened by grace on a truth that 
transcends the mind and is revealed by God. 

According to this perspective, attempts at the formalization and 
logical analysis of Anselm’s ontological argument may validate or 
invalidate a line of reasoning, may reveal that its premises are sound or 
on the contrary that they themselves need to be justified, but these facts 
do neither decrease nor increase the merit of reflection (thought) which 
is, in its deepest sense, the mind’s elevation reaching for the mystery of 
faith, and not a limitation of faith confining it within the horizon of 
discursive thinking. 

                                                           

3  See Gyorgy Geréby, “What Anselm and Gaunilo told each other”. Przedglad 
Tomistyczny, 2009, 15: 1-22. 
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With all its different interpretations – at times divergent, but 
essentially complementary – the classical version of the ontological 
argument can be syllogistically put this way: 

1. We understand the notion of God as “a being than which 
nothing greater can be conceived” (Deus est quo… maius cogitari 
non potest) – the definition. 

2. According to the Bible, “the fool has said in his heart, There is 
no God” (Dixit insipiens in corde suo: “non est Deus” – Psalm 13: 1; 
Psalm 52: 1). 

3. “The fool”, however, understands what he says in his heart. 
4.  “The fool” himself has in his mind (his understanding) the 

notion of “a being than which nothing greater can be conceived”. 
5.  “The fool” believes that “the being than which nothing greater 

can be conceived” exists only in the understanding, not in reality. 
6.  What exists both in the understanding (mind) and reality is 

greater that what only exists in the mind. 
7.  “The fool’s” opinion, according to which “the being than 

which nothing greater can be conceived” only exists in the 
mind (understanding) would lead to the conclusion that we 
can conceive of something greater than “the being than which 
nothing greater can be conceived”: that is, a being “than which 
nothing greater can be conceived”, existing both in the mind 
and in reality. 

8. Denying the existence of God is, in itself, logically incoherent. 
9. Thus God exists both in reality and in the understanding (mind) 

(„…ergo, vere es, Domine, Deus meus…”). 
Such reasoning by „reductio ad absurdum” starts from the concept 

of God – understood according to the definition put forth by Anselm at 
the very beginning of his explanation, a concept also present in the mind 
of the „fool” – in order to infer the existence of God in reality. If reality is 
rational, reason operates according to the rules of formal logic, and logic 
cannot break the law of non-contradiction, then a self-contradictory 
premise can only lead to a false assertion as its conclusion. Therefore, the 
Biblical text calls the one who denies God’s existence a “fool” 
(irrational), as he ignores the law of non-contradiction, and contrary to 
the laws of logic his statement is inconsistent: something “than which 
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nothing greater can be conceived”, can actually be conceived of. The 
“unreasonable one” formulates such fallacious reasoning precisely 
because he is “unreasonable”/ “fool” (insipiens) – Anselm deems – and 
he grants to something that is created (the concept in the mind) more 
importance than he grants to the Creator. 

Reference to the Biblical verse about the “fool” denying God’s 
existence emphasizes the aim of the argument: namely, a rational 
defence of a basic truth of the faith, professing this truth by contrasting 
it with the otherness (“the fool”/ “the unreasonable, irrational one”), 
rather than an attempt at discovering a truth for oneself (as with 
Descartes’ case). 

Chronologically, the earliest objection to Anselm’s argument was 
raised by the monk Gaunilo who, in his “Treatise in behalf of the fool,” 
imagined a thought experiment where the structure of Anselm’s 
argument is used to prove the existence of a perfect island (similar to the 
mythical Atlantis). Thus, Gaunilo claims, the actual existence of the 
perfect island can be inferred from the concept of a perfect island 
existing in one’s mind. However, since such an island only exists in the 
mind, it follows that Anselm’s argumentative method is fallacious, and 
leads to false conclusions. So Gaunilo does not doubt the logical validity 
of Anselm’s reasoning:  

 
Gaunilo’s counter-argument proves that Anselm’s argument is too good. Anselm 
found such a strong argument, that it cannot be limited at demonstrating the 
actual existence of God. (Geréby 2009, 38) 

 
Answering the monk in his “Apology in reply to Gaunilo”, 

Anselm reiterates his original argument, resorting to the conceptual 
distinction between the phrase “that than which a greater cannot be 
conceived” and his definition of God as “the being than which nothing 
greater can be conceived” (Anselm 1997, 42). As some contemporary 
commentators point out, Gaunilo might raise the same objection to this 
reply, so that ever since “both of them have been sitting somewhere 
opposite each other, two saintly Benedictine genii, and for every move 
of Anselm, Gaunilo reapplies it, to which move Anselm repeats his 
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ingenious argument, and they will continue to do so – until judgement 
finally comes.” (Geréby 2009, 42). 

The originality and philosophical worth of Anselm’s ontological 
argument lies therefore in his attempt at inferring the actual existence of 
God as the “being than which nothing greater can be conceived”, from 
the concept of God existing, in this form, in the human mind (including 
the “fool’s”). Unconditional belief in God, acquired by grace – such faith 
was also accepted by Gaunilo, whose criticism was directed not against 
the conclusion of the argument, but against the way it had been reached4 – 
informs understanding/ reason and is, in its turn, scrutinized by the 
mind enlightened by the same divine grace. 

 
 
III. The context of the Cartesian ontological argument 
 
Whereas in the medieval age, the very initiator of the scholastic 

method – Anselm of Canterbury – directed his philosophical thinking 
towards the possibility for faith to seek understanding, centuries later, at 
the dawn of modernity, another seminal thinker – René Descartes – 
placed belief in a perfect, infinite, eternal Being at the core of his 
Meditations on knowledge and existence. Although they belonged to 
vastly different philosophical ages, the two Christian thinkers, both 
creators of thought paradigms that dominated entire historical periods, 
addressed and passed down, each in his own version (depending on 
each one’s philosophical context and personality), the same spiritual 
concern that underlies every epoch, and reconciles generations and 
historical periods: namely, the belief in God. The recurrence of this topic 
in philosophical thinking seems to suggest that, as Plato would have put 
it, beside “what has becoming, but has no being”, there always persists 
“what has being but has no becoming.” 

                                                           

4  “It was a fool against whom the argument of my Proslogium was directed. Seeing, 
however, that the author of these objections is by no means a fool, and is a 
Catholic, speaking in behalf of the fool, I think it sufficient that I answer the 
Catholic” – this is how Anselm opens, with great oratorical elegance, his 
apologetic reply to his opponent. 
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Although the two theistic thinkers converge in their interest in 
providing rational arguments for the existence of Divinity, the methods 
they employ, their cultural context, and the aim pursued by their 
arguments place them within different epochs, different lines of thought, 
at times even partially contradictory ones (given the complexity and 
ambivalence of Descartes’ attitude towards the scholasticism of his 
times). Whereas the scholastic theologian of Canterbury accepted belief 
in Divinity prior to intellectual inquiry and independently from it, 
Descartes scrutinizes through his “methodological doubt” even the 
fundamental tenet of theology – the existence of God – and then 
reasserts it through a strictly rational gnoseological process, not in order 
to “understand what he believes”, but in order to find a foundation 
enabling epistemological certainties to exist. Does Descartes engage in 
an ontological commitment in the unconditional act of faith, in his 
personal relationship with a personal God – a commitment on which he 
would later meditate with his intellect? In the two main writings where 
he argues for the existence of a divine Being – Discourse on Method and 
Metaphysical Meditations – the philosopher does not suggest a clear 
answer to this possible question, but merely formulates an epistemology 
whereby the existence of a real, certain God is absolutely necessary. To 
Anselm, God was the ultimate goal of faith and understanding; 
Descartes needs God in his epistemological adventure on which he 
embarks, by renouncing certainties then regaining them, because unless 
the concept of God is asserted, all “clear and distinct ideas” might be not 
just uncertain, but completely false, mere illusions with no intellectual 
value whatsoever.  

As a rationalist philosopher, Descartes rejects certainty based on 
empirically verifiable data and proposes reason as the sole certain 
source of knowledge. But in order to operate exclusively according to 
reason’s principles and not be influenced by elements exterior to reason, 
the philosopher’s spirit must be detached, through the method of 
“doubting”, from everything it had believed before, everything it had 
uncritically “taken for granted.” All preconceived notions planted in the 
mind by education or cultural context, all emotions, the information 
received from senses, everything not exclusively based on the intellect 
had to be, therefore, scrutinized through consistent “methodological 
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doubt”; the purpose, however, was not to remain entrenched in 
scepticism, relativism or agnosticism, but precisely to obtain – if at all 
possible for human reason – the certainty of knowing the truth. 

His original “method,” based on “rules,” leads the philosopher to 
reach, through doubting, a first certain truth (a first certainty): his own 
existence. “Dubito, ergo cogito; cogito ergo sum.” But his own existence 
could not provide the ultimate epistemological criterion in his search for 
the certainty regarding realities outside his spirit, as “res cogitans” could 
be wrong, in several ways, about the acquired knowledge (ideas 
addressed briefly in the Discourse on Method and enlarged upon in his 
Meditations). Thus, from the certain truth of one’s own existence, one 
may derive – as shown in the Discourse on Method – the existence of a 
Creator: “sum, ergo Deus est.” Therefore if, as argued in Metaphysical 
Meditations, God exists and He is not a malicious, deceitful “evil genius,” 
knowledge of “clear, distinct ideas” can provide the certainty of access 
to the truth. “Clear, distinct ideas” (therefore, true ones) have their 
efficient cause in God. 

 
 
IV. Descartes’ ontological argument 
 
In two of his major philosophical works, Meditations of First 

Philosophy (Meditations III and V) and Discourse on Method (part IV), 
Descartes carries out an original demonstration of God’s existence, 
based on several versions of the ontological argument. The content of 
Cartesian texts presenting the ontological argument differs not only 
from the Anselmian fragment in Proslogion 2, but evinces slight 
differences even among themselves; however these texts have a shared 
purpose: grounding the conclusion that God exists, in the notion of God 
(clearly a version of the argument which Kant later termed “ontological”). 

Having presented, in three distinct parts, his “method” of 
searching for truth, the French philosopher outlines, in the fourth part of 
his Discourse on Method, a course of reasoning, which he subsequently 
elaborates in Metaphysical Meditations: he demonstrates his own 
existence starting from doubt, and God’s existence starting from his own 
existence. Adhering to ontological dualism, Descartes puts forth the 
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distinction between “res cogitans” and “res extensa”: in his view the 
authentic essence is the spiritual one. If “res cogitans” is able to doubt, 
this means it thinks; if it thinks, then it exists; and if he, as a finite, 
imperfect intellect (imperfection inferred from the possibility of doubt, 
which is inferior to certain knowledge), finds within himself the innate 
idea of an infinite, perfect Being, then God exists. 

 
Musing on doubt and on the fact that my own being was not perfect (…), I 
endeavoured to look where I had learned to conceive of something perfect, unlike 
myself, and I found it obvious that this had to possess a truly perfect nature (…) 
But this could not be the case with the idea of a Being more perfect than me, 
because it was impossible to assert that it originates in nothingness. Because it is 
no less contradictory to say that what is more perfect is a consequence of, and 
depends on something less perfect, than to say that something comes from 
nothingness; therefore I could not have this idea from myself. So the only 
possibility left was that the idea had been put into me by something (a nature) 
truly more perfect than I was, indeed something having every perfection of 
which I could have any idea, that is – God. (Descartes 1990, 131) 

 
In Meditations of First Philosophy, the existence of God is argued for 

in two different texts (“Meditation III” and “Meditation V”) which, 
according to Ludger Oeing-Hanhoff5, are two distinct ways of arguing: 
an a posteriori one, based on causality (in “Meditation III”) and an a priori 
one, based exclusively on the content of the notion of God as an infinite 
Being, possessing every perfection (“Meditation V”).  

According to the a posteriori reasoning in “Meditation III”, the 
conclusion that “God exists” can be derived from the idea of God, 
present in the human spirit – an innate notion, independent from any 
form of empirical knowledge: the efficient cause of his idea can be no 
other than God Himself.  

 
Considered in the literal sense, ideas are representations, understood as 
re-presentations, presentifications or images of the things that can be known 
through them and in them, or the things as they are represented in the 
consciousness. (Oeing-Hanhoff 1973, 81) 

                                                           

5  See Ludger Oeing-Hanhoff, “Note sur l’argument ontologique chez Descartes et 
Bonaventure”, Archives de Philosophie, 36 (1973): 643-655. 
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Thus the primary principle of knowledge is, according to the 
philosopher, the idea of God’s existence (both in understanding and in 
reality, as Anselm would put it), and certainties can be based on it. The 
spirit first finds in itself the idea of God, and only afterwards does it 
come to the idea of its own existence. The infinite is not, in this sense, a 
negation of the finite (in this case, it is only indefinite), but the finite is “a 
negation of the infinite” (84). 

Unlike this a posteriori reasoning, the a priori ontological argument 
in “Meditation V” infers God’s existence from the very idea of God, 
based not on the principle of causality, but on the contents of the 
concept of an infinite, perfect Being. According to this line of reasoning, 
the idea of a perfect Being who lacks the attribute of existence, which is 
one of the perfections, would be logically inconsistent and thus false. 
This version of the ontological argument presupposes, as in the case of 
Anselm, a “reductio ad absurdum”, but in a different way and based on 
a different definition given to the concept of God. To Anselm, God was 
“the One than which nothing greater can be conceived,” while Descartes 
sees in the Divinity the notion of a perfect Being who cannot lack any of 
the attributes. Thus the notion of actual and ever-present existence is 
entailed by the very idea of God, and the proposition “God does not 
exist” would break the law of non-contradiction. For this reason, 
Descartes thinks, we know of the existence of God with a greater degree 
of certainty than having “clear, distinct ideas” in the field of scientific 
knowledge, although in his view, the laws of mathematics are the 
representative expression of epistemological certainty.  

 
If I consider this more carefully, I manifestly find that God’s existence cannot be 
separate from His esence, not even inasmuch as it can be separated from the 
essence of a right triangle (…), or inasmuch as the idea of a mountain can be 
separated from the idea of a valley; so that it is no less abhorrent to conceive of a 
God (that is, an absolutely perfect Being) who lacks existence (that is, who lacks 
one of the perfections), than to conceive of a mountain without any valley. 
(Descartes 1993, 61) 
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V. Conclusions: Anselm’s vs. Descartes’ ontological argument – a 
comparative approach 

 
Formulated with different nuances by Anselm and Descartes, 

resumed in various versions by many philosophers and criticized by 
many others (including theists), the ontological argument in favour of 
God’s existence is certainly one of the most complex undertakings of this 
kind in the history of religion. Although they belong to different 
historical and philosophical epochs, Anselm the scholastic (a saint of the 
Roman-Catholic Church) joins the modern rationalist philosopher 
Descartes in their common endeavour to argue, through intellect, for a 
truth that actually transcends intellect: the existence of God. The manner 
in which the two philosophers aim to demonstrate the existence of 
Divinity – a method which, since Kant, has been known as the 
“ontological argument” – is essentially the same (although slight 
distinctions undeniably have their importance): they both ground the 
conclusion that God exists in the human intellect. 

To both Anselm and Descartes, the idea of God implies not only 
the existence of the sole Divinity, but also the existence of particular 
attributes of this Divinity. Anselm and Descartes start, in their 
reasoning, not from the vague notion of a cause for the created world, 
but they draw their conclusions based on clear “definitions” of this – 
definitions whose absence would invalidate the ontological argument: 
“the One than which nothing greater can be conceived” (Anselm), 
respectively “the perfect, sovereign Being” (Descartes). If the 
“definition” put forth by Anselm were rejected, then his entire argument 
would collapse. Similarly, without the classical theist notion of God as a 
“perfect Being” and the postulate of existence as one of the perfections, 
the Cartesian ontological argument could not stand any criticism and, 
moreover, could not even be formulated. 

According to both Anselm and Descartes, the idea of Divinity 
found in the mind is an innate one. Although he does not state this 
explicitly, Anselm contrasts the idea of “a being than which nothing greater 
can be conceived” with a painting’s image in the mind of a painter who 
intends to make it. Unlike the medieval philosopher, Descartes directly 
formulates the tenet that the idea of a “perfect, sovereign Being” is 
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innate (the context of the polemics between empiricists and rationalists 
made this attitude possible): “…true ideas, which were born with me, of 
which the first and foremost is the idea of God.” (63) 

The differences between the two versions of the ontological 
arguments are peculiar to the thought of each of these two philosophers, 
and also reflect some of the cultural characteristics of their respective 
epochs. This is why a comparative approach of their arguments for the 
existence of God is very important in the exploration of the two 
philosophical stances (of the philosophical particulars peculiar to each of 
the two ways of reasoning, of the sense and significance of the 
conceptual apparatus employed by the two authors etc), and also 
provides today’s philosophers with a chance to approach the spiritual 
horizon of the scholastic times and early modernity, respectively. If the 
Anselmian “definition” of God leads to the conclusion that God 
necessarily exists in reality (because otherwise, something greater than 
Him could be conceived of, which is absurd), to Descartes the idea of a 
non-existent God is also logically inconsistent, but for different reasons – 
namely the understanding of Divinity as a “perfect Being” (the Cartesian 
“definition” of God) includes the concept of existence, as God’s 
existence is identical with His essence. 

Unlike Anselm, who builds his argument against the Other (the 
“fool” who denies Divinity), the only goal pursued by Descartes is 
epistemological, aiming to gain further knowledge through the 
possibility of acquiring certainties, rather than win over a possible 
opponent. The Cartesian thinking, which is typically modern, starts 
from himself (his own existence, demonstrated through the possibility of 
doubt etc.) and ends up returning to himself. 

Perhaps the most important difference between Anselm’s and 
Descartes’ manner of arguing for the existence of God lies in their 
different attitudes towards the act of faith, or the relationship between 
faith and reason. Anselm believes and trusts God unconditionally, and 
his entire argument is addressed to God in whom he believed. He 
searched for God because he had found Him, and believed in order to 
understand rationally. With Anselm, reason understands faith, while 
faith seeks understanding; reason inquires because the act of faith 
precedes it, and would be unable to do so unless faith guided it. 



LAURA STIFTER 104 

Descartes doubts “methodologically”, taking doubt as his departure 
point. His doubt, however, aims not at skepticism but at acquiring 
through reason, some certainties in knowledge – certainties of which the 
first and foremost is God’s actual existence. 

Both Anselm and Descartes believe and confess – thus joining in 
the spiritual endeavour of many other philosophers of all times – that 
concern with religious faith and the relationship with the personal 
Absolute remains, to any spirit thirsting for Truth, an inexhaustible 
source for reflection and intellectual progress, for inquiry, for dialogue 
(with God, with one’s own spirit, with other philosophers…) and for 
existential questions. 

The idea of “the One than which nothing greater can be 
conceived,” of the “perfect Being” – “Essentia immutabilis et aeterna” 
(Oeing Hanhoff 1973, 88) – guarantees, according to the two 
philosophers, the actual existence of God as an eternal, immutable 
Person (a dialogue Partner, in Anselm’s philosophical treatise…):  

 
Firstly, because I cannot conceive of anything else but God, whose existence may 
necessarily pertain to its essence. Secondly, because I cannot conceive of two or 
several such gods. And, admitting now that there is One who exists, I clearly 
understand that He has necessarily pre-existed all eternity, and that in the future 
He will continue to exist for all eternity. (63) 
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A CRITICAL ASSESSMENT ON THE SYNTHESIS 
OF THE OWN BODY IN MERLEAU-PONTY’S VISION 
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Abstract 
 
 

The aim of this article is to present the vision that Merleau-Ponty has on the 
human body (seen from the perspective of a work of art, not completely object nor 
subject) approached in a way that could be called the phenomenology of corporeality – 
in which what is actually important is the experience of being embodied (the body 
distinguishing himself from the organic body), perception, bodily scheme, the structural 
unit and the meaning. By deliberately blending ambiguity and clarity of allegations, 
Merleau-Ponty creates a background which supports perception (rather than thinking) 
as a way of access toward the Being. 

Keywords: the human body, corporeal experience, perception, meaning, bodily 
scheme, work of art. 

 
 
The question from which we start is that relating to how the 

human body has become a principal problem to phenomenology, so that 
the phrase “phenomenology of corporeality”, developed by Merleau-
Ponty can be used. Traditionally, at first sight, three neat distinct views 
may be listed, which have approached the problem of the body: the 
metaphysical, the theological and the scientific one. In the history of 
philosophy, the theme of corporeality was pushed to the periphery and 
was considered incomparable as a theoretical dignity with the solar 
themes of rationality. The relation soul-body has been part of the 
interpretation that soul (reason) must control the body, releasing it from 
under the dominion of the primary instincts, and if essential in man is 
                                                           

1  PhD. Candidate, University of Bucharest, Faculty of Philosophy. 
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his soul, with the clarity of rationality – the corporeal is only one 
dimension of the shadow.  

The Christian theology, by means of the Incarnation, the Eucharist, 
Ascension with the body and the resurrection of the dead with the body, 
states that the body also participates in deification; however, except for 
the ascetic treaties – indicating ways of controlling the body – the body 
was not in the forefront of the theological reflection other than to 
highlight the work of grace through the holy relics.  

Biology, medicine and physiology, in the dominant view of 
natural sciences, will deepen the theme of corporeality, considering the 
human body solely as a body – a perfect machine created by nature – a 
perspective from which no essential difference can be highlighted 
between it and the animal body.  

Phenomenology will set a contrast with these positions, trying to 
regain an original meaning of corporeality, analyzing this phenomenon 
for itself and starting from itself (Ciocan 2013, 16). The difference in 
perspective is that in phenomenology the body is not approached as an 
object, what matters is the experience of the body, and the meaning of 
the fact of being embodied. 

Therefore, a phenomenological analysis of corporeality would be 
natural to begin from touch, fatigue, hungry, eroticism, nudity, the 
possibility to move or the size in space of one’s self body. And if illness 
as well, according to Heidegger – who scarcely addressed the body topic 
within his existential analytics – should be regarded as an existential 
phenomenon, all the more so the body must be distinguished from the 
organic body, in the phenomenological analysis. From this perspective, 
one must before put the brackets (17) encompassing the scientist vision – 
who sees the body as an object among many others. The information 
must also be removed from the animal world whereas the difference of 
essence between man and animal is insurmountable. And more than 
that, a liberation must occur from under any influence of any idea 
emerging from any science, including from the so-called the humanities 
(psychoanalysis, psychology, sociology, history, anthropology etc).  

Once this first basic operation has been made, a sort of epoché 
necessary to any phenomenological research, Merleau-Ponty starts 
making the limitations required in the analysis which he undertakes, 
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trying to answer some fundamental questions: what is the function of 
the body, what is the connection between it and conscience, why the 
body is not an object and which are the distinctions between body and 
objects, which are the perspectives from which we relate to objects etc. 
According to Merleau-Ponty, the meaning and the first operations of 
giving the world a meaning do not occur in the conscience, but in the 
space of the phenomenal body, this being the one which ensures human 
dialogue with the world, and in the study Phenomenology of Perception 
the human body is assigned the role of subject, i.e. it is the one because 
of which the spontaneous perception of the world acquires unity, and 
meanings arise in the depths of pre-reflexive existential experience and 
are transmitted by gestures and expressions, and through them “the 
body becomes an idea or intent to be communicated, and no longer 
appears as a stretched substance, as is conceived by Cartesianism” 
(Dillon 1988, 88).  

For the French philosopher, the body, due to its complex 
functions, appears either as object, either as subject, without being 
absolutely object nor subject. By this, Merleau-Ponty wants to keep, 
against the too radical opposition between subject and object, the 
meanings open, “perpetually incomplete” (Ghideanu 1979, 29). For 
Merleau-Ponty, which criticizes the Cartesian dualism and the meaning 
given to the cogito, the ontological primacy belongs to the phenomenon. 
If Sartre makes the clear distinction between conscience (for-self) and 
Being (in-self), the synthesis of the two being unthinkable for him, 
Merleau-Ponty says that this synthesis is possible and occurs at any time 
in the phenomenon, under our eyes, being what may be called “to be in 
the world” (Niţă 2007, 178). For the phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty, 
perception comes to be “the absolute science of the philosopher”, being 
the one which makes the occurrence of the phenomena in the conscience 
and the one leading to their meaning possible, respectively to the object. 
We can understand this approach also as a dispute with empiricism and 
rationalism, a dispute which has perception as its central theme, and 
within which the philosopher is trying to make a highlight of 
deficiencies and common points of the two directions.  

The act of perception means not only a presentation of the object 
before the subject, the latter taking note of the features of the first in a 
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direct and unequivocal relationship. “In perception, a thing is not 
actually given, but resumed internally, reconstituted and lived by us, to 
the extent that it is linked to a world whose fundamental structures we 
carry with us, the thing being only one of the possible shapes taken by 
world” (Merleau-Ponty 1999, 38) and “perception is that very act which, 
suddenly, simultaneously with the constellation of data, creates the 
meaning which the data have, but also makes them to have a meaning” 
(Niţă 2007, 64). The meaning of perception data is the object. It is not 
possible to perceive something in the absence of meaning. Do objects 
have a meaning? Objectively we cannot say anything about that. We 
only know that objects exist for us only in the version of the meaning, as 
they are only possible in a system in which each says something about 
another and about everything. Therefore, unlike Sartre, in whose vision, 
man is sentenced to freedom, Merleau-Ponty considers that man is 
sentenced to meaning (178). 

The study of perception is gravitating to the French philosopher 
around a pre-logical and pre-objective “area” and having a complex and 
ambiguous relationship with the objects. In this “area”, man has a 
thorough knowledge of things before any reasoning, knowledge primary 
different than the rational one. The body is considered to be essential, 
which, because of its structure and system of functions, offers things in 
predetermined ways; this facilitates perception and limits it at the same 
time. The body is understood as “the intermediary” that provides access 
to the objects and to the world. The body is the support and the vehicle 
of the Being in the world. In the act of perception, we let ourselves at the 
will of our own body which knows more about the world having 
embedded in him, in its functions, ways of addressing it. The experience 
of the predecessors may be transmitted by inscribing it in the “instrument” 
of perception, our body, in the direct physical form and in the form of 
education of perception. The body is the general “instrument” of the 
human being comprehension.  

The dominant place within the sense organs which contribute to 
perception is occupied by sight – with the different orientations of the 
visual field, with our orientation towards the visible; this is why 
Ghideanu says about Merleau-Ponty that he “finds a new expression of 
the phenomenological corporeality and of perception in what should 
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have been The Ontology of the Visible and Invisible” (143) within which the 
Being is at the crossroads between my views and those of others.  

The perception of the own person comes only after the perception 
of things and “this would not be possible, if we would not have been in 
contact with our doubt by living it, up to its object” (109). Knowing yourself 
and the world takes place in a paradoxically manner, by taking a 
distance from the object of perception. A distance is also present 
between the self which perceives and the self that analyzes perception. 
We sink into the world through the perceptive experience. The senses 
are engaged in a series of reciprocal relations, by mediating perception, 
in a complex way. The connection between senses occurs into the body 
and consequently, the communication between them has beneficial 
results, allowing us the access to things, concealing it at the same time.  

In order to explain to us in an appropriate manner the existence of 
the body and perception, Merleau-Ponty uses the notion of bodily scheme, 
which expresses the sensori-motor unit, the tempo-spatial and inter-
sensory unit of the body, and sends toward a structural meaning of the 
human body, on the basis of continuous action, perpetual use. A second 
definition for the bodily diagram would be that of expressing the 
existence of my body in the world, because I possess my body in a 
global way and I know the position of each limb by this scheme in which 
all are comprised (Merleau-Ponty 1999, 131). 

Having a body, and acting through him upon the world, space and 
time, I am not a series of juxtaposed points, nor an infinite number of 
relations synthesized by my conscience, but my body shall apply to 
these concepts and embraces them (179). Therefore, about our body we 
must not say that it exists in time and space, but that he is living in space 
and time, and they always have undetermined horizons on the one side 
and the other, closing other points of view; in this way, the synthesis of 
time, as well as of space, must always be taken over from the beginning 
and the motor experience of our body is not a particular case of 
knowledge, but a way of acceding to the world and to the object.  

After analysing the corporeal spatiality – which the author 
discusses in a large chapter – it can be said that corporeal spatiality 
means the detaching of the Being from body, the body’s method of 
sustenance. Thus Merleau-Ponty notes in the chapter Synthesis of the self 
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body, the existence of some data which are suitable for both our body 
and to all objects perceived, as evidenced by both the Cartesian and 
Kantian tradition, i.e. to perceive the space and to perceive the objects 
represents one and the same direction. What we achieve as a novelty, 
through the experience of our body, is that space must be rooted into 
existence, or in other words, my body can only exist in space as a sine 
qua non condition, which is valid for any real object. In support of this 
statement an example of the disease called anosognosia (189) is also used, 
the one where, although the patient does not recognize and does not feel 
the arm that he is looking for or ties it so he would not lose it, the 
objective contour of the upper limb is not missing for the ill person, him 
knowing exactly in what place, i.e. at what distance to look for his hand.  

Our body has a structural unit so that I cannot speak only of 
coordinates, when I am referring to its various parts, at its visual, tactile 
and motor aspects, reason for which different segments of the body are 
known to us only through their functional value, and their coordination 
should not be learned [e.g.: if I am at the table and I stretch an object, I 
have several options to gain access to it, all motions being available to us 
through their common significance; (I will stretch out my hand, I lean 
forward, strain my foot etc.)].  

The conclusion would be that even if we do not recognize by sight 
what we see often (e.g. our hand being filmed), yet we recognize our 
figure or walking if we are being filmed, due to the fact that we perceive 
our body through his own, constitutive law (190), and not through 
accumulation, step by step, but all at once, once and for all.  

As each of us have gestures which represent us, waving of fingers, a 
certain way of straightening our shoulders, certain facial expressions etc., 
the comparison which we will use for our body shall be that referring to 
a work of art, and certainly not to an object. As sounds and colors will 
transmit to the soul the message of a song or of a painting, also the 
poem, when it is recited, in addition to the basic lyricism, it receives the 
load of the tone, gestures and physiognomy of the one who recites it. 
These references are used wishing to emphasize the specificity of our 
body, which is an interlacing of living meanings, and not the governing 
law on the variations of some terms of the compound (192). 
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Merleau-Ponty is interested in the art of Cezanne, considering that 
he discovered the artistic analogue of the phenomenological gaze and 
will argue that the painting is a deliberate action, noetic-noematic, 
therefore referential; however, a painting does not relate to the elements 
which are constituted on a canvas, but relates to the visible world which 
is much too often invisible. And as our body is similar to a work of art, 
he also responds as such in front of a work of art, and namely he 
becomes able to contemplate the sensitive gift through the eyes that 
enjoy. Therefore, for Merleau-Ponty the access path toward Being is 
perception rather than thinking, and only through art a liberation of 
perception toward the richness of sensitiveness is detected.  

For Merleau-Ponty, habitualness in general is the one that makes it 
possible to understand the total synthesis of our own body, and what 
was said about motor habits can be extended up to automatic actions. 
The French phenomenologist sees each habit itself as being both motor 
and perceptive, and hovering between explicit perception and actual 
movement. In this respect he brings two examples, first showing how 
motor learning becomes perceptive, namely, how a blind person 
explores surroundings using a cane. After familiarizing with it for a long 
time, the cane becomes from the tool which the blind person perceived, 
the tool with which he perceives, an appendix of the body, the tactile 
world reaching to begin at the end of his cane. The mutual is itself true, 
i.e. having the body as a place of understanding and manifestation, it is 
shown that any perceptive habit also is a motor habit. Here comes the 
second example, namely that when a child starts to tell the difference 
between a pair of colors, moment at which a new horizon is opened for 
him. The child uses his sight as the blind person uses his cane, because 
learning to see the colors involves acquiring a particular style, the 
reorganization and improvement of the bodily scheme, a new option to 
use your own body.  

It can be said so that the set of motor habits as an extension of 
existence, resonate within the perceptive habits, as the acquisition of a 
world. For Merleau-Ponty there is an organic relation between the 
subject and the world, a movement through which conscience is 
launching toward things by means of its components and instruments. 
Therefore, our body – as a system of the motor and perceptive powers – 
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is an assembly of living meanings which are organized in search of a 
balance, and not an object for an “I think”, or in other words, it is more 
than important.  

With all these explanations, in the matters covered by Merleau-
Ponty the issue of ambiguity occurs repeatedly: with regard to meaning, 
ambiguity is intrinsic, constitutive, and not outside language, and has a 
connection with corporeality, freedom manifesting itself on this background; 
and conscience is the place of equivocation, of ambiguity, but this does 
not constitute a lack but the very definition of conscience (Niţă 2007, 180); 
hence for E. Stere, ambiguity is for Merleau-Ponty “a tendency toward 
uncertainty; ambiguous is also the starting point of things, defined as an 
original mystery inexplicable in itself, but which constitutes the 
explanatory reason of everything that exists” (Stere 1975, 144). 

And what is even more important, is that Merleau-Ponty himself 
shows which is the characteristic of the philosopher, and in this way he 
is making a reference to himself: “The philosopher is recognized 
through that he has in an inseparable way the taste of the obvious and 
the sense of ambiguity” (Merleau-Ponty 2000, 8) – issue that it is not 
denied in his work.  
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Abstract 
 
 

In my paper I will focus on Melanchthon’s concept of poetry as a legitimate means of 
philosophizing. I will show that he regards poetry as philosophy “arranged in verses and 
narratives” and that this view is grounded on his notion of perennial philosophy. I will 
explain this notion and emphasize Melanchthon’s specific understanding of it. In order to do 
so I will first (1) consider Melanchthon’s conception of philosophy which he equates with the 
liberal arts and delineate the significance of ancient literature for the transmission of logical, 
ethical and natural-philosophical knowledge. Thereby I will focus on his definition of poetry 
and its position amidst the liberal arts. (2) Subsequently, I will isolate citations and phrases of 
ancient literature which are illustratively used to substantiate moral-philosophical or natural-
philosophical arguments in Melanchthon’s theoretical writings. (3) I will show thereafter that 
the sentences of the poets function as authoritative arguments because Melanchthon’s view of 
poetry is underpinned by his own interpretation of the theory of perennial philosophy which, 
however, does not coincide with the Ficinian view on the philosophia perennis. (4) In my 
conclusions I will summarize Melanchthon’s view on ancient poetry and its relevance for the 
acquisition of philosophical knowledge. 

Keywords: poetry, philosophia perennis, natural philosophy, Melanchthon.  
 
 

I. Philipp Melanchthon’s conception of philosophy and his 
understanding of poetry 

 
In an important contribution to Philipp Melanchthon’s philosophical 

thought, Günter Frank dedicates an introductory note to the various concepts 
                                                           

1  PhD. Candidate, KIT (Karlsruher Institute for Technology, Faculty of Humanities 
and Social Sciences, Institute of Philosophy), Germany. 
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of philosophy to be found in Melanchthon’s oeuvre2. Melanchthon’s 
earliest expressed view on philosophy, which I believe him to hold 
throughout his philosophical writings, is the one expressed in his 
inaugural oration, “De corrigendum adolescenti studios”3 held in 1518, 
after the prince-elector of Saxony Frederick the Wise had appointed him 
professor of Greek at the university of Wittenberg. In this oration, he 
equates philosophy with the seven liberal arts and takes up their 
traditional classification he had presented in a previous speech “De 
artibus liberalibus”4, written one year earlier in Tübingen. There, 
Melanchthon ascribes to every art its own muse, and after going through 
the trivium and quatrivium, he remarks:  

 
Two muses have remained: Cleo and Calliope whom we ascribe the same right 
among the arts and assign Cleo to history and Calliope to poetry. All kinds of 
writings employ history and poetry. And no other authors are being compiled for 
the fruit of their works, like the poets and historians. (CR 11, 12) 
 
Also, he goes on, “the enumerated arts are like particular 

announcements of the godly begotten great wisdom and the minds of 
men, after they have been instructed in those arts, are able to receive the 
godly will which descends from heaven”. I will come back to this 
conception of philosophy as a propaedeutic for revelation, later when I 
will highlight the Malenchthonian conception of philosophia perennis. 
Both in the oration written in Tübingen and in the one held in the front 
of the students and professors in Wittenberg, Melanchthon undertakes 
an extension of the canonical arrangement of liberal arts and, moreover, 

                                                           

2  To be consulted Günter Frank, “Einleitung: Zum Philosophiebegriff Melanchthons”, 
in Günter Frank und Felix Mundt (eds.), Der Philosoph Melanchthon (Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2012, pp. 1-10). 

3  I will refer directly to the works of Philipp Melanchthon which are included in the 
Corpus Reformatorum: Opera quae supersunt omnia vol I-XXVIII, edidit Carolus 
Gottlieb Bretschneider/Henricus Ernestus Bindseil (CR I-XXVIII), Halis/Brunsvigae 
1834-1860. In the following I will abbreviate the citation with CR and the 
corresponding volume and exact pages. For Melanchthon’s speech on the 
reformation of liberal arts see CR 11, 15-25. All translations have been undertaken 
directly form the Latin texts and are mine. 

4  CR 11, 5-14. 
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endows history and poetry with overarching roles. Poetry is seen as a 
condition sine qua non for erudition and for the promotion of eloquence, 
the poets are also to be consulted regarding questions of morality and 
their attentive reading contributes to the education of character and 
mind. He explicitly mentions Homer saying that he was the 
acknowledged source of erudition for the Greeks, while the Romans 
turned for the same purpose to poets like Vergil and Horace (CR 11, 22). 
This emphasis on ancient literature is part of his attempt to reform the 
university curricula and change the canonical texts which are being 
taught to the students. This is due to the fact that Philipp Melanchthon 
shares with other humanists of the early 16th century his distaste for 
scholastic logic and its effects on the teaching practice of the other liberal 
arts and on the arts of the higher faculties. He believes that the 
corrupted state of academic philosophy is caused by a faulty usage of 
language which makes all the subjects of the various sciences unclear 
and difficult to understand. He identifies the source of this decay in the 
commentary tradition which, according to Melanchthon, turned the 
useful dialectical method into metaphysics and thus, rendered all 
subjects difficult and obscure. The only way out of this vicious circle of 
ignorance, is, in his view, the reading of the original texts in the original 
languages with the aid of a clear and simple method. 

In his Oration on philosophy, written in 1536, Melanchthon still 
employs the view that philosophy is constituted of the all the liberal arts. 
This time, he writes about a cycle of arts that binds them together, so 
that in order to grasp individual ones, many of the others have to be 
taken on. Philosophy represents thus, an acquired and vast knowledge 
of all the subjects knowable to man, however, not arbitrarily put 
together, but ordered and studied with the help of what Melanchthon 
calls true method. This methodical requirement implies that foolish and 
untrue opinions are prevented from entering the various fields of 
specialized knowledge because the latter, and so philosophy as a whole, 
are not allowed to assume anything without demonstration5. This seems 
like a very strong requirement for a philosophy made up of arts like 

                                                           

5  See CR 11, 278-284. 
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history, poetry and even natural philosophy. There are, however, two 
aspects that legitimize such a claim: first of all, Melanchthon’s concept of 
demonstration is one that adapts itself to a concept of logic whose core 
doctrine is a topical one and thus, less rigorous than the Aristotelian 
theory of proof6. Second, as a consequence of this relaxation of the 
logical formal requirements, poetry does not have to fall short of the 
possibility of knowledge-transmission. While Girolamo Savonarola kept 
a strict order of the parts of the Aristotelian Organon, with poetry being 
the far end of the spectrum, in direct opposition to the Analytics, lacking 
in demonstrative force and thus, capacity to transmit true knowledge7, 
for the humanists, logic as dialectic is not only in no contrast to poetical 
language and narratives, but it even constitutes poetry as its underlying 
argumentative structure8.  

Seen against this background, Melanchthon’s assessment of the 
nature and functions of poetry in the introduction to his commentary to 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses is not surprising. Poetry is, he writes, nothing 
other than philosophy arranged in verse and narratives, containing the 
doctrine of all other arts and illustrating moral-philosophical precepts 
by means of examples of various kings9. Long before the philosophers 
existed, the endeavor towards wisdom was carried out by the poets. 
Melanchthon does not doubt that poetry professes the same doctrine as 
philosophy does, thus, that the narratives of the poets abound with wisdom 
and erudition. By means of verses and witty fabrications, the poets lure 
students into learning by hiding the most useful things under the cover 
of invented narratives. Ovid’s versified images of the Metamorphoses not 
only disclose the life and the condition of man and its relationship to 

                                                           

6  On Melanchthon’s understanding of logic as a theory of argumentation see 
Volkard Wels, Melanchthon’s textbooks on dialectic and rhetoric as complementary 
parts of a theory of argumentation in Emidio Campi, Simone de Angelis, Anja-Silvia 
Goeing and Anthony Grafton (eds.), Scholarly Knowledge: Textbooks in Early 
Modern Europe (Genf: Droz, 2008), pp. 139-156. 

7  Volkhard Wels, Der Begriff der Dichtung In der fruehen Neuzeit (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
2009), 23. 

8  See the introduction of Joachim Knape’s translation of Melanchthon’s Rhetoric 
(Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1993), pp. 1-36. 

9  See CR 19, 501. 
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God, but also teach eloquence by means of the employed rhetorical 
apparatus of words and tropes. Moreover, they lead the careful reader to 
the discovery of the underlying method of invention and distribution of a 
variety of things, and they support clear, rich and pleasant explanation10. 

There is no independent textbook on the art of poetry written by 
Melanchthon because he discusses the elements which constitute the 
poetical genre in his other textbooks on the trivial arts. Thus, he tackles 
prosody in his textbook on grammar, the figures of style his rhetoric and 
the things themselves he assigns to dialectic, which concerns the 
appropriate speech and the places of argumentation. In comparison to 
the philosophers, as Melanchthon states in his Elements on Rhetoric, the 
poets wake awareness of special features and gestures in the reader by 
means of striking images. Thereby, a picture emerges before the mind’s 
eye and acts firmly on perception and thought. To Melanchthon, poets 
also use words as the signs for things, but they broaden the ordinary 
language use in order to appeal to the reader and accentuate particular 
aspects11. Like rhetoric, poetry appeals to the affects and may move to 
action. Its main role consists in the pedagogical transmission of 
knowledge, especially natural-philosophical and ethical knowledge. In 
the response he writes to Pico della Mirandola in the name of Ermolao 
Barbaro, he praises wise thinkers as Homer, Demosthenes, Vergil, 
Cicero, Herodot and Livy, emphasizing their skillful and learned 
manner of presenting the nature of things and their advice regarding the 
most useful rules and examples of everyday life and mores12. 

 
 
II. Melanchthon’s use of poetry in his theoretical texts 
 
Melanchthon’s writings, especially those engaging with ethical, 

natural-philosophical and logical subjects, testify to his self-image as a 

                                                           

10  See CR 19, 502 
11  See CR 13, 459-460. See also Kees Meerhof, “The Significance of Philipp 

Melanchthon’s Rhetoric in the Renaissance”, in Peter Mack (ed.), Renaissance 
Rhetoric (St Martin’s Press, New York 1994), pp. 46-62. 

12  See CR 9, 699. 
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careful reader, interpret and transmitter of ancient wisdom. His textbook 
on physics is, I believe, one of the most striking examples of 
Melanchthon’s engagement with various philosophers, historians, poets, 
mathematicians and astronomers, as well as astrologers and physicians. 
Since it has become clear from his concept of philosophy that 
Melanchthon envisages a circular rather than a hierarchical order of the 
arts, it does not seem surprising that he regards the arguments of 
ancient thinkers and partly also contemporary humanists as equally 
valuable and worth mentioning. As he explicitly states in the chapter on 
the usefulness and the goal of the physical knowledge, Melanchthon 
aims to teach an accurate physics, i.e. only the true opinions which 
convey a composed and tamed mind so that it does not eagerly embrace 
absurd opinions13. The kernel of Melanchthon’s doctrine of physics is his 
conviction that there is a godly ordained order of the physical world in 
which man is set in order to acknowledge it, and, by means of physical 
knowledge, achieve insight into God’s providence. His fundamental 
philosophical assumption is the congruence between the godly wisdom 
that underlies the order of the cosmos and the intellect of man14. By 
means of notions put into man’s reason at his creation, man is able to 
gather certain knowledge in various disciplines which concerns the 
world order, its underlying laws and the distinction between good and 
evil. Thus, he is able to understand God’s providence and acknowledge 
him as the sole creator of the cosmos and keeper of the human society. 
The constitutive role of the godly providence for Melanchthon’s concept 
of nature and his assessment of the usefulness of natural philosophy has 
been thoroughly documented by Sachiko Kusukawa15. However, man is 
prone to error and finds strong and convincing arguments in the 
doctrines of the wise men that have transmitted their own experience in 
philosophical or literary form. Melanchthon dedicates an extensive part 
of his Second Book on Physics to a discussion on causes, chance and fate 

                                                           

13  CR 13, 189. 
14  This has been argued for convincingly by Günter Frank: Die theologische 

Philosophie Philipp Melanchthons, Leipzig, 1995, especially pp. 211-233. 
15  See S. Kusukawa, The Transformation of Natural Philosophy: The Case of Philipp 

Melanchthon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
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and discusses the involvement of God in the natural and societal order. 
The ancient poets contribute especially to the enforcement of the 
acknowledging and understanding of God’s providence and his 
involvement in human affairs. In his Commentary on the Metamorphoses, 
Melanchthon praises the great skill of Ovid in depicting the creation of 
the world, which, he says, is taken from the doctrine of the ancient 
fathers, taken up by ancient poets like Orpheus, Museaus or Linus and 
transmitted by the Greek theologian Clemens Alexandrinus and Justin 
the Martyr. Ovid’s account endorses the existence of a wise, just, good 
and kind architect who created the world and endowed the humans 
with the natural light of reason and the capacity to discern right from 
wrong, providing for his well-being. That is why, Melanchthon believes 
that poets come closer to the wisdom transmitted by Moses than most of 
the philosophers, even though their narratives do not entirely coincide 
with the sacred writings16. Against this background the constant 
mentioning of the poetical wisdom and the successive illustrative 
citations in his Initia Doctrina Physicae seem natural. What ancient 
mythology testifies to, in Melanchthon’s view, as clear as history or 
everyday experience, are the just actions of God and thus, his 
providence in the world. In a chapter of his Physics dedicated to the 
concept of faith (fatum) understood as providence Melanchthon says:  

 
It is important to recognize when destiny can be understood as meaning godly 
providence and to see what the necessary and immutable godly decrees are and 
how they have been made. We only say of righteous and just events that they 
have been destined by God, like Vergil says about Aeneas: « he came to Italy and 
to the strand of Lavinium driven by destiny and as a fugitive ». (CR 13, 330) 
 
The itinerary of Aeneas is exemplary for God’s providence and his 

righteous decrees concerning individuals. Insisting on the fate of 
Aeneas, Melanchthon thinks that the dictum of the Sybil should always 
be borne in mind. Talking about the golden twig she says: “Itself it 
yields if you the faiths invite, else with no force shall you its yielding 
feel”. This fate is representing what Melanchthon calls necessity by 

                                                           

16  See CR 19, 504. 
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consequence (necessitates consequentiae), since it has been decreed by God 
and the events will necessarily follow his decisions. One has to restrain, 
however, from attributing to God the wrongdoings of men. Paris did not 
kidnap Helena because of faith, nor did Aegisthus mislead the wife of 
his living brother because of bad faith. It is crucial, in the view of 
Melanchthon to understand Homer’s description of such deeds as falling 
outside the influence of faith, because they are done by the free will of 
the characters. 

Melanchthon distinguishes in the chapter on fatum two meanings 
of the word faith: as the accomplishment of God’s will, as we have seen 
above, and as physical faith. The latter he defines as a succession of 
natural causes, i.e the relation between the influence of the stars and 
man’s temperaments and inclinations. Thereafter Melanchthon 
anticipates the traditional critique regarding the implications of a 
science, of the influence of stars for the debate on free will and cites the 
Latin poet Manilius. Manilius held in his poem Astronomica that “The 
faith governs man and everything is happening according to most 
certain laws”17. Melanchthon is anxious to invalidate Manilius thesis, by 
insisting that not all events can be traced back to the influence of the 
stars and much is left for man to decide. God can also righteously 
punish man, as he did with Oedipus for killing his father and marrying 
his mother. The wisdom of the poets is thus crucial to the understanding 
of God’s implication in the human world and the taming of one’s own 
will. Melanchthon’s Physics abounds in such examples which are 
employed as arguments which underpin his main thesis about the 
existence of God and his providence in the natural world. Melanchthon 
employs several examples from ancient literature to describe and 
differentiate between monsters (res natas praeter naturae ordine)18 that 
appear in nature. First, Melanchthon says one must acknowledge that 
some appearances are not physically caused. Like, how Plutarch 
narrates about the Triton that blew the horn for Ceasar at the Rubicon, or 
the ghost that Dion had seen at his death or even the appearance that 
                                                           

17  On Melanchthon’s reaction to Manilius’s poem see Claudia Brosseder, Im Bann 
der Sterne (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2004), pp. 169-173. 

18  CR 13, 350-354. 



MELANCHTHON ON THE PHILOSOPHICAL RELEVANCE OF POETRY 123 

warned Pausanias after he had killed a maiden in Byzantium. A statue is 
told to have sung verses: “you rush towards your sentence, because 
injustice leads to harm”19. Another kind of monsters are the higher 
appearances like comets, earthquakes or falling stars. They usually 
announce forthcoming events that interfere with societal order. Like 
Claudian is cited to say: “And one has never seen a comet that went 
unpunished” (Et coelo nuquam spectatum impune Comenten)20. Also, the 
third kind of monsters are the ones represented by mirages in the air or 
what we today call Fata Morgana. Vergil has appropriately described 
one such mirage when he said in his Georgics: “the heaven resounded 
with the noise of weaponries” (Armorum sonitum toto Germaniae coelo, 
Audiit)21 and Virgil’s illustration fits, according to the humanist, with 
more recently observed appearances. These three kinds of appearances 
do not originate from natural causes but from the interference of good or 
bad angels and, as such, do not belong to the competence of the 
physicians. Melanchthon believes that it is crucial to acknowledge them 
and take the word of the most skilled thinkers that have written about 
them, in order not to confuse events that one can physically explain with 
the ones one cannot. This knowledge is useful to man, as it helps 
provide him with signs and admonishments and leads us to the only 
perfect refugee: to God.  

Illustrations from the ancient literature are also used in 
Melanchthon’s textbook on the soul. In the chapter on the accidents of 
mind and will he distinguishes the various kinds of knowledge man 
may acquire. When he talks about probable knowledge, based on 
opinions, Melanchthon says people are prone to alter opinion, because, 
as the poet Propertius said: “Everything changes, and so the love 
certainty changes too”22. Here Melanchthon argues for the changeable 
nature of man and prefers to argue by means of a poetic sentence. In his 
textbook on Dialectics, Vergil is quoted for the display of one of the 
fallacious arguments which Melanchthon is discussing. Taking a false 

                                                           

19  See CR 13, 350. 
20  CR 13, 351. 
21  See CR 13, 351. 
22  In his Liber de Anima, CR 13, 166. 
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cause for the real cause, Melanchthon emphasize, may lead to serious 
errors. Just like it had happened to the Trojans that have been misled by 
the fallacies employed by Sinon23. It is clear that Melanchthon’s 
textbooks are a reflecting his own set standards of how one should teach 
and preach some of the canonical disciplines. Using poets as sources of 
illustrations, it only comes natural to an author who is convinced that 
“the inquiry and explanation of subjects of disciplines like Physics, 
Ethics and Theology cannot be accomplished without eloquence and 
without precisely those arts that eloquence comprises. Some arts like 
medicine can be taught without eloquence, but they are much easier to 
teach and grasp when eloquence is employed.” (CR 9, 699)24 To sum up, 
poets are being read, cited and imitated in the humanist school tradition 
because they promote both an astute mind that can distinguish the 
arguments and things in question, and eloquence, which is being 
instilled into the minds of the young students by means of exempla. The 
works of poets and orators clearly show, in Melanchthon’s view that 
language and thought are inextricably bound together. 

But we have also seen that ancient poets are pagan bearers of 
wisdom and are to be read for the promotion of morality and also piety, 
when it comes to their narratives about the human faith and godly 
providence. Convinced that the ancient poets are the bearers of an 
ancient wisdom transmitted by the first fathers and handed down to the 
philosophers, ultimately rediscovered by the humanists, Melanchthon 
seems to adhere to the concept of an eternal philosophy that has been 
given to Adam by God and traversed history up to the Renaissance. In 
the remainder of the paper I will shortly show that Melanchthon does 
employ this view, but does not share the Ficinian concept of the 
philosophia perennis due to the restrains of the protestant salvation-
historical distinction between law and gospel. However, because of the 
optimistic anthropology that he posits at the core of his metaphysics, 

                                                           

23  CR 13, 42. 
24  For Melanchthon’s view on the importance of rhetoric, of which, I had said above 

that it comprises poetics, see his letter to Pico della Mirandola on behalf of 
Ermolao Barbaro in Nelson Peter Ross (ed.) Christianity and Humanism, William B. 
Eerdman’s Publishing Company, Michigan, 1968, pp. 11-38. 
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ancient wisdom is treated as we have seen above, as a useful propaedeutic 
to revelation. 

 
 
III. Melanchthon and the theory of perennial philosophy 
 
Marsilio Ficino is one of the most important philosophers of the 

Renaissance who believed in a long religious-philosophical tradition: the 
prisca philosophia, dating back to Moses and which, he thought, was 
consummated in Plato, who “was imbued with the divine mysteries of 
Hermes Trismegistos” (Schmitt 1966, 509), a wise ancient theologian. To 
him, the philosophy of the ancients was nothing other than learned religion. 

As Charles Schmitt has shown, the notion of the constancy of 
philosophical tradition from the ancient theologians to Plato and the 
Neoplatonists had already been maintained by late ancient thinkers, and 
even by some of the Church Fathers. The implication of this continuity 
was, in fact, that, as Augustino Steuco – one of Ficino’s followers and a 
staunch defender of the tradition of philosophia perennis put it – true 
theology was nothing other than revealed truth which has been known 
to mankind from the earliest times. And this also meant that God was 
somewhat accessible to man by reason alone, since theological and 
philosophical truth coincided in many respects25. In his study about 
Melanchthon’s philosophical definition of God and its relevance for the 
natural knowledge man can attain of God, Dino Belluci refers to 
Melanchthon’s Platonic definition of God, which as he emphasizes, man 
acquires by the light of his reason: God is the eternal mind (mens) and 
the cause of Good in nature. This definition, Belucci argues, referring to 
the above cited fragments from the commentary on the Metamorphoses, 
was first known by Adam and his sons, consigned to future generations 
of ancient theologians and eloquently transmitted by the ancient poets to 
the philosophers.  

According to Belucci, the Metamorphoses were seen by Melanchthon 
as a summary of the poetical theology of Orpheus, Museus and Hermes 

                                                           

25  See Schmitt, 1966, 518. 
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Trismegistos. Melanchthon seems, at prima facie, to be a follower of the 
tradition that Ficino, Reuchlin and Pico della Mirandola have shaped 
within their humanistic endeavors. There is no doubt that Melanchthon 
has been influenced by this tradition. However, he undertakes a 
fundamental correction of this concept and strictly differentiates, as we 
have seen above, the theological from the philosophical truth. While the 
poets come close to the sacred writings, they are not able to achieve the 
perfect knowledge of God, the philosophical definition is only an 
incomplete one in comparison to the perfect and necessary one 
transmitted by the Church. This claim is grounded by the primary 
distinction undertaken by Luther between law and gospel. While man is 
banned after his fall to live in a world governed by law – all arts and 
sciences pertaining to this realm – faith in Christ and the reading of the 
Bible alone might lead man to the reception of godly grace. This grace 
cannot be understood through the light of reason and it is God alone 
that chooses to redeem sinful human beings. Recent scholarship 
concerned with Melanchthon’s philosophy has shown that although he 
keeps this methodical principle at the basis of his entire work, his 
constant emphasis of the capacities of human reason marks what Gunter 
Frank has called a theo-rationalistic philosophy announcing the modern 
philosophies of the 17th century (Frank 2008, 573). Against this 
background it is safe to maintain that Melanchthon allots to the ancient 
poets and writers more than a pedagogical function amidst the teaching 
practice of the liberal arts. This is why I disagree with Volkard Wels who 
sees a complete contrast between the Ficinian concept of poetry and the 
Melanchthonian view26. While Melanchthon does not think that God 
revealed himself to the poets in an episode of furor poeticus27, he does 

                                                           

26  Volkhard Wels, “Der Begriff der Dichtung vor und nach der Reformation”, in 
Günter Frank und Sebastian Lalla (eds.), Fragmenta Melanchthoniana Bd. 3 
(Heidelberg: Regionalkultur, 2007), pp. 81-105. 

27  For Ficino’s rendering of Plato’s view that “poetry springs from divine frenzy, 
frenzy from the Muses and the Muses from Jove” see The Letters of Marsilio Ficino, 
with a Preface by Paul Oskar Kristeller, translated from the Latin by members of 
the Language Department of the Language School of Economic Science, London, 
1975, pp. 45-48. 
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ascribe to them an important function of transmitting the knowledge of 
godly providence and a definition of God which agrees with the one 
achieved by the natural light of reason. This view resonates with 
Melanchthon’s providential interpretation of history which he expounds 
in his Physics. Since both Luther and Melanchthon thought the end of 
the realm of the law was near and the realm of the returning of Christ 
would begin after 2000 years of an unjust government through a 
corrupted Church28, there was no doubt to him that the poets belonged 
to the generation of wise men that were very close to a less flawed 
natural knowledge of God. The fact that Melanchthon dedicated his 
entire work to promoting the liberal arts and emphasizing their 
fundamental role for the teachings of the Church testifies to the 
propaedeutic role of the arts, and of poetry concerning for the receiving 
of godly grace. 

 
 
IV. Conclusions 
 
Melanchthon is a staunch promoter of the reformation of the 

curricula in favor of the grounding of the liberal arts on ancient 
literature. This humanistic endeavor permits him to integrate poetry and 
history among the liberal arts although he does not see the need to write 
a separate textbook on poetry, since the poets have borrowed the 
instruments of the trivial arts while writing their works. This is due to 
the fact that, Melanchthon believes, poetry does not tell lies, nor does it 
lack the capacity of containing true doctrines, but only transmits the 
same wisdom as the philosophers by means of narratives put into 
verses. The moral-pedagogical virtues of poetry are emphasized when 
Melanchthon accentuates both the luring images by which students are 
more inclined to give in to reading and inquiring into arguments, and 
the moral lessons they can pick out of the illustrated lives of various 
characters. One of the most important pieces of knowledge which the 
poets transmit is, however the knowledge of God’s providence and his 

                                                           

28  See Brosseder 2004, 81-109. 
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nature, as the first fathers had kept and transmitted it. Albeit this is only 
a natural knowledge acquired with the rational capacities of man it is 
fundamental for the endorsement of piety and the enforcement of the 
belief in God, which eventually prepares man for the reception of 
revelation and for the realm of heaven, or, as Melanchthon calls it, the 
second Academy.  
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A STUDY ON THE FIRST GENERATION 
OF ROMANIAN WOMEN-PAINTERS 

AND THE CONTINUITY OF THEIR MODERNITY 
 

MIHAELA POP1 
 
 

Abstract 
 
 

This work intends to discuss about the first generation of Romanian women-
painters within the wider context of the condition of woman within the Romanian society 
during the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th. We will develop the 
following path: a) the movement of women’s emancipation in Romania – characteristics 
and phases; b) the Romanian art-world and this movement of women-painters. 

Keywords: women emancipation, education, women artists, cultural development, 
economic development. 

 
 
I. Introduction 
 
The movement of women emancipation unveiled various difficult 

problems concerning the social relationships based on the difference 
between genders. The 19th century succeeded in conceptualizing 
women’s condition as a social and cultural group using various scientific 
concepts as: inclusion / exclusion, group rights, individual rights, the 
relationship public-private. 

Within the Romanian territory as well as within the South-Eastern 
European part, the relationship public – private seems to be a relevant 
criterion for the analysis of the women’s condition during the 19th 
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century. The masculine is the absolute equivalent for the public domain 
while the feminine is specific to the private domain, such as the house, 
the children and their education (Olariu 2006, 33). One can also remark 
women’s judicial incapacity. They were only considered as sensorial 
human beings, incapable of thinking and evaluating in an intelligent, 
abstract manner (Ciupală 2003, 51). 

This natural determinism was transferred within the social world 
and legal framework, considering that woman should be watched by the 
omnipotent authority of the man. This inferior condition for women was 
prolonged through the entire 19th century even though in certain social 
milieux, a certain process of emancipation started to manifest itself after 
the first half of the century. During the second half of the century this 
process of emancipation becomes more evident, in domains as 
education, cultural life, social assistance and medical care. We are going 
to present one of the most characteristic aspects of this process. 

 
 
II. Education 
 
After 1859 when the Unification of Moldavia with Wallachia was 

achieved, the reform of education system made possible the access to 
school for young girls. The public primary school was legislated ever 
since 1822 and the Education law of 1864 assured the juridical frame also 
for the secondary school level. At the end of the 19th century, the public 
education system in Romania became really competitive. Girls could 
continue their university studies abroad and come back to start a 
professional carrier, if they wanted. This was possible of course, 
especially for the young girls who came from either a medium or high 
social and economic level. In 1895 the Romanian education system did 
not impose anymore any restriction for young girls.  

At the beginning of the 20th century, the high university system 
had already a significant number of students. The University of 
Bucharest, for instance, had in 1910 around 442 students, from which 
131 were female students. This is how the first phase of women’s 
emancipation seemed to have been accomplished from a legal aspect 
and this is when emancipation was born. This created the possibility 
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that each cultivated woman could better understand herself as a human 
being governed by reason and capable of progressing in knowledge and 
understanding the world in which she lived. 

In 1913, one of the Romanian women leaders, Eleonora Strătilescu 
said: “In order to raise a woman to the dignity level that she deserves, 
the best solution is the education, as the real freedom is the one assured 
by culture.” The motto of the Journal for Romanian Woman was Freedom 
through light (of culture and education) – a real Enlightenment motto, 
one could say. In consequence, it was right to have access to education 
which played a primordial role in the process of emancipation of 
Romanian women and not the electoral right which is a political one. 

 
 
III. Second phase of women’s emancipation 
 
At the beginning of the 20th century, the philosophical option of 

women’s emancipation went into a new phase, the civic affirmation. The 
main purposes were: a) preparation of highly cultivated women to 
become responsible citizens and b) rising the economic standards for the 
great majority of women at an acceptable economic level. As a 
consequence, by means of feminist publications such as Union of 
Romanian women (which published the first article of the feminist 
movement entitled Feminism in 19122), they organized local committees, 
public conferences, debates and publications having this subject as main 
topics. Women understood quite rapidly that they could become part of 
the public social space, especially in the urban areas. 

At the beginning of the 19th century they started organizing small 
groups of women who had mutual interests and preoccupations (as 
literary books or musical activities), making thus possible the life of 
aristocratic local gatherings and salons. Step by step, they became more 
competent in critical debates on literary journals of high cultural level 
not only published in Romanian language, but also of widely known 
                                                           

2  We have to mention that the feminist movement as it is understood in the West was 
not so manifest in Romania. What is usually considered the basic characteristic is 
the process of emancipation of Romanian women. See Ciupală 2003, 75. 
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publications. All these prove a higher, superior level of cultural 
education which was finally achieved. Women became at their turn 
artists, for instance good writers. Such cultural meetings were active 
especially during the end of the 19th century when they were 
transformed in very well organized cultural societies as The Literary 
society, The Society of Arts and Crafts or The Philharmonic Society.  

 
 
IV. Social and medical care system 
 
During the Independence War (1877-1878), these cultural societies 

became a real front screen for courageous political decisions. They 
became stations for the preparation of supplies for the Romanian army 
who was fighting against the Ottoman Empire. Women of such societies 
were directly involved in medical care, especially in field hospitals. 
Numerous rich women transformed their mansions in medical unites for 
wounded soldiers. The Independence War radically changed both the 
social and the mundane activities (talks, social gatherings, cultural 
debates) in associations having a clear legal identity with very well 
established purposes. The war, a dramatic and serious experience, 
transformed the literary salon in a field hospital and home for wounded 
soldiers. The Romanian Red Cross was founded in 1876. A little later on 
the Romanian Women Red Cross was organized and functioned very 
well during the next war, The First World War. This proves that 
women’s emancipation was already accomplished and women had 
already become aware of their public role hence: the public space was 
not a prohibited domain for them, anymore. 

Another characteristic of the emancipation of Romanian women 
was their implication in an institutionalized relationship with the 
Romanian Orthodox Church. In 1910 they founded The National 
Orthodox Society of Romanian Women. At the beginning, it was projected 
as a reaction to the activity of Catholic associations, but later on it 
developed cultural and social significant objectives, especially within the 
education of young girls. This education also supposed a civic education. 
The Society also organized schools for adults and public libraries, public 
conferences on civic topics, especially on the popularization of scientific 
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discoveries and on patriotic subjects. After 6 years of intense activity, 
The Society counted: 17 kindergartens (900 children), two institutes of 
education, 22 public libraries, a great number of public conferences in 
hospitals, prisons, factories, military units and villages. In numerous 
factories the Society also organized classes for adults. 

A quite impressive number of women, real personalities, became 
cultural and social models of behavior for the great majority of 
Romanian women. We will mention some of them.  

1.  Elena Ghica, (Helena Koltzova Massalskaya), born in 1828 in 
Bucharest, studies in Dresden, Berlin, Vienna and Venice. She 
married a Russian count and officer of high rank and lived 
6 years at the imperial Court of the Tsar Nicolas I. Then she 
settled down in Italy and supported the cause of the 
Unification of the Romanian Principalities during the 1850s in 
the diplomatic media. She became famous for her texts Women 
in the Orient (2 volumes) and About women by a woman, works 
published during 1859-1860 and respectively in 1865 at Zurich 
and Paris. Her literary pseudonym was Dora d’Istria. She also 
became famous in the USA and was elected as a corresponding 
member of the American Society of Social Sciences. 

2.  Alexandrina (married) Ghica, great cultural personality of the 
second half of the 19th century. In 1907 she established a 
significant annually rent for the Romanian Academy basically 
for the acquisition and publication of historical documents 
concerning the history of Romanian territories. 

3.  Alexandrina Cantacuzino, born in 1881, was the leader of the 
feminist movement in Romania. In 1921 she founded the National 
Council of Romanian Women and the Feminist Petite Entante. 

4.  Marta Bibescu was a remarkable personality of the literary and 
diplomatic milieu, both Romanian and French, during the Two 
World Wars. She was a member of the Royal Academy in 
Brussels and wrote more than 40 works under the French 
literary pseudonym Lucille Decaux. 

5.  Queen Elisabeth of Romania (1843-1916), wife of Charles I of 
Romania (1866-1914), played an immense role in a great 
national project: to render the Romanian culture more familiar 
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in the Western countries. For instance, she unveiled the beauty 
of the traditional Romanian costumes wearing them herself. 
This decision generated a real movement that reinforced the 
patriotic feeling among Romanians. Queen Elisabeth of 
Romania also encouraged the development of small domestic 
industries and enormously contributed to the organization of 
the medical social care system, especially during the First 
World War. She founded hospitals, the ambulance system and 
assured medication for the wounded. She was also a very 
talented writer and wrote many texts (more than 45), either 
memories, geographical descriptions, poems and prose, or 
ethnographic studies referring to the Romanian life under the 
pseudonym Carmen Sylva. Some valuable Romanian artists 
were encouraged and supported economically by the Queen 
Elisabeth, especially the poet Vasile Alecsandri, the painter 
Nicolae Grigorescu and the musician George Enescu. 

One can remark that the emancipation of the Romanian women 
during the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th was a long process 
which evolved through various phases and had certain features. The 
emancipation passed through a first phase which stressed the role of 
education for young girls who, through their primary and then 
secondary classes, became aware of their social condition, of the role 
they had to play in society. It is evident that this process was not a 
uniform one and did not evolve equally in urban areas as in rural areas, 
but also made possible a certain civilizational progress. As the 
emancipation through education was expanding significantly, one can 
remark that the feminist movement got a structure, became more visible 
in the public space and got involved in greater social and cultural 
responsibilities. More and more female personalities got a respectable 
social status and became models of successful carriers for younger 
generations. This phenomenon is specific also for the cultural milieux, 
not only for the literary world but also for the fine arts. 
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V. The first generation of Romanian women-artists 
 
We have to mention from the beginning that the tradition of 

women-artists in Europe is long and it expresses the same difficulty 
these women were confronted with: the difficult confirmation of a 
woman-artist in a male community. 

  

  
 

  
  
– Marguerite Van Eyck (15th century), sister of the famous 

brothers Van Eyck and who seems to have been appreciated during her 
life as much as her brothers. 

– Elisabeta Sirani (1638-1665) was painter at the Court of the Duke 
Cosimo III Medici and was poisoned by her rivals who envied her due 
to her success to the public. 

– Elisabeth Vigée Le Brun (1755-1842) was the official painter of 
the queen Marie Antoinette of France. 

– Sophonisba Anguissolla (1532-1625) was a painter of the Court of 
Philip II of Spain and seems to have been blind since her youth. 
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Some of the Avant-Guard movements as the Dada and the 
Surrealism encouraged women to manifest their creativity. In order to 
overpass certain social and gender obstacles, women-painters used 
pseudonyms or male names. Only using such solutions they could 
exhibit their works in galleries. Suzanne Valadon (1865-1938) for 
instance, signed her paintings only by her family name. She was the first 
women-painter admitted in the famous Société Nationale des Beaus Arts in 
Paris. She was also mother of another famous painter, Maurice Utrillo. 

 

  
 

  
 
During the end of the 19th century, significant social, political 

and artistic changes happened. The Union of Women-Artists was 
created in Paris. Berthe Morisot (1841-1895), Marie Bracquemond 
(1840-1916) and Mary Cassatt (1844-1926) were impressionist painters 
deeply admired by the public. They are among the first women 
accepted by an artistic movement. 
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In Romania, a country with a short tradition in fine arts at that 
time, women started to manifest their artistic qualities at the end of the 
19th century and especially at the beginning of the 20th. It is the period 
when women’s emancipation became stronger through the contribution 
of the educational system. This explains the fact that many young girls 
(in comparison to the total amount of students) were studying at that 
time in the artistic domains of fine arts and later on they were accepted 
and recognized by the artistic community. 

Romania was among the first countries where young girls were 
accepted as students of the High School of Fine Arts both in Iași and 
Bucharest after 1895. The supporter of this modern thought was the 
painter Gheorghe Tattarescu. However, the director of the School of Fine 
Arts in Bucharest, Theodor Aman, was more reluctant explaining that it 
was “impossible to admit young girls to work together with young boys 
in front of nude male models” (Cristea, Popescu 2004, 16). 

The young female students were aware of the efforts they had to 
overpass in order to get the public confirmation and sympathy in a 
world dominated by men. Many young girls would go on ameliorating 
their talent abroad, in the most famous European towns and Academies 
of Arts as Paris, Dresden, Vienna, Munich, or Venice (Bădilă 2016). 

Lucia Demetriade Bălăcescu and Cecilia Cuţescu Storck studied at 
the famous Academies Julian and Ranson. Cecilia Storck got also a 
diploma at the Academy of Fine Arts in Munich and then she continued 
to develop her skills and talent in the studio of the French painter André 
Lhote in Paris.  

Michaela Eleuthériade was influenced by Raoul Dufy’s art. Miliţa 
Petrașcu, both painter and sculptor, studied in Moscow with the 
woman-painter Natalia Goncharova and had a very solid friendship 
with this famous avant-gardist woman. Later on she went to Munich, to 
the Academy of Fine Arts where she studied with great painters as 
Vassili Kandinski and Aleksei Jawlenski. Marica Râmniceanu participated 
to the artistic exhibitions organized by Marcel Janco, Miliţa Petrașcu and 
other Dadaist and abstractionist painters. 

The first professional association was founded in 1916 under the 
patronage of the Queen Elisabeth of Romania. During the same year, the 
group organized the first exhibition of paintings. The founders of this 
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Society were Cecilia Cuţescu Stork, Olga Greceanu and Nina Arbore, 
who were very well appreciated by the royal family. This society, named 
Society of women-painters and sculptors continued to be active till 1927. 
They organized numerous exhibitions in Bucharest which were very 
well perceived by the press and the public at the time. One could read 
articles about the “exquisite feminism” of those works of art, about “the 
seriousness of the mutual effort” of the women-artists, or about the 
“disappearance of futile effects, the clarification of intentions in the case 
of young talents” (Bădilă 2016, 17). 

In 1924 these women-artists created the Trade-Union of the Arts 
thus proving a very well consolidated professional consciousness. We 
have to mention that in 1916 Cecilia Cuţescu Stork became the first 
woman who was teaching in the department of Decorative arts of the 
School of Fine Arts in Bucharest. 

During 1924-1938, these women-artists got the confirmation of 
their talent and success. Here are some moments and names of this 
national and international confirmation: 

International prizes3:  
19093– Gold medal at the international exhibition in Rome – Elena Popea 

                                                           

3  Here are some fragments of the critical chronics published in the press of those 
times. All the quoted fragments are extracted from Ladies of Romanian Fine Arts 
who distinguished themselves between the two World Wars, Bucharest, Monitorul 
Oficial, 2004, pp. 30-33: “As a whole, and taking into account the fact that this is a 
women’s exhibition, it gives the impression of force… Very different characters 
and original temperaments are being rendered in detail… The women-artists’ 
idea of exhibiting together was brilliant and their exhibition at the Athenaeum 
will certainly be visited with much interest.” (P. Georgescu-Rachtivanu, “Women 
Artists – An Exhibition at the Athenaeum”, in Flacăra, year V, no. 19, 20 February 
1916); “Women’s activity here – we avoid calling it feminist, attained remarkable 
dimensions… in cultural institutions and lately, in the Romanian academies, the 
Romanian women have given beautiful examples of energy and force, love for 
work and progress; they actually rival their male competitors.” (Mircea Freamăt, 
“The Romanian Women and Art – Exhibition of the Women Painters”, in Artistic 
Life, year 1, no. 1, Ist of March, 1916.); “Along the artistic evolution here, women, 
who only a couple of years ago would give merely one or two fully praised and 
well-known representatives kept enlarging their group with newly discovered 
talents and offer us such exhibitions that rouse the admiration of the artistic elite. 
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1929 – International Exhibition in Barcelona – Rodica Maniu (Grand 
Prix), Lucia Demetriade Bălăcescu (Bronze medal) and Cecilia Cuţescu 
Stork (Prize) 

1929 – International Exhibition in New York, Nina Arbore and 
Olga Greceanu 

1937 – International Exhibition in Paris – Rodica Maniu (Gold Medal); 
Lucia Demetriade Bălăcescu and Michaela Eleutheriade (Silver Medal); 
Cecilia Cuţescu Storck (Prize) 

1939 – Futurist art Exhibition in Rome – Nina Arbore – participation 
remarked by the press 

 

                                                                                                                                              

At the official Salons, the works created by women are no longer placed in 
hidden corners; on the contrary, they receive all marks of respect, beside the 
works of our outstanding masters. It is, therefore, a great satisfaction that we 
have expressed our views on the comprehensive work created by such women 
artists as… Mrs. Delavrancea – D. Filotti-Atanasiu, Popea, R. Maniu, N. Arbore… 
in them we can see the professional artists, who handle their brush with talent, 
force and inspiration.” (Fulmen (Ecaterina Raicoviceanu), “Women and Painting” 
in Adevărul, year XXXIII, no. 11070, 6 of May, 1920); “Mrs. Storck’s other canvases – 
apart from a couple of landscapes where she really is concerned with the 
straightforward rendering of nature as it is – show her desire to go on with what 
she has been doing for a couple of years now, that is to make up decorative 
creations by putting together and interpreting certain lively shapes… Her 
composition is studied carefully and smartly.” (P. Georgescu-Rachtivanu, 
“Women-Painters – An Exhibition at the Athenaeum” in Flacăra, year V, no. 9, 
February 20, 1916); “Miss Maniu‘s exhibits are, actually, most self-defining. By 
means of a not very wide range of colors, she succeeds in rendering thee aspect of 
an upturned field somewhere in Romania, with the forceful light and shade 
incongruity which keeps throwing the burning sunshine all over the place. Miss 
Rodica Maniu is undoubtedly an artist of temperament. She has been endowed 
with that great ability in painting the light effects, which highly facilitates her 
solving of matters pertaining to perspective and coloring.” (Mircea Freamăt, “The 
Romanian Women and Art – Exhibition of the Women Painters” in Artistic Life, 
year 1, no. 1, Ist of March, 1916); “The watercolors painted by Mrs. Brateș are 
throbbing with atmosphere. Her style is ample and by no means unnatural; with 
her, the color is accurate and the substance is utterly transparent. Her works 
convey a pleasant feeling of earnestness and discretion whereas the subject is 
always placed in perfect taste.” (P. Georgescu-Rachtivanu, “Women Painters – 
An Exhibition at the Athenaeum” in Flacăra, year V, no. 9, February 20, 1916). 



MIHAELA POP 142 

National Prizes: 
1929 – Prize of the Ministry of Arts for Margareta Sterian 
1939 – Prize ‘I.G. Palade’ of the Romanian Academy for Lucia 

Demetriade Bălăcescu 
1942 – Prize ‘Elena et Gheorghe M. Vlasto’ of the Romanian Academy 

for Miliţa Petrașcu 
1957 – Cecilia Cuţescu Storck received the title Honoured Master in 

Monumental Art  
1945, 1965, 1969 – Prize of the Union of Artists – Vanda 

Sachelarie Vladimirescu  
1972 – Miliţa Petrașcu and in 1975 Margareta Sterian – Prize of the 

Union of Artists 
1974 – Lucia Demetriade Bălăcescu and Vanda Sachelarie Vladimirescu 

in 2001 – prize ‘Ion Andreescu’ of the Romanian Academy.  
 
 
VI. Conclusions 
 
One can thus remark that women’s contribution to the 

Romanian art had, during the beginning of the 20th century, a 
remarkable affirmation, stimulating the development of the Romanian 
artistic activity. Many women-artists of the following generations will 
take as models, the style and the attitude of this first generation that 
succeeded to manifest its creativity through effort and difficulty. Even if 
their number was impressive, not all of them succeeded in going on 
with their artistic carrier. After the Second World War the dramatic 
political changes in Romania made any artistic activity impossible for 
some of them, as their physical survival. Those who succeeded to pursue 
their carrier had to fight forcefully for their affirmation, not only with 
the new artistic and political critics, but also with the new public who 
had already changed the artistic preferences due to the new orientations 
imposed by the communist ideology which encouraged a specific style – 
the socialist realism – in opposition with the avant-gardist and post-
avant-gardist explorations. These women-artists, having a robust talent 
and a solid artistic education, had explored all the artistic genres: 
painting, sculpture, graphics, decorative art and various themes as 
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portrait, landscape, still life, maternity, compositions etc. This is a 
convincing proof of their artistic talent.  
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� The articles submitted for publication must be typed single 

spaced, in Times New Roman, 11. 
� The title of the article should be centered, bold, all capitals 

(Times New Roman, 11). 
� The author’s name (bold capitals) should be centered, under 

the title (Times New Roman, 9). 
� The abstract (with the translated title, if the article is written in 

other language than English; Times New Roman 9, single spaced) 
precedes the text of the article; the Keywords (Times New Roman, 
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9, bold) follow the abstract and they are preceded by the word 
Keywords (in italics, bold). 

� The notes should be indicated by superscript numbers in the 
text and typed at the bottom of the page (single spaced, Times 
New Roman 9). 

� The references or the quotations sources should be indicated in 
the text, following the format: (Author year:(space)page) − (Pop 
2001: 32); (Pop/Ionescu 2001: 32). 

� The abbreviations or abbreviated titles (RRL, tome L, nos 3-4, 
p. 216) can be used in the papers; they will be included completely 
in the listed references at the end of the article, as it follows: 

 
RRL – Revue Roumaine de Linguistique, tome L, nos 3-4, 2005. 

 

� The references should observe the following styles: 
 

1. Books Basic Format: Author, A.A. (, B.B. Author, C.C. Author), Year of 
publication, Title of Work, Location, Publisher. 

 
Kleiber, Georges, 2001, L’anaphore associative, Paris, Presses Universitaires 
de France. 

 

2. Edited Books Basic Format: Author, A.A. (, B.B. Author, C.C. Author) 
(ed./eds.), Year of publication, Title of Work, Location, Publisher (only the 
name of the first editor inverted). 

 
Zafiu, R., C. Stan, Al. Nicolae (eds.), 2007, Studii lingvistice. Omagiu 
profesoarei Gabriela Pană Dindelegan, la aniversare, Bucureşti, Editura 
Universităţii din Bucureşti. 

 

3. Articles or Chapters in Edited Book Basic Format: 
 

Rand Hoare, Michael, 2009, “Scientific and Technical Dictionnaries”, in 
A.P. Cowie (ed.), The Oxford History of English Lexicography, Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, pp. 47-94. 
 

4. Articles in Journals Basic Format: Author, A.A. (, B.B. Author), Year of 
publication, “Title of the article”, in Title of Periodical, volume number 
(issue number), pages. 

 
Fischer, I., 1968, « Remarques sur le traitement de la diphtongue au en latin 
vulgaire », in Revue Roumaine de Linguistique, XIII, nr. 5, pp. 417-420. 
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All the bibliographical references should appear in the final 
bibliography. 

All the papers will be peer-reviewed by a committee of specialists 
in different philological fields: linguistics, literature, cultural studies, 
translation studies. 

The first version of the articles should be submitted to the e-mail 
address: annals.philosophy@ub-filosofie.ro 
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