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A Fallibilist Perspective on Conflictual Inferences 

and the Possibility of Violence  

 

Sequoya Yiaueki 
University of Lille 

 

Abstract 

This article argues that there is a social motivation for fallibilism that is 

linked to the possibility of violence. In order to show how this is the case, the 

article presents differences in belief and information as the starting point of 

processes of conceptual negotiation. However, it also argues that, as such, 

conceptual negotiation becomes the privileged site of conflict and, potentially, 

violence. Drawing from the inferentialist tradition in philosophy of language, 

as well as from the work of José Medina and Hans-Jörg Schmid, this article 

claims that whether or not conflictual conceptual negotiations overcome the 

possibility of violence or not will depend on the epistemic meta-attitudes that 

are being taken on during conceptual negotiation. Based on these conceptual 

meta-attitudes, the paper then argues that irresponsible epistemic meta-

attitudes increase the possibility of violence whereas fallibilism is seen as the 

best chance for overcoming this possibility. 

 

Keywords: fallibilism, violence, conceptual negotiation, semantic/epistemic 

interface, inferential topographies 

 

 

Introduction  

People believe different things and also believe that 

different things follow from these initial beliefs. While this 

itself may not be a problem, since it is possible to have 

incompatible beliefs, it can become a problem when these 

beliefs are not only incompatible, but also touch our core values, 

our sense of meaning, of belonging. In other words, it becomes a 

problem when incompatibilities touch the very things we see as 

true, and right, and moral, and good. While there are many 

ways to tackle this problem, here I will be interested in the 

relationship between conflictual beliefs and the possibility of 

http://www.metajournal.org/
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violence. More importantly, I will try to provide a way of 

understanding that possibility conceptually. I am providing a 

conceptual understanding because, within the above 

relationship, I am going to focus on the content of our beliefs 

and the attitudes we hold towards such content. The 

conceptual understanding will therefore explore how this 

content becomes explicit. This does not mean that I am 

defending a position that is “logocentric,” whereby discursive 

content has a status over and above other possible ways of 

being conceptual, of communicating experience, or of 

understanding the world.1 Rather, I am claiming that this is a 

fruitful angle to understanding certain problems (while also 

therefore obscuring others). One main presupposition will be 

that incompatible beliefs are more likely to lead to violence 

when such beliefs are structural, that is, when they play a role 

in solidifying other beliefs, or when other beliefs in some way 

follow from them. Since I will be arguing from this 

presupposition, I will not present the arguments for it. 

Nonetheless, this presupposition will hopefully be readable off 

the arguments that I do make. Based on the idea that certain 

beliefs are structural, I argue that such beliefs lead to the 

possibility of violence both when people see them as immune to 

modification or change, when people close themself off from the 

input of others about these beliefs.  

The relationship between beliefs and violence is 

complicated by what might be called the semantic/epistemic 

interface. By postulating such an interface, my hypothesis is 

that beliefs (understood as doxastic commitments) play a role in 

determining meaning (understood as semantic or conceptual 

content). If this is the case, then a question that needs to be 

answered is how beliefs, and the accompanying epistemic 

structures that support beliefs, play this role. The position I 

defend is based on the idea that meaning emerges, in part, from 

public social communicational practices of negotiation across 

differences. I am also presupposing that people enter these 

negotiations with beliefs and conceptual habits, and that these 

beliefs and conceptual habits play a role in determining the 

positions people take on in discourse. These positions, in turn, 

are going impact what is seen to follow from these negotiations. 
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However, based on different starting points and based on the 

non-ideal structure of real concrete societies, these negotiations 

are going to be seen as problematic and constrained in a 

number of ways. Recognizing this non-ideal starting point make 

us attentive to problems at the semantic/epistemic interface 

and opens a possibility for understanding separate things in 

relation to violence. First, it helps to understand how we 

conceptualize violence. Second, the conceptualization of violence 

helps identify a spectrum going from overt physical forms of 

violence to more covert structural and symbolic forms of 

violence, like linguistic violence, epistemic violence, 

institutional violence. Third, this opens the possibility of 

recognizing how violence is built into conceptual content 

according to what might be called the fundamental 

entanglement between language and violence.  

In order to tackle the problem between incompatible 

beliefs and the possibility of violence, this paper will start by 

tackling violence as a thematic concept in order to provide an 

operative definition of it. The thematic treatment of violence 

aims to identify certain problems and questions that come up 

when conceptualizing violence. This thematic treatment will try 

to show what is “fundamental” about violence when we 

conceptualize it. It will also show how aspects of this 

fundamental character allow us to identify derivative forms of 

violence. In other words, the conceptualization of fundamental 

forms of violence provides the minimal criteria for extending 

notions of violence into the structural and symbolic realm. 

Using the operative definition that follows from this thematic 

treatment of violence, I will then look at two models of 

conceptual negotiation. The first model is the one presented by 

José Medina, and second, the one presented by Hans-Jörg 

Schmid. While their positions contain many differences, I 

nonetheless see a productive intersection in the way they look 

at processes of conceptual negotiation. Such processes unearth 

a tension that I claim is characteristic of the semantic/epistemic 

interface. This is the tension is found at the intersection of 

believing (pragmatically understood as taking on a doxastic 

commitment), the content of beliefs, what we see as following 

from these beliefs, and the analysis and interpretation of the 
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beliefs of others. This leads to a potential incompatibility in the 

contents of the different beliefs held by different people and to a 

potential conflict between these people. I think a promising 

path for understanding the shape and the scope of such conflict 

can be found not only in an analysis of the epistemic attitudes 

people take on towards such content, but also, and perhaps 

more importantly, in an analysis of the epistemic meta-

attitudes that people take on towards their own epistemic 

practices. Understanding these epistemic meta-attitudes will 

put us in a better position for understanding the tension at the 

semantic/epistemic interface and for understanding the 

epistemic features of conceptual negotiation.  

Since this paper is interested in the specific tension 

between our beliefs and the possibility of violence, the 

identification of different epistemic attitudes is not only 

important for understanding this tension, but also for 

delimiting it, and for explaining why it cannot be eliminated, 

even if it can be locally overcome in specific interactions. 

Because I am claiming that it can only be overcome in specific 

interactions, this opens the question about how, in such 

interactions, it can be. This paper will therefore defend that 

fallibilism is a privileged epistemic meta-attitude both for 

identifying the possibility of violence and for overcoming it 

locally when it can be overcome. It will also use fallibilism as a 

way of motivating the hypothesis of the semantic/epistemic 

interface by claiming that the need for fallibilism emerges out 

of the conflict found in the content of our beliefs, and more 

importantly, in the connection between that which we see as 

following from our beliefs. Based on this claim, and anchored in 

a broadly inferentialist framework, I propose that a belief be 

thought of as a doxastic commitment, that is, a kind of 

pragmatic stance towards a given content. I also propose that 

that the content of the commitment be understood according to 

the permissible inferences that lead to or follow from the 

commitment, on the one hand, and according to the 

incompatibilities or the inferences that are prohibited, on the 

other. I furthermore think that, thanks to this understanding, 

conceptual content can be represented or mapped according to 

what I will call inferential topographies. These inferential 
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topographies, I argue, play a key role in the conceptual 

negotiations mentioned above. First, they allow understanding 

different positions by making conceptual content explicit. Then, 

they clarify why different positions are conflictual, by showing 

the scope of incompatibilities. And finally, they provide 

potential points of contact that can be used to identify the kinds 

of epistemic meta-attitudes that emerge when we make 

conceptual content explicit.  

Following the elaboration of inferential topographies, I 

end the paper by applying these claims to different critical 

perspectives with the hope of further motivating my position. 

More specifically, I analyze Charles Mill’s elaboration of white 

ignorance and the racial contract, Aimé Césaire’s postcolonial 

critique of the colonial discourse concerning Western rationality, 

and Amandine Catala’s articulation of hermeneutical 

domination. These different examples as salient test cases for 

my claims because of how they can be read as staging the 

semantic/epistemic interface. Indeed, each example can be seen 

as highlighting how people interpret different things as 

following from different claims, and how these differences are 

conditioned both by the network of other beliefs and by the 

epistemic meta-attitudes that accompany them. Additionally, 

these epistemic meta-attitudes show both how incompatibilities 

can lead to increased conflict and violence and how conceptual 

negotiations are a normative process bearing on the correctness 

or incorrectness of inferences. In other words, it is a negotiation 

about which inferences should endorsed and reaffirmed as 

legitimate or permissible and which should be refused as 

incompatible, false, or prohibited. 

 

1. Violence as a Thematic Concept 

In order to understand the kinds of violence that this 

paper is dealing with, it is important to identify a tension 

between what can be called the thematic treatment of violence 

and the operative use of violence. This terminology is based on 

Eugen Fink’s distinction, where thematic concepts are the 

concepts we tackle head on in our work of conceptualization. 

They are the ones that we are actively analyzing and studying, 

that we are problematizing. Operative concepts, on the other 
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hand, are the concepts we use to think these thematic concepts, 

but that we do not problematize or analyze further (Fink 1981, 

59). It is my contention that one of the problems in 

conceptualizing violence is to be found within this distinction. 

Indeed, violence is often used as an operative concept, one that 

is taken to be more or less clear and that can be (perhaps 

unproblematically) applied to a certain kind of phenomenon. 

However, this operative use leaves open a lot of 

misunderstanding about what violence is and how it emerges as 

an applicable analytical category. This allows certain 

phenomena to be neglected or dismissed as not actually being 

violence, even though they might be treated as violence if clear 

criteria were available. In other words, the operative concept is, 

whether consciously or unconsciously, downstream from its 

thematic problematization. It is consciously downstream when 

it is treated as a thematic concept, as something to analyze, 

understand, and delimit. It is unconsciously downstream when, 

in everyday practices, a thematic understanding emerges as 

being “natural.” Here, the conceptual content is taken to be part 

a thing’s everyday definition, as just being what the word used 

to name the thing means. One of the problems with a concept 

like violence may be that an operative definition becomes 

available so early in one’s conceptual life that the thematic 

conceptualization seems superfluous. Another may be that, 

based on the prevalence of violence in human life, no clear 

criteria are available. Indeed, in his attempt to develop a robust 

understanding of the concept of violence, Mark Vorobej starts 

by acknowledging that “violence remains a complex, unwieldy 

and highly contested concept that is, frankly not well 

understood” (Vorobej 2016, 1). Therefore, one characteristic of 

the use of violence as an operative concept may in fact be the 

variety of situations to which it is applied. This variety is most 

certainly related to the variety of forms of violence that are 

present in human life. This is why providing a thematic 

understanding is both so difficult and so important. The 

terrifying human capacity for creating novel forms of violence 

also entails that the thematization of violence will remain a 

continual task. 
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Engaging in this task both provides a diagnostic 

framework for understanding violence and undertakes a critical 

analysis of occurrences of violence. In other words, it aims to 

elaborate the thematic features of the concept and to analyze its 

operative uses. As a methodological strategy, such an analysis 

is used to identify incongruencies between the operative uses of 

the concept (its applications) and the thematic diagnostic 

framework that aims to define the concept (its normative 

criteria and epistemic structure). This means that, 

methodologically, these incongruencies are used to continually 

critique and modify the framework. This also means that as 

new thematic understandings of violence emerge, the 

application of violence will change. Some things that were 

initially seen as natural, as unremarkable, as problematic but 

acceptable, will come to be seen as violent, and some things 

that had initially been seen as violent no longer will be. This 

also means that the shift from the thematic treatment of 

concepts to the operative use of concepts is one of the sites 

where content is modified for new use. Identifying this site 

underwrites the hypothesis of a semantic/epistemic interface. 

In other words, when a concept is tackled thematically, the 

normative criteria for application and the accompanying 

epistemic structure are modified. This modification then plays 

out in new applications, which themselves are interpreted by 

others, not according to any rigorous criteria that might have 

gone into the thematic development, but according to the open-

textured way that use can be interpreted, that is, innovatively 

and idiosyncratically.  

To understand why violence, as a thematic concept, is 

unwieldy, and to reinforce the hypothesis of a 

semantic/epistemic interface, it is helpful to look at it as a 

“thick” concept, in Bernard Williams’s sense. According to 

Williams, thick concepts contain both descriptive and 

evaluative features that cannot be separated (Williams 2011, 

143-144). In other words, when we say something is violent we 

are both describing and evaluating it, and in its most 

fundamental form, describing and evaluating it as something 

that is “beyond understanding.” In this way, radical physical 

violence is taken to be conceptual limit. In this fundamental 
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form, violence destroys, undermines, or preempts conceptuality. 

The development of this idea here is anchored first and 

foremost in the work of Eric Weil (Weil 1950). Weil sees 

violence as a fundamental limit to discourse, understood as a 

structured, oriented, use of language, but he also sees the 

human being as living in a world were violence is an ever-

present possibility. The paradox, for Weil, is that even though 

violence is what limits discourse, he also claims that “[o]nly the 

content of discourse can show what violence concretely is” (Weil 

1950, 29). This implies that discourse discloses violence. 

According to Weil, this happens because discourse, in order to 

be coherent, has to exclude specific content, and this content, 

when it is excluded, is reconceptualized as violent. A concept of 

justice is built by identifying what is unjust, a concept of 

nature, by identifying what is unnatural, etc. If violence, 

however, is to be seen as a conceptual limit, this also means 

that this exclusion itself must be seen as a form of violence. 

This is because describing something as unjust or unnatural 

does not happen in a void but depends on the content of other 

claims and other beliefs. In other words, for Weil, conceptuality, 

by limiting possibilities, is grounded on an initial act of 

violence. This explains how Weil is able to see violence as being 

fundamentally entangled with our discursive practices. This 

fundamental entanglement, I claim, is essential for 

understanding how violent discursive content pragmatically 

emerges from violent practices. A similar idea is also defended by 

Daniel Silva, who claims that there is a pragmatic dimension to 

violence that allows it to “circulate in discourse” (Silva 2017).   

Like Weil, Silva recognizes the possibility of 

conceptualizing violence as a limit. He also highlights, however, 

that this is not the only approach in the literature on the 

relationship between language and violence, and examines two 

main alternatives for conceptualizing violence. The first 

alternative that Silva identifies argues that “language is not 

just a vehicle for violence but can also be a form of violence 

itself” (Silva 2025, 10), as is evident with “hate speech, bullying, 

racial slurs, and sexist, ageist or anti-LGBTI rhetoric” (Silva 

2025, 11). The second alternative that he identifies does not 

tackle violence as a limit or a vehicle, but as an active force for 
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destroying the possibility of meaning. In such cases, violence is 

“produced, intensified, and sustained through the discursive 

circuits that shape social life” (Silva 2025, 11). Here, Silva 

claims that certain forms of group-belonging can be predicated 

on the use of violence and can create “discursive echo chambers” 

that reinforce the possibility of violence (think the manosphere, 

foundationalist groups, or extreme forms of political 

commitment, to non-exhaustively list several examples). 

Crucially here, Silva identifies these discursive echo chambers 

as “epistemic structures in which participants primarily 

encounter beliefs and opinions that coincide with their own” 

(Silva 2025, 11). 

I agree with Silva that discursive echo chambers can be 

understood as epistemic structures, but I also want to make a 

stronger claim. My claim is that all discourse, as the structured 

and oriented use of language, is an epistemic structure, one 

that communicates beliefs, values, prejudices, opinions, etc. 

Based on this stronger claim, discourse is to be distinguished 

from language. If discourse is the structured and oriented use of 

language then language can be seen, broadly and minimally, as 

what underwrites the possibility of meaning (which allows 

incorporating non-propositional forms of communication under 

the banner of language). Discourse, then, can be seen as the site 

of the semantic/epistemic interface, where language acquires its 

epistemic dimension by being structured and oriented. 

Additionally, based on this stronger claim, the three approaches 

mentioned above should not be seen as mutually exclusive 

procedures for conceptualizing violence, but rather as different 

moments of this conceptualization, moments that show how the 

variety of the operative uses of violence hide certain thematic 

similarities. These similarities are going to be at the center of 

my thematic treatment of violence and orient the minimal 

criteria that I propose for identifying violence. 

If the first moment of violence is a conceptual limit to 

discourse, the second moment shows how identifying this 

conceptual limit reveals the violence inherent in language, and 

the third moment shows how discourse and language become 

the target of violence in order to limit interpretative 

possibilities. To develop a thematic understanding of violence 
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that will ground the operative definition that I will work from, I 

claim that when we describe and evaluate something as violent 

we are recognizing its potential for harm. This, in turn, is 

shorthand for saying that it reduces agency, forecloses 

possibilities, destabilizes the individual, creates a context of 

vulnerability, limits self-determination, self-definition, and self-

realization. In this thematic treatment, the potential for harm 

becomes a necessary condition for violence, but it is not 

immediately obvious that it is a sufficient condition. In fact, my 

claim, which will hopeful be confirmed and supported by my 

other arguments, is that there is no sufficient condition for 

naming, recognizing, or determining violence. This is, in part, 

because violence is seen here as something that is transformed 

in and through discourse, and so new ways of thematizing 

violence are constantly being developed in order to understand 

the harm that violence produces. This also means that there is 

no single definition of harm because identifying harm is a 

retrospective process that modifies both the notion of harm 

itself, and therefore, also the notion of violence. 

This explains why the operative use of violence is 

downstream from its thematic development. New ways of 

conceptualizing violence lead to identifying new harms that in 

turn leads to applying the concept to new situations. This also 

implies an asymmetry between the lived experience of violence 

and the conceptual grasp of violence. As a lived experience, the 

conceptual limit that violent imposes often leaves us unable to 

grasp what is happening to us, and requires that we 

conceptualize concrete forms of violence after they happen. This 

highlights the asymmetry that is often present between those 

that are subjected to violence and those that produce violence. 

Those that produce violence are often analyzing the situation in 

such a way as to be insensitive to the harm that they produce, 

either because they are following and reinforcing dominant 

norms, acting according to what they see as being within their 

rights, or defending an order that they see as natural. Those 

that experience violence are thus often those that are also 

responsible for conceptualizing the violence that they undergo. 

This means that they often have the additional responsibility of 

trying to make the experience of violence intelligible to those 
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who produce it. This, in turn, often subjects them to new 

subtler harms in the process. While the gap between the 

thematic development and the operative use of violence does 

not map perfectly onto the gap between the lived experience of 

violence and the conceptual grasp of violence, nor onto the 

asymmetries between those that produce violence and those 

that are subjected to violence, the intersection of these different 

aspects show why it is so difficult to provide sufficient 

conditions for naming violence: no static understanding of 

violence is possible because violence is a dynamic aspect of 

human life. This also means that conceptualizing violence 

remains an ever-open problem. This open character is what 

motivates my attempt to develop the semantic/epistemic 

interface. More specifically, it motivates tackling the conceptual 

problem epistemically, with a defense of fallibilism. 

 

2. Fallibilism, Semantic Negotiation, and Violence 

By fallibilism I will mean two things. First, 

procedurally, I will mean that, in principle, any belief can be 

modified given the right kind of evidence. Second, conceptually, 

I formulate fallibilism as a specific kind of epistemic meta-

attitude. Following José Medina, I will use the term epistemic 

meta-attitudes to refer to “second-order epistemic attitudes” 

(Medina 2013, 58). In other words, epistemic meta-attitudes are 

the attitudes we adopt towards our first-order knowledge-

oriented attitudes, such as doubt or belief.  More specifically, 

fallibilism is going to be seen as part of a general meta-attitude 

of open-mindedness that, for Medina, involves an “attentiveness 

to the perspectives of others, to cognitive and interpretative 

differences” (Medina 2013, 51). Fallibilism is also, conceptually, 

taken to include the procedural element. In other words, it is to 

be grasped as the constant procedural re-evaluation of the 

goodness of belief against the goodness of information, with the 

aim of remaining open to what other perspectives add to the 

content under evaluation.  

Based on the general definition, fallibilism becomes a 

privileged meta-attitude for overcoming violence because, from 

the ground up, it aims to grasp the kinds of incompatibilities 

that emerge from different perspectives and different 
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commitments. In this way, fallibilism does not see 

incompatibility to be an epiphenomenon of discursive practices, 

but as a structural feature. So, if fallibilism is to be seen as a 

privileged epistemic meta-attitude facing violence, it must, 

however, also be noted that it is not the only one that people 

can adopt. In fact, there are a variety of meta-attitudes that can 

be held facing concrete content. This will include the refusal to 

enter into, or to continue, a given discursive interaction. This 

will also include violent attitudes that seek to destroy 

alternative understandings. Using the vocabulary of meta-

attitudes, and following Medina, the first possibility can to be 

seen as part of the meta-attitude of closed-mindedness. 

Medina characterizes closed-mindedness as “as an avoidance 

strategy [that] is typically an unconscious defense mechanism. 

It does not result from a decision or a conscious effort to 

ignore, but from a socialization that leads one to be insensitive 

to certain things and immune to certain considerations” 

(Medina 2013, 36). The second attitude can be seen as 

following from closedmindedness, but as also needing to be 

distinguished from it. Indeed, this violent use of 

closemindedness requires qualifying Medina’s claim. While 

there are certainly many cases where closed-mindedness is 

unconscious, it must also be seen as a possible conscious meta-

attitude. When it is a conscious meta-attitude, this meta-

attitude can is predicated on the use violence to eliminate the 

possibility of alternative understandings. Unconscious and the 

conscious closedmindedness can be mapped onto two of the 

separate moments of violence. Unconscious closedmindedness 

maps onto the violence that circulates in language, whereas 

conscious closedmindedness maps onto the use of violence to 

destroy meaning.  

Understanding unconscious closemindedness is 

important for understanding why fallibilism should, at least in 

part, be seen as a response to the possibility of violence. 

Understanding conscious closemindedness is also essential, 

however, because it underwrites another claim I want to make, 

which is that there is a limit to fallibilism. Intersubjectively, 

fallibilism is only productive when all parties are entering into 

discursive practices in good faith. When people enter discursive 
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practices with the goal of destroying, instead of examining and 

modifying, possible interpretations and understandings, then 

fallibilism may not be the answer. In fact, there may be no 

single answer. Indeed, real concrete individuals must decide in 

real concrete cases how to act facing real concrete violence. 

Because these decisions are made by concrete individuals in 

concrete situations, it nonetheless remains helpful to see their 

decisions as fallible contextual judgments. Thus, fallibilism, as 

an epistemic meta-attitude, can still be seen as a productive 

personal commitment for judging the choices that one makes 

within conflict, even if fallibilism is not always the right choice 

in other-facing intersubjective situations. When other-facing 

intersubjective situations are structured by real violence, 

fallibilism can only be used as a retrospective criteria for 

judging how we actually acted in these past situations. This, I 

think, does not undermine fallibilism, it merely identifies its 

limits and qualifies it. This is why fallibilism remains the 

normative attitude endorsed here. If the goal of this paper is to 

motivate fallibilism, then I see identifying the possibility of 

other normative attitudes as the best way of doing so. In order 

to identify how these attitudes emerge, I think we can turn 

back to José Medina’s work, and more specifically, to his idea of 

epistemic friction.   

In its most basic form, friction is an index of the impact 

that differences in perspectives have when they come into 

contact. For Medina, friction is structural to our epistemic 

practices and is “something broader and more basic than 

reaching agreement” (Medina 2013, 10). In his development of 

this concept, he distinguishes between beneficial and 

detrimental friction. These two kinds of friction play opposing 

roles in our meta-attitudes. Beneficial friction encourages 

individuals to become more lucid about themselves and their 

relationship to others, thus encouraging positive epistemic 

meta-attitudes and encouraging epistemic virtues (Medina 

develops three main virtues, humility, curiosity/diligence, and 

open-mindedness). Detrimental epistemic friction reinforces 

negative epistemic meta-attitudes and encourages epistemic 

vices (here he also develops three main epistemic vices, 

arrogance, laziness, and closed-mindedness). According to 
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Medina, detrimental friction leads to “censoring, silencing, or 

inhibiting the formation of beliefs, the articulation of doubts, 

the formulation of questions and lines of inquiry, and so on” 

(Medina 2013, 50). This lines up with Kristie Dotson’s 

definition of epistemic violence and shows the link between 

epistemic friction and epistemic violence. For Dotson, epistemic 

violence is determined by “reliable ignorance, harm, and […] [a] 

failed linguistic exchange” (Dotson 2011, 241), where the main 

harm is “practices of silencing”(Dotson 2011, 242-251). 

Epistemic friction therefore becomes a site where violence can 

enter discursive practices. 

Based on the hypothesis of a semantic/epistemic 

interface, friction can be seen a product of the incongruence 

between individual personal epistemic attitudes, the 

commitments of these attitudes, and publicly available, 

intersubjectively articulated, meanings. Following from this, 

and from the thematic development of violence given above, 

detrimental epistemic friction can be seen as producing 

epistemic violence because of the way that closedminded 

epistemic meta-attitudes are used to impact the understanding 

and circulation of these publicly available, intersubjectively 

articulated, meanings. In this way, detrimental friction and 

closeminded epistemic meta-attitudes are to be seen as 

mutually reinforcing producers of violence. To further 

understand why this is the case, we can analyze the kind of 

conceptual negotiation that happens at the semantic/epistemic 

interface. Conceptual negotiation, as it will be understood here, 

will first be analyzed by Medina’s characterization of 

polyphonic contextualism, and then according to Hans-Jörg 

Schmid’s notion of co-semiosis.  

To develop polyphonic contextualism, Medina starts by 

postulating an irreducible plurality and heterogeneity of 

viewpoints and contexts. He then develops the semantic, 

epistemological, and practical extension of this postulate. 

Consistent with his polyphonic contextualism, Medina claims 

that meaning, knowledge, and agency are most intelligible 

when multiple viewpoints and contexts are taken into account. 

To show why this is the case, Medina provides a theoretical 

diagnosis of semantic skepticism, or the worry about “whether 
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our meanings are determinate enough to support genuine 

communication” (Medina 2006, 2). Medina refuses semantic 

skepticism and characterizes it as depending on two 

problematic criteria: the Determinacy Requirement and the 

Immutability or Fixity Requirement. According to the first, 

meanings need to be fully determined for there to genuinely be 

meaning. According to the second, meanings must have some 

immutable feature that remains unchanged over time 

otherwise meaning falls apart. Medina thinks semantic 

skepticism depends on forcing people to choose between such 

all-or-nothing constrained alternatives. To overcome semantic 

skepticism, Medina attacks these two requirements. First, he 

attacks the determinacy requirement by distinguishing 

between underdetermination and radical indetermination. For 

Medina, the skeptical challenge only holds if meaning is 

radically indeterminate, if no determination can be given, but 

he insists that there is always contextual determinacy, whereby 

underdetermined meanings leave space open for differences of 

perspective and interpretation. Second, he attacks the 

immutability or fixity requirement by showing that semantic 

change is always happening within real communication. In 

other words, meaning is always emerging from processes of 

signification and resignification that maintain some part of 

previous meanings without needing to guarantee an immutable 

core. For Medina, meanings emerge from pragmatic contexts of 

communication, which involve the material, performative, 

social, and temporal elements of actually communicating, and 

which aim, first and foremost, at coordinating human action.  

In other words, communication creates shared contexts 

where different perspectives are coordinated and negotiated. 

This coordination and negotiation create what he calls 

communities of action that start from language acquisition, and 

that condition our social normativity. Within communities of 

action people learn to assess others and to share perspectives in 

order to coordinate the action that defines the community. In 

other words, communication creates shared contexts where 

different perspectives are coordinated and negotiated. The 

negotiation and coordination of different perspectives is, for 

Medina, both the source of semantic stability and the space for 
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semantic innovation, which, when combined, are his response 

to semantic skepticism. Later, he folds these insights into his 

concept of chained action (Medina 2013; 2023). For Medina, 

chained action involves “an action with individual elements, the 

significance of which can only be properly understood within a 

chain of actions, being thus crucially dependent on the actions 

of others, indefinitely many others, but always particular 

others and not (at least not necessarily) entire collectives or 

social groups” (Medina 2013, 226). Defining chained action 

allows Medina to claim that semantic stability happens by 

situating meaning within a chain of previous uses, where each 

use becomes a link in a history of action. As one link, it is 

independent, which is what allows the use to be modified or 

reinforced. As part of a chain, each use that endorses previous 

uses does so by reproducing them. However, because it cannot 

perfectly reproduce previous use, every new use also transforms 

the previous one. In other words, every signification involves 

resignifications that shape norms of application. No single use, 

nor single individual, then, fixes meaning. Rather, each use, 

and each individual, impacts how meanings will be used. 

Repeated uses reinforce specific meanings and thus determine 

what is seen as “natural” within the meaning. 

Medina develops the semantic elements of his 

polyphonic contextualism out of his reading of John Dewey and 

Ludwig Wittgenstein and centers on the idea that “meanings 

are dynamic structures […] [that] cannot be rigidly tied to 

particular contexts and fixed once and for all” (Medina 2006, 

27). This claim, as Medina notes, raises the question of how 

meanings can hold across time and across contexts. Medina 

thinks Dewey provides an important answer for this by seeing 

that “what is most characteristic of human praxis is the 

semiotic mediation of our agency: signs mediate the 

relationship between our practical engagements with things 

and their consequences” (Medina 2006, 27). For Medina, the 

repeatability of a sign becomes of the utmost importance 

because, in each new context, when speakers repeat the use of a 

specific sign, they allow this to carry over into the new context. 

This, then, is the origin of stability and change: repetitive 

agency both “reproduces and yet transforms” the core sign 
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(Medina 2006, 28). This, according to Medina, happens because 

any consensus about how to use and reuse signs cites previous 

uses while also re-signifying them. In this way, we can look at 

this as having a jurisprudential structure.2 Each time someone 

uses a term, they refer back to a history of use, but by 

inscribing themself in this history of use, they modify the term 

in different ways. These can be slight modifications that make 

the interpretation more precise, or these can be radical 

resignifications that themselves have to be argued for. This is 

why, at any time of use, any term or utterance is both stable 

and innovative. It cites previous uses to modify future uses. A 

non-semantic analogy can be found in the way evolution 

happens across generations. Every offspring resembles its 

parent in important ways, but is also different from them in 

important ways. If you took a cross-section of descendance, any 

parent and offspring would be identifiable as adjacent 

individuals. If you compared distant cross sections, however, 

the resemblance between two individuals would be more or less 

recognizable. Just like there is no first horse, but there is a 

clear moment when there are horses, there is no first meaning, 

but there is a clear moment when certain determinate 

meanings have the shape that they do. This balance between 

stability and change is going to be fundamentally important for 

understanding how detrimental epistemic friction can reinforce 

certain epistemic meta-attitudes. It is also going to be 

important for understanding violence in produced in 

communicative exchanges and why conceptual negotiation is a 

site where violence becomes a part of the meaning that is able 

to circulate in discourse by being reproduced and shared.  

To better understand this process, I will now mobilize 

Hans-Jorg Schmid’s concept of co-semiosis, where co-semiosis 

“is the activity of negotiating and establishing mutual beliefs of 

the mutual understandings of an utterance in a given context” 

(Schmid 2020, 30). Co-semiosis happens in what Schmid calls a 

“usage event,” which is the intersection of an actual utterance, 

of the communicative goals of the participants, of the cognitive 

and interpersonal activity required for producing the utterance 

and understanding its contextualized meaning, and finally, the 

linguistic, situational, and social context. Thus, there is an 
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overlap between co-semiosis and usage events, on the one hand, 

and Medina’s pragmatic context of communication, on the 

other. Within usage events, co-semiosis refers to how speakers 

and hearers aim at minimizing the non-relevant factors of a 

usage event by adapting to each other, thus co-constructing 

understanding and meaning by taking stances and attributing 

roles, which in turn licenses certain conventions. Importantly, 

these processes do not happen exclusively at the level of 

propositional content, but rather happen across usage events. 

Co-semiosis thus transmits social conventions and reinforces 

them through repetition, but also contests and weakens them 

when it ignores them, or proposes alternative and novel 

interpretations. Changes in conventions are understood by 

speakers from non-verbal cues, from different constructions, 

and through propositional content. Co-semiosis can therefore be 

seen as another privileged site of epistemic friction, and thus as 

structural to the semantic/epistemic interface. Both Medina 

and Schmid insist on the way individuals have different 

perspectives, different commitments, and different goals. If co-

semiosis is the site of negotiation and coordination where 

differences and incompatibilities become visible, then these 

processes are also always sites of friction, conflict, and 

potentially, violence. Looking at pragmatic contexts of 

communication and co-semiosis as compatible theoretical 

positions in relation to conceptual negotiation, I will now focus 

on the epistemic character of such negotiation. More 

importantly, I claim that understanding the epistemic structure 

of the process of negotiation will help understand the defense of 

fallibilism presented here. 

As already claimed, conceptual negotiation presupposes 

differences. Thanks to the elaboration of detrimental epistemic 

friction, we should now be sensitive to the fact that not all 

differences can be resolved and that not all negotiation is 

fruitful. In other words, pragmatic contexts of communication 

and co-semiosis are not only sites of potential conflict, they are 

also sites of possible distortions, abuses, and domination. More 

strongly, I am claiming that processes of conceptual negotiation 

are where such distortions, abuses, and domination enter 

discourse, and that our epistemic meta-attitudes play a 
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mediating role in their semanticization. This is because 

responsible epistemic meta-attitudes, such as those that include 

a form of fallibilism, will be attentive to identify such 

distortions, abuses, and domination. Irresponsible meta-

attitudes, on the other hand, will look to reinforce these 

problems in order to not adapt to specific others within 

processes of conceptual negotiation, Such irresponsible, or 

willfully problematic, attitudes may even encourage people to 

bar these specific others from the process of conceptual 

negotiation. This can create harm by reinforcing and circulating 

problematic meanings, by undermining or destroying the 

possibility of producing alternative liberatory meanings, or by 

acting violently towards those that propose alternative 

meanings.  

Since conceptual negotiation is the point of contact 

between different people with different perspectives, these 

perspectives can differ for a variety of social, political, and 

cultural reasons. These reasons can also in turn motivate the 

kind of epistemic meta-attitudes we take on. One of the insights 

that I see in both Medina and Schmid’s work is that meaning-

making is a shared social process. As a shared social process, 

people enter into it with certain overlaps in understandings and 

certain differences, and with different epistemic baggage. Using 

this insight, but situating it in a broadly inferentialist 

framework inspired by Robert Brandom (Brandom 1994; 2001), 

we can analyze these overlaps and differences, and our 

epistemic baggage, as being shaped by the way we commit to 

specific contents, what we see as inferentially following from 

these contents, and the way we identify with our discursive 

communities. Thus, the overlaps and differences present at the 

beginning of the process of conceptual negotiation can be seen 

as overlaps and differences in a collection of inferential 

commitments, or what I will call inferential topographies. 

 

3. Inferential Topographies 

An inferential topography is going to refer to how a 

concept is mapped according to what, from a given perspective, 

are seen as its permissible inferences and its incompatibilities. 

In addition to being situated within a general inferentialist 
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framework, this is going to be built off of two different 

inferentialist ideas: the first is Huw Price’s difference between 

e-representations and i-representations, and the second is 

Jaraslov Peregrin’s development of inferential potential. In his 

critique of classical representationalism, or what he calls (big 

R) Representationalism, Huw Price claims that many of the 

problems of such representationalism stem from a confusion. 

According to Price, (big R) Representationalism is “a kind of 

proto-theory about language, […] a useful informal model of the 

relation of language to the world” (Price 2013, 24), where the 

goal is to match language to an independently meaningful 

world. (Big R) Representationalism leads to a confusion because 

it runs together two very different ideas. The first bears on 

semantic content, on meaning, and the second bears on the 

correspondence between semantic content and the external 

world. To pull apart these different ideas, Price suggests that 

we distinguish between two different kinds of representation. 

On the one hand, there is what he calls e-representations, 

which are the kinds of representations that natural creatures 

use to track their external environment. On the other hand, 

there are i-representations, which are the representations that 

conceptual creatures use to track inferential connections. 

According to these distinctions, i-representations relate to 

semantic content, whereas e-representations relate to the way, 

as natural creatures, environmental features affect our sensory 

apparatus, which in turn allows postulating a correspondence 

between semantic content and objects in the world. E-

representations therefore remain an important part of our 

understanding of the world. Nonetheless, within the context of 

meaning, i-representations have priority. This is because within 

i-representations “something counts as a representation in 

virtue of its position or role in some cognitive or inferential 

architecture.” (Price 2013, 36). Price uses the distinction 

between i-representations and e-representations as part of his 

defense of pluralism, and more specifically, his defense of a 

“plurality of ways of world-making” based on the idea that 

there is a “plurality of potential applications, associated with a 

plurality of possible assertoric language games” (Price 2013, 

54). If conceptual negotiation happens within a concrete context 
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of communication, then the kind of plurality that Price is 

defending helps to understand how people enter these contexts 

of communication with various claims. Different language 

games imply different forms of discourse with different sets of 

permissible inferences and incompatibilities. Such differences 

therefore have a concrete impact on the kinds of factual claims 

we take as obtaining in specific contexts, based on specific kinds 

of discourse. My claim here is that mapping i-representations 

as inferential topographies allow us to grasp the contours of 

different discourses. 

When Price speaks of different language games, he is 

above all claiming that scientific discourses, moral discourses, 

esthetic discourses, etc., have different domains of application 

and different goals. Inferential topographies thus combine two 

of Price’s ideas. First, it endorses Price’s basic idea that 

different discourses imply different language games with 

different factual claims. Second, it endorses his idea that when 

talking about meaning and content, we are above all 

representing these different factual claims as different 

permissible inferences and different incompatibilities according 

to their roles within the inferential space of these language 

games. There is a difference however. Price also claims i-

representations are internal, that they happen subjectively. I 

argue that i-representations be thought of as only derivatively 

internal. Their real home, so to speak, is within the overt public 

communicational practices that define pragmatic contexts of 

communication and co-semiosis. To show why this is the case, I 

am going to lean on Jaroslav Peregrin’s concept of inferential 

potential.  

For Peregrin, meanings emerge from public use and are 

“instituted” when they acquire an intersubjective shareable 

character. This sharable character is grounded in what he calls 

propriety conditions (Peregrin, 49). Propriety conditions 

describe how, within given situations or contexts, it is proper to 

utter certain sentences or words, and improper to utter others. 

When it is proper, we can say that one has a license to say 

certain things, whereas when it is improper, that license is not 

present, or more importantly, there is a prohibition from saying 

certain things. These propriety conditions in turn determine the 
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inferential potential of sentences, where inferential potential 

tracks what can be inferred from a sentence and that from 

which a sentence is inferable. These potentials make up 

inference patterns that are more or less determinable in 

contextual situations, and might here be thought of as public 

versions of i-representations. They can be thought of as public 

version of i-representations because, for Peregrin, the instituted 

norms that determine propriety conditions depend on the actual 

concrete use of a relevant community. By insisting that this 

falls to a relevant community, Peregrin shares Price’s 

commitment (as well as my own commitment) to pluralism 

because he accepts that there might be multiple relevant and 

potentially conflictual communities. This, I think, reinforces the 

need for a robust understanding of how these potentially 

conflictual communities interact, which can be found in 

pragmatic contexts of communication and co-semiosis. 

Remember, pragmatic contexts of communication and co-

semiosis both insist on the way that plural publics negotiate 

meaning and coordinate action in real interactions. Building off 

Price and Peregrin, I now argue that one of the things being 

negotiated within pragmatic contexts of communication and co-

semiosis is the propriety conditions that determine inferential 

potentials. I am also arguing that we initially implicitly 

understand these potentials based on how they are regularly 

deployed within a relevant community thanks to their 

inferential patterns (which is analogous to their operative use). 

These patterns then become explicit thanks to the epistemic 

friction that emerges from conceptual negotiation (which opens 

the possibility of their thematic treatment). Finally, I am 

arguing that the passage from implicit operative use to explicit 

thematic treatment is conditioned by the epistemic meta-

attitudes that we take on. This final claim reinforces my 

hypothesis of a semantic/epistemic interface and my defense of 

fallibilism.  

Another way of understanding this final claim is to look 

at the relationship between epistemic meta-attitudes and 

propriety conditions. Here it is helpful to think of propriety 

conditions as being both immanent and transcendent in our 

discursive practices. They are immanent in our practices 
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because, as we are trained into conceptuality, we learn to 

interpret from a variety of cases, to generalize, to limit, to 

associate, etc. This allows us to better understand the possible 

meanings that are suggested by inferential potentials. We see a 

range of things that might follow from different cases, and we 

play an active role in either endorsing or refusing these 

possibilities (think about what was said about stability and 

change above). Propriety conditions are also transcendental in 

social communicational practices in the sense that no single 

individual decides the evaluative criteria for establishing them. 

Rather, they emerge from the public, shared, intersubjective 

practice of conflictual conceptual negotiation. Based on this, we 

also assert our belonging or lack of belonging to a relevant 

community by the propriety conditions that we endorse or 

refuse. In other words, being part of a relevant community 

means adopting the appropriate propriety conditions for that 

community. Because of this, our inferential topographies both 

play a role in signaling which communities we belong to and 

what these communities defend, encourage, reinforce, punish, 

retransmit, all according to different inferential possibilities. 

This thus creates an idea of what “naturally” follows from 

something, because we are learning inferential potentials at the 

same time that we are learning how to navigate conceptuality 

and discourse. This also helps us to understand why pragmatic 

contexts of communication and co-semiosis are potentially 

conflictual. Different communities, and within different 

communities, different individuals, have different inferential 

topographies. Based on this, one of the goal of the processes of 

negotiation and coordination that happen in pragmatic contexts 

of communication and co-semiosis can be seen as an attempt to 

identify the shared features of different topographies. These 

features can be used as reference points that allow comparing, 

correcting, and co-creating a new consensus of use, as well as 

identifying people with whom discussion is potentially 

impossible. This is where our epistemic meta-attitudes come 

back to the fore. Faced with friction, conflict, and the possibility 

of violence, responsible epistemic meta-attitudes are beneficial 

because they aim at opening us up to new possibilities and to 

new information. This enlarges our social imagination; it 
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creates new horizons of understanding and of action. 

Conversely, however, irresponsible meta-attitudes are 

detrimental because they close off our social imagination and 

foreclose potential horizons of understanding and action. This 

limits our possibilities of understanding, and at the same time, 

reinforces limiting ways of grasping the world. Based on these 

elements, we can better understand the relationship between 

propriety conditions and epistemic meta-attitudes and 

hopefully understand the mutual exchanges that happen at the 

semantic/epistemic interface.  

 

4. Critical Perspectives on Conflictual Inferences 

Now that I have presented the theoretical position that I 

am defending, I will now try to further motivate my claims. I 

will do this by using them to analyze a cluster of related 

positions, each of which stages a disagreement about how to 

interpret the content of discourses and practices concerning 

different racial and cultural perspectives. These positions 

include Charles Mills’s treatment of white ignorance and the 

racial contract, Aimé Césaire’s critique of colonial discourse, 

and Amandine Catala’s concept of hermeneutical domination. I 

am thus going to use these positions to corroborate my claims 

about the semantic/epistemic interface. The semantic/epistemic 

interface is where violence enters into discursive practices and, 

in doing so, becomes fundamentally entangled with language. 

The conflict between these different positions will also be used 

to show how epistemic meta-attitudes, with specific determined 

understandings, can both increase the possibility of violence, 

but can also be used to promote alternative understandings. 

This both anchors my claim that fallibilism should be seen as 

the privileged position for overcoming violence, when it can be 

overcome, and that violence can be a limit to fallibilism. 

To develop these perspectives, Mills’s position can be 

analyzed to show the reinforcing relationship between propriety 

conditions and epistemic meta-attitudes by showing the 

historical processes that make propriety conditions immanent 

and transcendent in our practices. For its part, Césaire’s 

position provides a concrete historical example of conceptual 

negotiation since his arguments are a direct response to 
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eminent public French intellectuals such as Ernest Renan and 

Roger Caillois within the public debate around colonialism. In 

this way, public debate and the public production of opinions 

and arguments aim to orient conceptual negotiation by 

normatively impacting how we should understand propriety 

conditions and inferential potentials. Recognizing that all of our 

communicational interactions play a role in modifying and 

reshaping propriety conditions and inferential potentials opens 

a perspective for a theory of discursive action. Such a theory 

would demand that we take seriously the role that we play in 

endorsing or refusing certain understandings. It would also 

remind us that the stances we take in discourse orient future 

inferential potentials. If Mill’s position helps us better 

understand the historical processes of conceptual negotiation, 

Césaire’s participation in the intellectual debates of his time 

provides a way of recognizing how these processes translate 

into individual responsibility. Catala’s position, in its analysis 

of the historical heritage of colonialism within contemporary 

practices, overlaps with Mills’s and Césaire’s positions. It also 

providing a clear analogy with my claims about how epistemic 

practices translate into propriety conditions and inferential 

potentials, thus corroborating my hypothesis of a 

semantic/epistemic interface. 

 In my reading of Charles Mills, white ignorance is to be 

seen as a specific cognitive disfunction caused by the deliberate 

management of memory and reinforced by specific intellectual 

vices that allow white people to remain ignorant about 

racialized perspectives. In order to develop his argument, Mills 

starts by providing a definition of ignorance, which covers “both 

false belief and the absence of true belief” (Mills 2007, 16). He 

then uses this definition to examine racial asymmetries in 

knowledge. He will claim that for a variety of societal reasons, 

racialized individuals know far more about white people than 

white people know about them. However, what is important for 

our use here is that part of this asymmetry is born out of a 

willful commitment to not learn about the lives of racialized 

individuals. In other words, white ignorance can be looked at as 

following from specific epistemic meta-attitude whereby one 

refuses to learn about unfamiliar perspectives or to use 
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differences to broaden their own beliefs. This meta-attitude is 

reinforced and legitimized by the management of memory, 

which here describes how social memory is curated in such a 

way that white perspectives remain ignorant about racialized 

perspectives. This, according to Mills, is possible because social 

memory is “inscribed in textbooks, generated and regenerated 

in ceremonies and official holidays, concretized in statues, 

parks, and monuments” (Mills 2007, 29). In other words, it 

makes up the part of the context that determines the propriety 

conditions that people will see as obtaining when they enter 

into conceptual negotiation, conditions that will then be 

inscribed into the chained action that determines social 

meanings. Mills’s development of white ignorance is supported 

by his earlier development of the “racial contract.” In fact, using 

the theoretical vocabulary developed in this paper, we can read 

Mills’s theorization of the racial contract as detailing how the 

repetition of certain associations creates a history of use that 

orients inferential potentials. This history of use charts specific 

problematic inferential licenses and the way they have be 

reaffirmed and reinforced, thus making them appear not only 

legitimate, but also natural.  

To see how this works we can examine what we might 

call his “spatial argument” about the foundations of the racial 

contract. According to this argument, the racial contract 

“norms” space by “racing” it. In other words, it defines certain 

spaces as having certain kinds of bodies. To race space, the 

racial contract creates a guiding norm through negative 

ostensive self-definition. Here, negative ostensive self-definition 

is to be understood as a process of defining oneself by providing 

examples that can be pointed out, and then affirming that you 

are not what that is. The negative ostensive self-definition that 

characterizes the racial contract starts by presenting those 

outside the racial contract as being unequal, irrational, 

immoral sub-persons and so, negatively, those within the racial 

contract as equal, rational, moral, and more importantly, fully 

persons. Mills then distinguishes the racial contract from more 

classical contract theory using a sociopolitical understanding of 

spatial and temporal homogeneity. According to these concepts, 

spatial homogeneity happens when geographic space and 
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political space are one and the same. Temporal homogeneity 

claims that all human time is sociopolitical.  

Using these distinctions, Mills claims that, within 

classical social contract theory, there is spatial homogeneity, 

but not temporal homogeneity. In other words, geographic 

space and the political space are one and the same. There is 

not, however, the same overlap temporally and so there is a 

pre-sociopolitical time and then genuine sociopolitical time. The 

social contract is, thus, what imposes sociopolitical time. Within 

the racial contract, however, there is lack of both spatial and 

temporal homogeneity. The possibility of a political space only 

exists because full, rational, agents have brought it with them. 

In the context of imperialism and colonialism, this means that, 

pre-conquest, there was only geographic space and no political 

space. This allows ignoring pre-existing norms and claiming 

that space is “empty” or “wild.” This spatial and temporal 

rupture reinforces European claims to rationality and justifies 

differential treatment where (Western) rationality is presented 

as a universal value and those that do not follow this value are 

excluded from universal moral, social, and political 

consideration. Europe is presented as the “global locus of 

rationality” (Mills 2022, 45) and all non-European space is pre-

political, non-rational, and empty. There is nothing of value in 

pre-conquest lands because the conquest itself is what creates 

space and value. This space, however, is imaginary, and if it 

does not conform to the (European) imagination, it can be taken 

in order to be tamed and civilized.3 The racial contract therefore 

remodels geographic space to make a Europeanized political 

space, thus giving whites the right to decide who gets to be 

included and excluded within that space. For Mills, this process 

has no single foundation act. Rather, it is regularly rewritten 

through diverse acts and arguments that aim to maintain the 

racial contract in place. So, when people accept these 

arguments, or promote them, or do not actively resist them, 

they are ratifying the racial contract. The idea of rewriting and 

ratification helps us to understand how long histories of use 

shape specific inferential topographies and encourage certain 

epistemic meta-attitudes. The racial contract, and the white 

ignorance that accompanies it, conspires to present specific 
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inferential potentials as correct and thus to restrict propriety 

conditions. These restricted propriety conditions, starting from 

those found within negative ostensive self-definition, make such 

inferential potentials seem natural, especially to those who 

belong to the communities that are privileged within colonial 

narratives. Conversely, the process of negative ostensive self-

definition is a form of violence for those who do not belong to 

such privileged communities. For those outside of these 

privileged communities, the racial contract produces harm at 

multiple levels. First, it aims to limit racialized populations’ 

capacity for creating alternative understandings. Second, it 

circulates problematic and harmful contents within discourse 

itself. Third, it justifies the further violence committed against 

racialized populations, either because the producers of violence 

are unable to see their violence as violence, or because they 

interpret racialized populations’ resistance to their violence as 

itself being violent, as being an unjustified attack against a 

“natural” order, against polite society, etc. 

Different communities therefore favorize different 

inferential topographies. This provides a way of understanding 

how different forms of belonging, which are accompanied by 

different lived experiences, create different standpoints. This 

also contextualizes why different communities provide radically 

different readings of problematic social realities, such as 

colonialism. These insights can be reinforced by Aimé Césaire’s 

analysis of French defenses of colonialism, such as those 

presented by thinkers like Ernest Renan and Roger Caillois. 

Césaire uses these thinkers to show how certain groups, 

specifically colonized groups, are excluded from the “universal” 

discourse of Western rationality. In a sense, Césaire’s analysis 

is a situated example of the historical processes that Mills 

describes the racial contract. We can look at Césaire’s position 

as a specific individual cross-section in a history of use. It is at 

such individual cross-sections that epistemic meta-attitudes 

define personal responsibility and play a role in future 

inferential potentials. In the theoretical vocabulary developed 

to discuss inferential topographies, Renan and Caillois can be 

seen as both trying to actively determine the inferential 

potentials of concepts like science, universality, etc., by trying 
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to define the scope of these terms to only include European 

perspectives. To do so, they defend overtly racist positions in 

the name of Western rationality, thereby providing a further 

example of how violence enters into, and circulates within, 

discourse. Because their arguments aim to restrict possible 

interpretations about Western rationality, they refuse any 

alternative interpretations, thus setting up problematic 

propriety conditions that limit inferential potentials. 

Additionally, the very language that they use creates a double 

harm. First, it creates a hierarchy between Europeans and 

Non-Europeans whereby Europeans are naturally masters and 

Non-Europeans naturally subjects. This is then used to create a 

hierarchy to dehumanize Non-Europeans. Second, it encourages 

others to also dehumanize them and justifies the use of any 

violence against them. By presenting arguments that critique 

such positions, Césaire refuses to endorse the content of 

Western colonial discourse and does so by show that this 

discourse rests on problematic claims. This makes Césaire’s 

inferential topography not just radically different from those of 

such French writers, but also incompatible. This 

incompatibility is what allows Renan’s and Caillois’s claims to 

be grasped as violent. It also allows us to provide a new reading 

of the idea of violence as a conceptual limit. If Césaire were to 

accept the constraints that these two French thinkers placed 

onto discourse, he would have limited tools for understanding 

and conceptualizing the harm to which their discourse tries to 

subject him. Their discourse is thus both the site of harmful 

inferential potentials and the vehicle of their problematic 

epistemic meta-attitudes. The positions that they take in 

discourse suggests that they would be impermeable to any 

demands for reconceptualization made by Non-Europeans. 

Mills’s and Césaire’s work provides us with examples of 

conceptual negotiations at two different levels of analysis. One 

at the structural level, the other at the individual level. It also 

shows us how problematic epistemic meta-attitudes become 

visible within the process of conceptual negotiations. The link 

between epistemic practices and conceptual negotiation can be 

further illustrated in Amandine Catala’s recent work on 

epistemic agency (Catala 2025). 
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Building off of Miranda Fricker’s work in epistemic 

injustices (Fricker 2007), Catala develops the concept of 

hermeneutical resources in such a way that will allow us to 

have a better understanding of the processes I am trying to 

grasp. According to Catala, a hermeneutical resource is “part of 

the pool of available interpretive tools” (Catala 2025, 98) that a 

society has at its disposal. Hermeneutical injustice is therefore 

linked to the way that available hermeneutical resources create 

inaccurate or distorted social understandings. Using this, she is 

going to develop the concept of hermeneutical domination, 

where a “minority is subjected to a public discourse on […] a 

social practice or experience that is shaped by putatively 

collective understandings that are in fact wholly formulated 

and imposed by the majority” (Catala 2025, 136). Situating her 

argument in an example that is close to Césaire’s, Catala uses 

hermeneutical domination to examine disagreements about 

shared social meanings concerning the heritage of colonialism 

around “Black Pete” (or Zwarte Piet in Dutch). For context, 

Black Pete is part of the winter tradition in Dutch and Flemish 

regions similar to that of Christmas in English speaking 

regions. Black Pete is Saint Nicholas’s servant and is presented 

as a “buffoonish Black man dressed in Renaissance pageboy 

attire, who either walks alongside his master’s horse or stands 

next to his master’s throne, acts clumsy or dumb, and speaks in 

broken Dutch” (Catala 2025, 133). The disagreement that 

Catala sees as central to her example of hermeneutical 

domination is between two understandings of Black Pete. As 

she notes, “[b]lack citizens perceive [Black Pete] as a remnant 

of the Dutch colonial past and Dutch involvement in slavery” 

whereas white citizens “seem to express a genuine (if slightly 

annoyed or amused) puzzlement at the suggestion that the 

portrayal of the otherwise much-beloved figure of Black Pete is 

racist” (Catala 2025, 133).  

For Catala, hermeneutical domination is the consequence 

of both testimonial injustice and hermeneutical injustice. Catala 

builds off of Fricker’s definition of these two concepts, where 

testimonial injustices are “caused by prejudice in the economy 

of credibility” and hermeneutical injustices, “by structural 

prejudice in the economy of collective hermeneutical resources” 
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(Fricker 2007, 1). She does so to show how hermeneutical 

domination affects available hermeneutical resources. 

Specifically, in the case of Black Pete, the testimonial injustice 

occurs when “the majority wrongfully dismisses the minority’s 

testimony which, in this case, is the minority’s attempt to 

contribute to the mainstream hermeneutical resource by 

providing an alternative understanding or description of a 

given social practice or experience” (Catala 2025, 136). In the 

same case, the hermeneutical injustice occurs when “the 

minority is deprived of the opportunity to contribute to the 

mainstream hermeneutical resource, which is the pool of 

interpretive tools or descriptive labels used to characterize or 

make sense of that social practice or experience”  (Catala 2025, 

136). This reading of Black Pete is going to lead Catala to 

propose a new form of hermeneutical injustice which she thinks 

is associative. According to the concept of associative 

hermeneutical injustices, “the hermeneutical injustice or 

intelligibility deficit stems from the fact that certain 

associations of the phenomenon or practice with certain 

existing terms are unduly imposed or dismissed” (Catala 2025, 

139). Catala sees this disagreement as one that comes from 

competing understandings of Black Pete. However, it is not just 

the central commitments of the concept itself that are 

problematic. Rather, upstream, it is what informs these 

commitments, and downstream, what is seen as following from 

them. This is important because it also reveals a disagreement 

about the harm of such commitments, and therefore their 

violence. For white citizens, Black Pete is a seasonal tradition 

that promotes harmless fun and brings joy to children. Whereas 

for black citizens, Black Pete is more than just a constant 

reminder of colonial violence, it is perpetuation of physical, 

structural, and symbolic violence. Black Pete also provides an 

additional illustration of the transformation of violence. The 

visual and cultural representations that vehicle harmful 

stereotypes impact the propriety conditions that condition 

correct and incorrect ways of representing marginalized 

communities, and in this way impact the inferential potentials 

of these representations. In other words, when groups are 

treated in harmful ways, it becomes okay to continue to do so.  
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While Catala does not analyze this example in terms of 

epistemic meta-attitudes, nor in terms of inferential potentials, 

I think it would be helpful. At first glance, it may seem that 

both sides of the Black Pete argument are adopting a 

problematic meta-attitude of closed-mindedness because both 

sides refuse the interpretation of the other side. However, I 

think a closer look tells another story. As already mentioned in 

Mills articulation of white ignorance, in hermeneutical 

domination there is an asymmetry in knowledge. Through this 

domination, minorities or marginalized groups have to know 

more about the dominant culture than members of the 

dominant group have to know about them. Thus, through a 

process of domination, their position is already open to at least 

one other perspective, that of the dominant group. Thus, in the 

language of epistemic meta-attitudes, part of the domination 

that is found within hermeneutical domination is that 

marginalized groups are required to maintain their epistemic 

meta-attitude open towards claims and beliefs of the dominant 

group. This also allows me to show the limits of the meta-

attitude of open-mindedness.  

No epistemic meta-attitude is fully open or fully closed. 

In fact, this is why it is possible to resist specific determined 

content and to reshape propriety conditions, inferential 

potentials, epistemic-meta-attitudes, and the inferential 

topographies that accompany them. Incompatibilities only 

emerge by refusing specific inferential potentials. As I 

mentioned before, this is a first site of violence. It is also, 

however, the reason that I see the possibility of violence as a 

direct justification of fallibilism. In unequal social conditions, 

marginalized groups are often pushed into an initial obligatory 

openness. Faced with this obligation, a certain amount of 

resistance or closed-mindedness becomes not only legitimate, 

but also necessary on the side of the marginalized group. Such 

resistance is itself what provides the tools that will allow them 

to resist problematic interpretations and so also counteracts the 

harm that accompanies dominant interpretations. Remember, 

resistance is an ambiguous mechanism that has both negative 

and positive effects, which in turn depend on the stance we take 

in discourse, on our discursive commitments. When we commit 
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to certain inferences as being permissible, we are also defining 

the shape of our conflict. This means that no conflict if 

predetermined. Rather, each conflict is shaped by the historical 

processes that condition our individual stances, and then are 

reshaped by the way each of us, as concrete individuals, 

endorse or refuse both the inferential potentials that we are 

raised into and those we work to conceptualize and understand. 

This is also why there are no sufficient conditions for defining 

harm and violence. It may be legitimate (or even essential for 

their survival) for certain groups to refuse or resist certain 

formulations of conceptual contents, but it is not easy to know 

when this is the case. This is one of the consequences of seeing 

conceptual negotiations as following from historically defined 

viewpoints. Most individuals enter conceptual negotiations 

convinced of the “naturalness” and this legitimacy of their 

position. Unless people adopt a fallibilist meta-attitude this 

naturalness leads us back to the problem of fundamentally 

incompatible contents and the possibility of violence. The 

possibility of violence, as it is sketched in this paper, might 

however also provide the criteria for identifying the problem, 

and in certain local cases, overcoming it. Theorizing that 

violence enters language though epistemic and discursive 

practices also means that language implicitly already holds the 

potential for harm. It also means that certain harms are 

transmitted through a history of use that defines inferential 

potentials and that become a part of the very propriety 

conditions that guide people in their use. Faced with conflictual 

beliefs and incompatible contents, the potential for harm may 

be a good criteria for judging inferential topographies. If an 

inferential potential is downstream from violent practices and 

continues to rewrite and ratify these violent practices in new 

and subtler forms, it is a reason to refuse the propriety 

conditions that support that inferential potential. If conceptual 

negotiation touch problematic inferential potentials, then we 

should see as legitimate the aims to correct, diminish, or 

overcome violence by modifying the propriety conditions. This 

leaves us with additional material and temporal constraints 

that also, for me, justify fallibilism. Conceptual negotiation is a 

difficult and problematic process strewn with obstacles. Even if 
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we look at the reduction of harm and symmetry as meta-criteria 

for determining whether such negotiations are happening 

fairly, the problems we have signaled above show that we may 

be mistaken. This, encourages us to take on fallibilism as an 

epistemic meta-attitude. If we do not take on a fallibilist meta-

attitude we are more likely to participate in distorted 

negotiations, as is the case with hermeneutical domination. 

 

5. Conclusion 

This seems to leave us with a new paradoxical result, 

violence is a fundamental aspect of human life, but a 

fundamental aspect that itself is ambivalent. It is against a 

background of real concrete violence that the actual determined 

conceptual content gets the shape it does. In other words, 

violence, as the thing that we are trying to conceptualize, plays 

a role in determining the inferential topographies of our 

understanding. Thus concrete demands of fairness, of justice, of 

care are responses to concrete forms of inequality, injustice, and 

violence. This leads to a situation where no single position, no 

single content, has prima facie authority. Rather, whatever 

epistemic authority any position has, it is conferred by public 

social processes. At the level of content, meanings are 

negotiated. At the level of meta-attitudes, our attitudes towards 

these meanings are evaluated. The interaction between these 

two levels constitutes the semantic/epistemic interface that I 

postulated at the beginning of this paper. Based on the 

interaction between content and meta-attitudes, there is no 

absolute criteria for content, just as there are no absolute 

criteria for open-mindedness and closemindedness. Instead, 

both are situated in complex social interactions that define 

conceptual negotiation. However, this does not mean that there 

are no criteria. Rather, I am claiming that at each level of 

conceptual negotiation contextual criteria emerge. At the point 

of contact, where two people enter into real conceptual 

negotiations, inferential potentials and propriety conditions act 

as such criteria. Since nothing guarantees overlap between 

different propriety conditions and their inferential potentials, 

the coherence of inferential topographies becomes a criterion for 

evaluating the goodness of content. While, in some cases, 
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inferential topographies can be used to find points of contact 

and to overcome differences by showing that, deep down, 

individuals share similar i-representations, this is also not 

guaranteed. Mapping inferential topographies can also reveal 

incompatibilities and real conflict by showing problematic 

differences between propriety conditions and inferential 

potentials. Faced with such differences, the problem can no 

longer be resolved at the level of content, but depends on the 

kind of epistemic meta-attitudes that people hold. However, 

here again, identifying meta-attitudes can just as easily lead to 

conflict as to its resolution. This is at the center of my defense 

of fallibilism. At every level of analysis, the problem of violence 

reappears and at every level fallibilism seems to be the best 

option. This is why I argue that the privileged path to 

overcoming the problem of violence is to see our conceptual 

content as modifiable; to see the stances we take towards that 

content as modifiable, and to see the meta-attitudes we use to 

evaluate these stances as also modifiable. This underwrites the 

relationship between fallibilism and the possibility of violence. 

The possibility of violence, as well as histories of harm, can be 

used as criteria at every level to decide which propriety 

conditions, which inferential potentials, and which epistemic 

meta-attitudes to endorse or refuse. However, based on the 

dynamic nature of harm and violence, we always have to be 

prepared to revise our positions, otherwise we risk participating 

in the production of new violence precisely because we are no 

longer sensitive to our potential for doing so. 
 
  

NOTES 
 
 

1 By calling this “logocentric” I am endorsing Amandine Catala critique of 

logocentrism (Catala 2025).  
2 I am using this term as a nod to Robert Brandom’s reading of Hegel, 

specifically where he develops a jurisprudential model of the evolution of the 

concepts of common law (Brandom 2020, 565). 
3 This lines up with Edward Said’s concept of “imaginative geography” in 

(Said 1979, 49-72). ).  
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Abstract 

 
The concept of affective injustice refers to harms inflicted upon someone in 

their affective capacity. Spatial or ecological injustices are subtypes of 

affective injustices that occur in relation to built environments, involving the 

limitation of spatial agency and powerlessness. In this paper I will review 

recent work on these concepts in order to map out how they employ a toolkit 

from both the analytical and phenomenological traditions. Specifically, these 

types of investigations seek to both clarify concepts and to capture the 

relevant lived experiences. I will further argue that a similar, if not even 

closer connection between the two, is required to further develop these 

investigations. Given the importance of the topic beyond philosophy, 

particularly in relation to urban studies, a broader point is that in order to 

address practically relevant issues, philosophical investigations need to move 

beyond the traditional divisions. 

 

Keywords:  injustice, affection, body, architecture, environment 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Recent work in philosophy includes the analysis on non-

material types of injustice. The success of the epistemic 

injustice research program and its application to a wide array 

of areas across legal, scientific and medical contexts, among 
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others is illustrative in this sense. The growing research on 

affective injustice deploys philosophical analysis to analyze a 

different type of injustice, that targets one’s affective life and 

practices. This can refer to various social experiences and 

dynamics and, as shown by the case of ecological injustice, it 

can expand to issues around the built environment. As I will be 

discussing below, although this latter type of injustice has a 

material dimension – involving the architecture and the objects 

present or absent from one’s environment spelling out the kind 

of emotional harms it can bring about requires particular ways 

of articulating the notion of the self and its relation to the 

world. Specifically, I will highlight how conceptual analysis, 

traditionally employed in analytic philosophy intertwines with 

phenomenological investigations to explain how particular 

urban design choices instantiate affective injustices. 

 The paper will be organized as follows. Section 2 

will introduce the notion of affective injustice with focus on its 

context within philosophy and recent developments. Section 3 

will focus on spatial injustices as a subtype of affective 

injustices and explore two examples from the literature – 

hostile design and the absence of ―third places‖ from urban 

environments. Section 4 will highlight the central role played 

by phenomenological contributions, particularly the notion of 

affordance and that of the lived body, in the articulation of 

these concepts and their further uses in the development of this 

research. 

 

Affective injustice 

 

While the debates over the notion of affective injustice 

constitute recent contributions to philosophy, earlier 

discussions on this topic can be identified in areas such as the 

ethics of care or capabilities approaches. Lopez Cantero 

(forthcoming) points to the work of Srinivasan (2018), Whitney 

(2018) and Archer and Matheson (2022) as setting up the 

groundwork for this concept by analyzing specific instances. 

Gallegos (2022) provides a more systematizing view stating the 

specific conditions under which something counts as affective 

injustice. Without going into the differences between the views, 
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henceforth I will go with Lopez Cantero’s formulation: ―affective 

injustice is the unjust interference with people’s affective lives, 

with regard to their own affective practices or through those of 

others (such as the experience, expression, regulation, 

interpretation, and sharing of emotions and other affective 

phenomena)‖ (forthcoming, 5). As an example, think of a 

woman that has to deal with a rude or recalcitrant client in her 

workplace but she cannot express her anger due to specific 

norms where employees should always act so as to please the 

clients. Furthermore, when expressing the concern with the 

manager, she is told she is overreacting. This counts as an 

affective injustice insofar as the woman’s justified anger is 

either concealed or dismissed. 

 The distinction between affective existential 

injustice (Vespermann & Tirkonen 2024) and ecological 

injustice (Krueger 2023) is particularly relevant for my 

purposes here. The former refers to subjective or interpersonal 

feelings, as in the example above, while the latter goes beyond 

the psychological or interpersonal, looking at affordances. An 

example of the latter kind would involve neighborhoods that 

require driving significant distances or walking uncomfortable 

routes in order to access basic services, from grocery shopping, 

to green spaces, to education or healthcare facilities. Given its 

focus on the living space, in this paper, the focus will fall on 

the latter, particularly how ―affective injustice can be built 

into the environment through the presence or absence of 

affordances—possibilities for action and (emotional) 

experience as enabled by things, spaces, and other people‖ 

(Lopez Cantero forthcoming, 6-7). 

 More broadly, the work on affective injustice can 

be situated within work falling under ―non-material and 

structural forms and conditions of injustice‖ (Lopez Cantero 

forhcoming, 7), particuarly linked to Marion Young’s (1990) 

pioneering work. An analogy can be drawn with the expanding 

philosophical literature on epistemic injustice focusing on 

harms brought about to someone in their capacity as a knower 

(Fricker 2007). In fact, definitions such as that by Archer and 

Matheson, talk about affective injustice as harms brought about 

to someone in their emotional capacity. Interestingly, and as I 
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shall be arguing henceforth, just as Fricker builds her concept 

of interactions between knowledge and power structure, 

intertwining work such as that by Foucault with epistemology, 

work on affective injustice also employs phenomenological 

insights. As Lopez Cantero puts it, ―the debate has expanded 

the shared grounds between views of justice and novel 

frameworks in phenomenology, philosophy of cognition, and 

philosophy of mind, such as situated affectivity and 

environmental scaffolding‖ (forthcoming: 7). 

 

Spatial injustice 

 

Krueger (2023) seeks specifically to expand the work on 

affective injustice beyond the psychological descriptions, to the 

built environment, which involves a broader, ecological 

approach. The kinds of injustices analyzed are those where one 

is ―deprived of access to goods affording the development and 

maintenance of their subjective well-being‖ (2023: 85). Krueger 

looks at two cases, the one of hostile architecture and masking 

practices in autism. While both provide valuable insights on 

ecological injustice, bringing together phenomenological and 

analytical insights, my focus will fall on the former. In order to 

describe the effect of the two, Krueger employs the term coined 

by Wildman et al 2022, ―affective powerlessness‖, understood as 

―the feeling that a significant portion of one’s affective life is 

manipulated by the decisions and actions of others, those with 

greater affective power‖ (Krueger 2023, 21). 

 Krueger’s account employs the notion of spatial 

agency,  understood as ―our ability to inhabit, negotiate, and 

use the different spaces we move through in everyday life‖ 

(2023, 18). As further pointed out by Kukla (2022), spatial 

agency includes the possibility to changing the environment 

according to one’s needs. This concept draws on work in 

ecological psychology, particularly the relational approach – as 

a mental ability, spatial agency does not only look inside the 

mind, but in the overall environment that the agency inhabits. 

More importantly for the purposes here, is the link to 

embodiment and emplacement going back to classic 

contributions to phenomenology (Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau-
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Ponty) – the agency of a body can only be understood through 

the places through which it is enacted (Krueger 2023, 18). I will 

be exploring this aspect in more depth in section 4. 

 The notion of affordance is particularly important 

in this context. Following Gibson (2014), affordances are 

defined as action possibilities within the world we inhabit. An 

example would be a staricase that would enable one to access 

the upper floor of a house. Yet, the same affordance may be 

perceived differently across individuals or even by the same 

individual at different moments of one’s life. For example, for 

someone suffering from mobility issues, the staircase does not 

enable access to the upper floor, likewise in the case of someone 

who has lost the ability to climb stairs. It now also becomes 

clear how this conceptual toolkit enables a finer gained 

understanding of ecological injustices: if a staircase affords 

access to an essential service but it fails to enable specific 

groups (such as those suffering from a disability) from 

achieving such access, then one can speak of spatial injustice. 

In this particular case, ramps or elevators may work as 

affordances. As with the earlier concepts, affordances also have 

a phenomenological background to be further explored in the 

next section. Krueger further discusses niches as affordance 

spaces that determine how one may act within a certain 

environment. 

 Moving on to the case of hostile architecture, the 

notion refers to ways in which the built environment is meant 

to control or limit spatial agency. The term has been initially 

discussed in the context of architecture and urban studies (see 

Rosenberger 2020), but, as I shall be explaining below, there 

are important philosophical aspects to it that merit further 

investigation. While most elements of urban design control or 

limit spatial agency to some extent – for example bicycle lanes 

or sidewalks are meant to single out specific uses for the 

respective space, hostile design amounts to deliberately 

excluding specific groups or needs. Perhaps the most well 

known example is the presence of spikes in public spaces to 

keep homeless people away. Other example includes the design 

of benches for apparently aesthetic or comfort reasons so as not 

to allow sleeping or laying down or the presence of increasingly 
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visible surveillance cameras for seemingly safety reasons in 

order to enforce self-policing (Krueger 2023, 23-24). Further 

instances of hostile architecture involve absences: such as the 

lack of water fountains or toilets in public spaces in order to 

impose the use of private ones, or the lack of benches and tables 

to discourage public gatherings (Davis 2006). When it comes to 

the motivation of hostile architectural design, Krueger 

discusses the propagation of urban fear even in the context of 

insufficient evidence of increasing crime rates as well as the 

propagation of gated communities as a way of asserting class 

status (Davis 2017). While the latter insight was made in the 

context of Los Angeles, similar patterns can be noted across the 

world, particularly in increasingly unequal societies and in a 

context of increased hostility towards minorities or other groups 

deemed undesirable. 

 Krueger (2023) spells out the injustices resulting 

from hostile design in terms of their reduction of resources and 

opportunities for particular individuals and groups to pursue 

subjective well-being (cf. Gallegos 2022), of which spatial 

agency is a part. Affective resources required to pursue, among 

others, meaningful social relations and the need for recognition 

are mentioned. The latter is manifested through the spatial 

design that makes it clear that certain people (like homeless 

people or those suffering from a disability) are not welcome in 

public spaces. Krueger spells this out as affective 

powerlessness, ―the feeling that a significant portion of one’s 

affective life is manipulated by the decisions and actions of 

others with greater affective power‖ (2023, 39). Its effects go 

beyond spatial agency, affecting also one’s sense of self, insofar 

as the self has a relational component – feeling at home within 

the lived environment or within one’s social surroundings. A 

further point to mention is that these injustices 

disproportionally affect the more vulnerable groups, such as 

those who are homeless or disabled, but can also affect other 

groups, that may need to stand while waiting or purchase an 

expensive coffee to use a bathroom. At the same time, in 

contrast with the former, the latter have the power to negotiate 

and demand, e.g., public benches and toilets. 
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 For another relevant example, I draw on Kukla’s 

(2022) discussion of urban living. Kukla employs an ontological 

approach where ―spaces are shaped into niches, into which 

possibilities for agency are sedimented through users’ 

micronegotiations and place ballets‖ (2022, 45). This renders 

the things we encounter in cities, such as neighborhoods or 

rush hours, real through the dwellers’ uses of space. Kukla’s 

discussion of city living includes what Oldenberg (1989) deemed 

―third places‖, that is to say places that are neither one’s home, 

nor the workplace. Third places have also been described as 

social centers where people can interact with one another and 

where there are regular participants as well people that come 

and go (McCulloch 2019). Examples include cafes, bars, gyms as 

well as parks or other types of public spaces. While much of 

urban studies focus on residential areas and work places, 

Oldenberg stresses the importance of third places for subjective 

well being. As Kukla describes them, what is peculiar about 

third places ―is their fluid, territorialized, and social character 

and their separation from work and home, not their privacy or 

publicity. They are their own kind of space, and they seem to be 

essential to flourishing urban life‖ (2022, 272). Kukla points out 

that third places are essential to city living, as becomes 

apparent, for instance when someone moves to a new city and 

does not yet feel quite yet at home although they already have a 

place to live and a place to work. Feeling at home also requires 

third places. Some examples of absence of third places or of 

access to them takes us back to the issues of spatial and 

affective injustices discussed above. One example includes new 

parents (typically mothers in societies where the largest 

proportion of care work is still assigned to women) that either 

find themselves enclosed at home or do not find third places 

that would be suitable to visit together with the baby. The 

COVID-19 lockdowns provide another example, where access to 

third places was essentially cut off. Part of the loneliness felt by 

many people during that time (cf. Popa 2017) can be explained 

to the absence of third places that could afford social 

interactions. Beyond this specific cases, Kukla also points to 

urban design and political decisions: ―if some poor 

neighborhoods are third-place deserts, because of a combination 
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of a lack of businesses and services and revanchist policing of 

what could be common spaces, this is a specific form of injustice 

— a violation of these residents’ right to the city‖ (2022, 273). 

 The discussion above shows the examples of 

hostile architecture and the denial of access to third places or 

their absence altogether as spatial injustices. Bringing this 

together with the discussion in section 2, these can fit within 

the broader type of affective injustices, particularly ecological 

ones. The analysis of these types of injustices enables one to 

point out why examples above are instances of injustice, 

particularly through diminishing spatial agency and access to 

affective goods that are necessary for subjective well being. The 

explanation of the experience of space and the living 

environment has drawn from both ecological psychology and the 

phenomenological tradition, particularly in describing niches in 

terms of affordances where one’s sense of self is relational, i.e., 

interlinked with one’s lived environment. In the following 

section I will explore this phenomenological background into 

further depth in order to point to new ways of developing this 

recent research program. 

 

Phenomenology meets analytic approaches 

 

Broadly speaking, the work on affective injustice and 

spatial injustice discussed above involves an analysis of non-

material types of injustices in relation to affective goods, spatial 

agency and power. In this sense, the project can be defined as 

analytic. More specifically, it fits under the recent ―social turn‖ 

in analytic philosophy, i.e., a surging interest in socio-political 

topics and in analyzing and introducing concepts helpful for 

various political purposes, such as justice (Richardson 2023). 

Yet while the endeavor of providing definitions and analyses is 

an analytic project, the content of these concepts require core 

contributions to phenomenology, such as the notions of lived 

body and affordances. For the reminder of this section I will 

explore this background and highlight its essential role in 

spelling out the phenomena referred to in the previous sections. 

 The phenomenological background of how 

affordances work in spatial agency can be spelled out in 



META: Research in Hermeneutics, Phenomenology, and Practical Philosophy XVIII (1) / 2026 

 52 

 

connection to Heidegger’s (2010) considerations of types of 

beings, particularly the notion of availability (or readiness-to-

hand). While Heidegger’s examples involve tool use, the 

majority of objects in one’s environment can be said to be 

available to use. Wrathall translates the term Bewandtnis as 

―affordance‖ and the subsequent discussion of affordance-and-

reference situates a particular entity in relation to other 

available entities in affording an activity. According to 

Wrathall’s interpretation of Heidegger ―in our everyday 

encounter with available entities, we do not encounter objects 

with occurrent properties. Rather, what we encounter in the 

first instance are holistic contexts that are articulated into 

invitations to act, invitations which move us (i.e., ―refer‖ us) to 

further affordances‖ (2025, 2.1.1). This helps further spell out 

the previous examples, such as a park with benches and tables 

as inviting us to engage in social activities, while a park where 

such objects are either absent or uncomfortable would not 

provide such invitation. The Heideggerian notion of availability 

and affordance can thus help explain why certain designs are 

not conducive to particular uses of space related to the user’s 

needs. This provides the background for the ethical analysis in 

terms of subjective well-being being related to particular ways 

of relating to one’s built environment. 

 A further relevant contribution can be traced to 

Merleau Ponty’s considerations of the lived body and 

perception. Wilkinson and Chemero (2025) highlight the link 

between Merleau Ponty’s approach and ecological psychology. 

In Sachs’ (2020) interpretation, Merleau Ponty introduces a 

―basic account of intentionality, pre-reflective or motor 

intentionality‖ (Sachs 2020, 295). The embodied nature of 

perception is particularly relevant in the context of ecological 

psychology, spelling out the experience of the built environment 

discussed above. According to this interpretation, Merleau 

Ponty holds that ―physical sensations cannot be separated out 

from the complex process of pre-objective experience, because 

sensations are not copies of something out in the world but 

rather are constituted by the perceptual experience itself‖ 

(Wilkinson & Chemero 2025, 92). Subsequently this means that 

―to understand the lived body, we must view the world of 
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perceptual objects not as a seal that presses into the passive 

wax of human experience, but as a space for the active and 

embodied side of perceiving‖ (2025, 92). Further specifying the 

lived body enables an account of the structure of perception 

located ―neither in the perceiver or the world perceived, but in 

the structural coupling between perceiver and perceived qua 

system and environment, a coupling that only ever instantiates 

across a temporal dimension‖ (2025, 93). This allows for a 

coupling of acting and perceiving and the organism and the 

environment, opening up the space for a relational notion of self 

(involving the environment) and the notion of action possibility 

at the organism-environment interface. Once again, the 

phenomenological approach helps articulate the relevant notion 

of self needed for the ecological analysis. 

 As mentioned about the analyses above also 

involve psychological contributions, but my purpose has been to 

highlight the intertwining of the analytic and phenomenological 

perspectives in articulating patterns of affective and spatial 

injustice. As this is still a recent, ongoing research program, a 

further point to make is that the same perspectives may be 

used in articulating, for instance, requirements for spatial 

justice. Spelling out what kinds of niches and affordances 

different types of bodies would need would involve both the 

relational perspective as well as an analysis of the environment 

in terms of its action possibilities. The inextricable organism-

environment relation also helps stress the importance of the 

built environment for subjective wellbeing providing an 

argument that can be used in applied ethics or in urban 

studies. A broader point to draw from the discussion above is 

that a philosophical toolkit across both traditions can be 

employed to address practical questions, such as those involved 

in urban design. As the conceptual and ethical inquiry works 

together with the phenomenological framing, this research 

program also provides an example of overcoming of traditional 

divisions, which may be used to address further questions. 
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Conclusions 

 

This article has reviewed recent work on affective 

injustice and spatial injustice, as concepts that draw from both 

the analytic and the phenomenological traditions in order to 

provide philosophical approaches to questions arising in urban 

design and policy. Particularly, the analysis of cases such as 

hostile design or the third places in urban environments relies 

of a relational understanding of the self and frames the built 

environment in terms of niches and affordances. Thus, this 

research program moves beyond traditional disciplinary 

divisions. I have further suggested that this collaboration is 

needed in order to address remaining questions, such as 

spelling out the requirements for spatial justice. The talk of 

affordances and the lived body can be seen as preliminary, with 

further phenomenological contributions to be explored in 

relation to issues around emotions and built environments. 
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Abstract 

This article offers a critical examination of Dan Zahavi‘s interpretation of 

Edmund Husserl‘s theory of intersubjectivity. It argues that Zahavi‘s 

influential claim regarding the ―intersubjective transformation‖ of Husserlian 

transcendental phenomenology remains constrained by an insufficiently 

radical understanding of reduction. More specifically, Zahavi reads Husserl‘s 

distinction between egoic and pre– egoic levels as an internal differentiation 

within the ego itself, thereby neglecting Husserl‘s late analyses of a 

primordial, non– egological streaming that grounds both transcendental 

subjectivity and transcendental intersubjectivity. Against this reading, the 

article shows that Zahavi‘s account cannot fully overcome the charge of 

transcendental solipsism, since it preserves an ego– centered model at the 

very point where Husserl‘s later manuscripts aim to move beyond it. It 

further argues that the constitution of unified objectivity can be explained 

through Husserl‘s genetic analyses of temporality, especially the relation 

between primal impression and retention. 
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streaming, reduction, solipsism, genetic phenomenology 

 

 

 

1. Zahavi’s Intersubjective Transformation of 

Transcendental Phenomenology 

Dan Zahavi‘s interpretation of Husserl‘s theory of 

intersubjectivity deserves renewed scrutiny not only because of 
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its considerable influence in contemporary phenomenological 

scholarship, but also because it articulates one of the most 

ambitious attempts to free Husserlian transcendental 

phenomenology from the longstanding charge of solipsism. 

Rather than treating intersubjectivity as a secondary problem 

that arises only after the constitution of an isolated 

transcendental ego, Zahavi argues that transcendental 

subjectivity must from the outset be understood as intrinsically 

intersubjective. The question of intersubjectivity is thus shifted 

from the margins of Husserl‘s project to its very center: it 

becomes a question concerning the reduction itself, the status of 

the transcendental ego, and the ultimate structure of 

constituting subjectivity. (Sandu 2021, 6-8) 

If Zahavi is right, then Husserl‘s transcendental 

phenomenology cannot be understood as an essentially 

egological enterprise that must subsequently be supplemented 

by a theory of the other. It would instead have to be interpreted 

as already containing, in its transcendental core, an 

intersubjective dimension that neutralizes from the outset the 

accusation of solipsism. Zahavi‘s proposal is therefore 

significant not merely as an exegetical intervention, but as a 

systematic claim about the very possibility of transcendental 

philosophy after Husserl. 

This article argues, however, that Zahavi‘s influential 

proposal ultimately remains constrained by an insufficiently 

radical understanding of reduction. More specifically, it 

advances three related claims. First, Zahavi interprets 

Husserl‘s distinction between egoic and pre-egoic levels as an 

internal differentiation within egoity itself, that is, as a 

distinction between the ego as objectified in reflection and the 

ego in its anonymously functioning, pre-reflective life. Second, 

precisely because of this move, Zahavi does not fully overcome 

the aporia of transcendental solipsism, but rather displaces it 

onto a more originary level while preserving an ego-centered 

framework at the point where Husserl‘s late analyses seek to 

move beyond it. Third, Husserl‘s late manuscripts point 

instead toward a genuinely non-egological dimension of 

primordial streaming, a temporalizing ground that makes 

possible not only the constitution of transcendental 
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subjectivity, but also that of transcendental intersubjectivity 

and of the world as universal horizon. 

The central contention of the present study is therefore 

that a genuine intersubjective transformation of Husserlian 

phenomenology can be accomplished only if the reduction is 

radicalized beyond the already constituted transcendental ego. 

What is at issue is not merely a deeper or more originary layer 

of egoity, but a non-egological ground of temporalization 

without which neither egoity nor intersubjectivity can become 

fully intelligible. From this perspective, Zahavi‘s 

interpretation is illuminating insofar as it rightly recognizes 

that intersubjectivity cannot be treated as a merely derivative 

relation between already constituted egos. As Zahavi himself 

argues, such a transformation would require that 

intersubjectivity be understood not as a contingent relation, but 

as belonging to the very structure of transcendental subjectivity 

itself (Zahavi 1997, 304–5). Yet his account remains limited 

insofar as it internalizes the pre-egoic within egoity and 

thereby fails to do justice to Husserl‘s late analyses of egoless 

streaming. 

The argument proceeds in five steps. The first section 

reconstructs the inner logic of Zahavi‘s project of an 

―intersubjective transformation‖ (Zahavi 1996, x) of 

transcendental phenomenology. The second examines his 

interpretation of the pre-egoic and argues that it renders the 

idea of a radicalized reduction effectively unintelligible. The 

third clarifies the sense in which primordial streaming must be 

understood not as a lower level of the ego, but as a non-

egological ground of subjectivity. The fourth shows that 

Zahavi‘s reading tends to conflate the pure ego with the 

primordial ―ego,‖ thereby obscuring a decisive distinction in 

Husserl‘s late thought. The fifth and final part turns to Zahavi‘s 

appeal to horizontal intentionality and argues that the 

constitution of unified objectivity can be explained on the basis 

of Husserl‘s genetic analyses of temporality without 

presupposing ―open intersubjectivity‖ as its enabling ground. 

If the following interpretation is correct, then the debate 

with Zahavi concerns far more than a local exegetical 

disagreement. It concerns the sense in which transcendental 
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phenomenology can think the relation between selfhood, world, 

and alterity without silently reinstating the primacy of egoity 

at the very point where Husserl‘s later thought seeks to pass 

beyond it. The first step, therefore, is to examine more closely 

Zahavi‘s interpretation of the pre-egoic and the methodological 

consequences that follow from it. 

 

2. The Pre-Egoic and the Limits of an Egological 

Reading 

First of all, it must be pointed out that Zahavi rejects 

the idea of an absolute pre-egoic ground that might serve as the 

enabling ground of transcendental intersubjectivity, and 

construes the distinction between an egoic and a pre-egoic level 

as a distinction between the ego as an object of reflection and 

the ego prior to its constitution as a ―thematic object of 

reflection‖. As he puts it: 

―[W]hen he [scil. Husserl] speaks of a pre–egoic level, he is by no 

means referring to an absolute pre–individuated ground [...] [M]ore 

precisely, what is at issue here is the distinction between different 

levels of the ego. Thus he says, for example, that when in the genetic 

regressive inquiry we construct a pre–ego as the beginning, we are 

not yet dealing with a person, but already with an ego–pole as a 

center of affection and action. [...] Put differently, temporality is in 

every respect an accomplishment of the ego [...] and the ‗pre–egoic‘ 

level is the level of the anonymously functioning ego that has not yet 

been objectified through reflection.‖ (Zahavi 1996, 59) 

Zahavi therefore concludes that it is implausible that 

―Husserl should have maintained the thesis of the subsequent 

self-pluralization of a pre-individuated absolute‖ (Zahavi 1996, 

61), even if certain isolated passages might appear to suggest 

such a view. He insists, however, that such a line of thought 

remains fundamentally alien to Husserl‘s project (Zahavi 1996, 

63). It is precisely this claim that must now be examined. For if 

the pre-egoic is reduced to a merely pre-reflective level of 

egoity, then the very idea of a radicalized reduction loses its 

meaning. Husserl‘s late analyses suggest, by contrast, that the 

reduction does not merely disclose different strata of the ego, 

but leads beyond the already constituted transcendental ego 

toward a pre-egoic, in a stronger sense non-egological, ground 
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— what Husserl characterizes as primordial streaming (cf. 

Husserl Ms. B III, 23). 

If one follows Zahavi‘s interpretation according to which 

the ―primal ego‖ is nothing other than an ego not yet 

thematized through reflection, then the very idea of a 

radicalized reduction loses its force. For if the transcendental 

epoché still leads, even at its most originary level, to an ego 

that, although ―not yet objectified through reflection,‖ must 

nonetheless be understood as a ―center of affection and action‖ 

(Zahavi 1996, 61), then the reduction never truly leaves the 

sphere of egoity behind. In that case, the charge of 

transcendental solipsism is not overcome, but merely displaced 

onto a more originary stratum. 

The decisive issue is therefore not whether one can 

distinguish between different levels of the ego, but whether 

Husserl‘s late thought points beyond egoity altogether, toward 

a genuinely pre-egological or non-egological ground of 

temporalization. Zahavi‘s reading of Husserl‘s ―essential two-

layeredness‖ remains limited because it construes the ―pre-ego‖ 

as an anonymously functioning ego-pole. Husserl‘s late 

manuscripts suggest something stronger. They repeatedly 

describe the pre-egoic level not as a lower layer of egoity, but as 

a ―realm of inactively constituting association‖ (Husserl Ms. B 

III, 9, 23) in which the transcendental ego is itself 

temporalized. The same point reappears in Husserl‘s analyses 

of passive synthesis, where associative and passive processes 

are shown to condition the very possibility of egological 

accomplishments (Husserl 2001, 164f).  

This is stated with particular clarity in a manuscript 

dating from August 1931 (Ms. C 2 I, 11), where Husserl writes: 

―At first we are naively compelled to presuppose this ego as the 

absolute subject of universal transcendental experience [...]. 

But this transcendental ego and this transcendental life proper 

to it are already constituted formations and must as such be 

bracketed. That means: through this reduction we ultimately 

arrive at a transcendental primal ego and a transcendental 

primal life in which that transcendental concrete ego [...] is 

temporalized.‖ What is bracketed here is not merely the 

empirical or personal ego, but the transcendental ego insofar as 
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it is already a constituted formation. In other words, the point 

of the reduction, then, is not merely to disclose a more hidden 

or less objectified form of egoity, but to suspend the 

transcendental ego precisely insofar as it is already a 

constituted unity. Only in this way does the sense of a 

radicalized reduction become intelligible. 

Why temporality, contrary to Zahavi‘s interpretation, 

cannot in any straightforward sense be an accomplishment of 

the ego, and how Husserl‘s claim that the ego is the origin of 

time must therefore be qualified, is well explained by Mensch. 

If the ego were the source of time in a direct sense, it would 

have to precede the very temporalization that first makes it 

possible as an enduring unity. Yet Husserl also insists that the 

ego is itself constituted as a temporal unity. Mensch formulates 

the difficulty with exemplary clarity: ―If to be a Seiende – an 

individual existent – is to be in time and if time itself is 

constituted, then we cannot say that time constitution is the 

result of the functioning of an individual existent.‖ He 

immediately adds that ―the individual ego, taken as a 

constitutor of time, would then require for its own being in time 

… a prior constitution of time‖ (Mensch 1988, 219). The 

problem is therefore not simply that the ego cannot be said to 

―produce‖ time, but that any such thesis generates a circulus 

vitiosus: one would have to presuppose a prior temporal 

constitution in order to account for the ego that is then invoked 

as the constitutor of temporality. 

For this reason, Mensch‘s reading supports a distinction 

between a pre-egological temporalizing ground and the ego that 

constitutes only in a derivative sense. Husserl‘s late analyses do 

not describe an ego that temporalizes itself by its own active 

accomplishments, but rather a field of passive and associative 

temporalization within which egological life first takes shape. 

In this respect, the claim that the ego is the ―origin of time‖ can 

be maintained only in a qualified sense: the transcendental ego 

may be called the origin of time only insofar as it has its ground 

in a more originary dimension of temporalization that is not 

itself egological. Mensch makes precisely this point when he 

writes that ―all egological activity, including the activity of 

remembering, is dependent on the non-egological, ‗associative‘ 
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constitution of retentions. It is such constitution, understood as 

temporalization, which first gives us the cogito and its objects 

as persisting temporal unities‖ (Mensch 1988, 104). 

Read in this way, Husserl‘s late thought no longer 

supports Zahavi‘s interpretation of the pre-egoic as merely an 

anonymously functioning ego not yet objectified through 

reflection. It points instead to a genuinely non-egological level 

that grounds both the temporal constitution of the ego and the 

very possibility of transcendental intersubjectivity. This is also 

why the late analyses of the living present are so important. As 

Held has argued, the lebendige Gegenwart cannot be 

understood as merely one more stratum within egoity, but 

names the more originary dimension from which the 

transcendental ego first becomes accessible as a constituted 

unity (Held 1966, 94f; 146f).  

The problematic character of Zahavi‘s claim becomes 

especially clear in light of a passage from September 1933 in 

which Husserl explicitly describes primordial streaming as 

―ego-less‖: ―The structural analysis of the primordial present 

(the standing-living streaming) leads us to the ego-structure 

and to the constant underlying stratum of egoless streaming 

that grounds it‖ (Husserl 1973c, 598). Primordial streaming, 

therefore – the pre-egoic in Zahavi‘s terminology – does not 

belong to the ego-structure and is by no means simply the 

transcendental ego before its reflective objectification. It is 

rather the ground of the ego-structure, the non-egological field 

in which egoity itself first becomes possible. To construe this 

level as merely pre-reflective egoity is therefore not simply to 

misdescribe one layer of transcendental life; it is to neutralize 

in advance the very methodological radicality of Husserl‘s late 

reduction. 

 

3. Primordial Streaming as Non-Egological Ground 

It must be emphasized that primordial streaming cannot 

be understood merely as a pre-egoic level of the ego, that is, as a 

more originary but still egological stratum of transcendental 

life. What is at stake in Husserl‘s late analyses is not simply a 

descent from one level of egoity to another, but the disclosure of 

a dimension prior to egoity as such, a non-egological ground 
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that first makes possible both the transcendental ego and the 

world. If this point is not kept firmly in view, then the 

radicality of Husserl‘s late reduction is neutralized from the 

outset, since the pre-egoic will have been silently reinscribed 

within the sphere of egoity. 

This is precisely where Zahavi‘s interpretation reaches 

its limit. He is certainly right to insist that intersubjectivity 

cannot be conceived as a merely external relation between 

already constituted subjects. But because he understands the 

pre-egoic as the anonymously functioning ego not yet objectified 

in reflection, he does not adequately account for the fact that 

Husserl frequently characterizes this level as the absolute. Nor 

does he address with sufficient clarity the peculiar facticity of 

this absolute, namely, the fact that primordial streaming is not 

one constituted formation among others, but an absolute fact or 

absolute factum that cannot itself be traced back to a prior 

constitutive accomplishment. In this respect, Held‘s analyses of 

the lebendige Gegenwart are instructive: the living present is 

not to be understood as one more layer within egoity, but as the 

more originary dimension from which the transcendental ego 

first becomes accessible as a constituted unity (Held 1966, 94–

122, 146–150). 

The difficulty that emerges here is not marginal. If the 

pre-egoic is treated merely as pre-reflective egoity, then 

Husserl‘s discourse on primordial streaming loses precisely that 

feature which makes it philosophically decisive, namely, its 

function as the non-egological ground of constitution. Yet 

Husserl repeatedly describes this level in terms that exclude 

such an egological reading. This is already evident in the well-

known formulation that ―the first ‗ego‘ of the reduction is an ego 

that is wrongly so called, because for it an alter ego has no 

sense‖ (Husserl 1973c, 586). The point of this claim is not 

merely terminological. It indicates that the ultimate residue of 

a radicalized reduction can no longer be straightforwardly 

identified with the ego in the usual transcendental sense. It is 

precisely at this point that Zahavi attempts to soften the 

difficulty by reinterpreting Husserl‘s language of uniqueness in 

a non-substantive way. He writes: 
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Strictly speaking, one cannot speak of an ego if ‗ego‘ indeed means ego. 

The ‗ego‘ is absolutely unique and individual [...]. The indeclinability of 

the ego mentioned by Husserl, which excludes every multiplication, 

points to a uniqueness that is obviously indexical in nature – it is 

therefore not a matter of substantial uniqueness – and it quite readily 

allows other unities of the same kind! (Zahavi 1996, 66) 

This characterization is entirely plausible so long as one 

is speaking about the pure transcendental ego. It is much less 

convincing, however, once Husserl‘s remarks concern the 

absolute ―ego,‖ that is, primordial streaming itself. For the 

latter is not described by Husserl as one ego among other egos, 

nor even as a uniquely indexical center of orientation, but as an 

all-encompassing unity ―that temporalizes within itself, or has 

temporalized within itself, everything that in any way is‖ 

(Husserl 1973c, 669). What is at issue here is therefore not the 

numerical singularity of a pure ego, but the more radical 

irreducibility of that absolute field of temporalization in which 

every ego, every alter ego, and every constituted world first 

become possible. 

For this reason, it is necessary to distinguish more 

carefully between the pure ego and the absolute ―ego.‖ Husserl‘s 

analyses in Ideen II are especially helpful in this regard. The 

pure ego, which accompanies all cogitationes and can be 

understood as the radiating center of conscious life, is 

fundamentally unchangeable and must not be confused ―with 

the ego as the real person, with the real subject‖ (Husserl 1952, 

104). What distinguishes the pure ego from the personal ego is, 

in short, that the former is not given perspectivally, as the 

latter is, but can be grasped immediately through ―the single 

experience of a single simple cogito‖ (Husserl 1952, 104). As 

Husserl puts it: ―As pure ego, it harbors no hidden inner riches; 

it is absolutely simple, lies absolutely in the open; all richness 

lies in the cogito and in the manner of functioning adequately 

graspable therein‖ (Husserl 1952, 105). In this sense, the pure 

ego is indeed simple and numerically unique, but not 

substantially unique, since it allows for a plurality of analogous 

unities: ―if I posit several human beings, then I also posit 

several pure egos, separate in principle, and corresponding 

streams of consciousness. There are as many pure egos as there 

are real egos‖ (Husserl 1952, 110). 
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Once this distinction is made, the weakness of Zahavi‘s 

interpretation becomes easier to specify. His account of the 

absolute ―ego‖ seems in fact to rely on determinations that 

properly belong to the pure ego. This is especially clear when he 

appeals to a manuscript passage that reads: ―The only ego – the 

transcendental one. In its uniqueness it posits ‗other‘ unique 

transcendental egos – as ‗others‘ which in turn, in their 

uniqueness, posit others‖ (Husserl Ms. B I 14, 138b). Read in 

light of Ideen II, this passage concerns the pure transcendental 

ego and its correlative plurality, not primordial streaming as 

the absolute ground of temporalization. The latter cannot be 

characterized simply in terms of the formal uniqueness of a 

pure ego, since it is neither one center of orientation among 

others nor a merely indeclinable pole of experience. It is rather 

the absolute, egoless field that grounds the ego-structure itself. 

The decisive point, then, is that the uniqueness of 

primordial streaming cannot be reduced to the indexical 

uniqueness of the pure ego. The pure ego is unique in the sense 

that each stream of consciousness has its own irreducible 

egological pole; but this uniqueness remains compatible with a 

plurality of pure egos. Primordial streaming, by contrast, is 

unique in a more radical sense: it is the absolute field of 

temporalization from which the branching of ego and alter ego, 

self and world, first becomes possible. This is also why Husserl 

can speak of the absolute as self-grounding and, in this sense, 

as an absolute factum. Zahavi‘s reading, by assimilating the 

pre-egoic to anonymously functioning egoity, leaves too little 

room for this stronger sense of absoluteness and therefore risks 

conflating two levels that Husserl‘s late analyses require us to 

distinguish sharply. 

From this perspective, the issue is not whether Zahavi is 

right to reject a naïve substantialization of the transcendental 

ego. He is. The problem is rather that his rejection of 

―substantial uniqueness‖ extends too far, since it obscures the 

fact that Husserl‘s late descriptions of primordial streaming are 

not directed toward the pure ego at all, but toward a non-

egological dimension that grounds the ego-structure without 

itself belonging to it. Only if this distinction is preserved can 

one make sense of Husserl‘s claims about the absolute, about 
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the facticity of primordial streaming, and ultimately about the 

possibility of transcendental intersubjectivity itself. 

 

4. Pure Ego, Absolute “Ego,” and the Constitution of 

Intersubjectivity 

If this distinction is maintained, the limits of Zahavi‘s 

account of transcendental intersubjectivity become immediately 

visible, since he writes: 

It is indeed the case that transcendental subjectivity is, purely and 

simply, transcendental intersubjectivity, and that it, and it alone, is 

the constitutive correlate of the world. But within it a necessary ego-

centering is already outlined, as the ego that has we-consciousness. 

(Zahavi 1996, 67) 

This is a significant and illuminating formulation, 

because it rightly rejects the image of a self-enclosed 

transcendental ego that would first constitute itself and only 

afterward enter into relation with others. Zahavi is correct to 

insist that transcendental subjectivity cannot be understood 

apart from intersubjectivity. Yet the very form of his solution 

remains revealing. Even where he seeks to move beyond 

egology, he still reintroduces an ―ego-centering‖ at the heart of 

transcendental intersubjectivity. This is not accidental. It 

follows from the fact that, for him, the final residue of the 

reduction is still an anonymously functioning ego, that is, a 

center of affection and action which, although not yet personal 

or reflectively objectified, nevertheless remains independent of 

the others (Zahavi 1996, 61, 67). In this way, the reduction 

never truly reaches a pre-egological ground; it merely arrives at 

a more originary form of egoity. 

This is why Zahavi remains, despite his own intentions, 

more closely tied to the Cartesian guiding idea of the 

Meditations than he is willing to admit. He himself makes this 

clear when he writes: 

At the same time, however, it must also be noted that Husserl is 

obviously of the view that one can speak of the ego as the principle of 

unity of the stream of consciousness without including the 

accomplishment of the other. On this very rudimentary level there is 

a functioning accomplishment that is in fact solitary, one that is not 

first brought about by the other. (Zahavi 1996, 68) 
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Here the central difficulty comes fully into view. On the 

one hand, Zahavi wants to argue for an ―intersubjective 

transformation‖ of transcendental phenomenology. On the 

other hand, he retains a rudimentary level of constituting 

subjectivity that is explicitly solitary and not first brought 

about by the other. The result is a deep tension internal to his 

interpretation. For if there remains, at the most basic level, an 

egoic principle of unity that is constitutively solitary, then the 

problem of transcendental solipsism has not been overcome, but 

only relocated to a more originary level. Husserl‘s late analyses, 

by contrast, increasingly point toward a more radical reduction 

that brackets not only the world, but also the transcendental 

ego in its already constituted form, in order to uncover the pre-

egological ground of transcendental life itself. 

The tension becomes even more evident when Zahavi 

claims that ―although on this [scil. the pre-egoic] level we are 

not dependent on the other, in our originally temporalizing 

singularity we are already open to the others in their 

primordial living co-presence‖ (Zahavi 1996, 68). This is the 

crucial move in his argument. But it is precisely here that the 

decisive question is left unanswered. What does this ―openness‖ 

mean, and what constitutes its enabling ground? It is not 

enough to simply assert that originally temporalizing 

singularity is already open to others; one must explain how 

such openness is possible in the first place (Sandu 2023, 59–61). 

Otherwise, the problem is merely named, not resolved. 

This becomes particularly clear when Zahavi addresses 

the possibility that the pluralization of constitutive centers 

might lead to an irreducible disparity. He argues that ―the 

pluralization of the constitutive centers does not lead to 

absolute disparity‖ (Zahavi 1996, 83), and attempts to secure 

this claim as follows: 

Plurality cannot be viewed from the outside, but only from the ego 

that experiences it, and its very experiencability guarantees its 

inclusion within the one common world. [...] It can ‗only‘ be a factual 

incommensurability, one that can in principle be overcome. (Zahavi 

1996, 83) 

But this argument seems to presuppose precisely what it 

seeks to establish. The very possibility of an ego‘s experiencing 
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such plurality already presupposes that the constitutive centers 

are commensurable in principle. Yet that commensurability is 

exactly what must be shown. To begin from the experiencability 

of plurality is therefore to begin from the result rather than 

from the problem. The possibility of transcendental 

intersubjectivity cannot be secured simply by invoking the ego 

that experiences plurality, for the openness of such an ego to 

others is itself what stands in need of grounding. 

Zahavi is well aware that Husserl‘s theory of 

intersubjectivity is haunted by a circularity, and he formulates 

it with considerable clarity: ―How can one claim, on the one 

hand, that only the concrete experience of a transcendental 

foreign ego makes world-constitution possible, if, on the other 

hand, one must admit that my encounter with the concrete 

other always takes place in the world?‖ (Zahavi 1996, 92). The 

problem may be restated as follows: how can transcendental 

intersubjectivity be understood as the constitutive pole of the 

objective world if, as Husserl also maintains, ―the relation 

between subjects, that is, intersubjectivity, cannot even be 

thought without at the same time thinking the world as the 

place of their encounter‖ (Husserl 1973b, 100; cf. Zahavi 1996, 

92)? Zahavi‘s response is to argue that communalization and 

world-constitution are equiprimordial: 

The constitution [of the world] is in reality the self-realization of 

constituting subjectivity; that is, in the process of constitution, in the 

bringing-into-appearance of the world, transcendental 

(intersubjective) subjectivity is constituted. A self-constitution that 

also implies the constitution of the others (both genitivus objectivus 

and genitivus subjectivus), insofar as the ego needs the others in 

order to unfold itself as a constituting ego. (Zahavi 1996, 94) 

There is something profoundly right in this insight. 

Zahavi correctly sees that transcendental subjectivity cannot be 

understood as the autarkic constitutive pole of a world that 

would be fully constituted independently of the other. He also 

rightly emphasizes the mutual dependence between world-

constitution and the constitution of intersubjectivity. Yet the 

decisive question remains unresolved: in what sense are these 

two moments equiprimordial? To claim equiprimordiality is not 

yet to explain it. Such an explanation becomes possible only if 

one can bring to light the common ground from which both 
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transcendental communalization and world-constitution spring 

forth. From the perspective defended here, only primordial 

streaming can fulfill this role. Only if egoless streaming is 

understood as the absolute ground of both transcendental 

subjectivity and world-horizon does it become intelligible to 

speak of their equiprimordiality. Since Zahavi rejects from the 

outset the idea of such a primordial, non-egological ground, his 

appeal to equiprimordiality remains suggestive but ultimately 

underdetermined. 

The problem becomes sharper still once one takes 

seriously the historical-generative dimension of transcendental 

subjectivity. If transcendental communalization can be 

conceived only as self-realization in the form of embodiment 

and self-mundanization (Zahavi 1996, 93), then transcendental 

intersubjectivity begins to assume the structure of concrete, 

historical intersubjectivity (Sandu 2018, 317–19). But if this is 

so, then one is no longer speaking of the constitutive correlate 

of the world as such, understood as universal horizon, but of the 

constitution of a determinate historical or cultural world. For 

this very reason, Husserl‘s radicalized reduction cannot simply 

come to rest at transcendental intersubjectivity. It must press 

further, toward the ground that makes both transcendental 

(inter-)subjectivity and world-horizon possible in the first place. 

In a later essay, Zahavi attempts to address this 

difficulty from a different angle by asking whether the very 

structure of horizontal intentionality already implies 

transcendental intersubjectivity (Zahavi 1997, 304–321). His 

basic thesis is that ―an examination of the structure of [the] 

horizontal intentionality must lead to a reestimation of the 

constitutive contribution of transcendental intersubjectivity‖ 

(Zahavi 1997, 306). He begins from a genuine phenomenological 

problem. Since every thing is given only through adumbrations, 

the absent profiles of an object must somehow be co-intended if 

the object is to appear as one unified reality rather than as a 

mere aggregate of partial views. Zahavi considers two possible 

explanations: 

1. The absent profiles are appresented as profiles given in past or 

possible future perceptions. Thus, the back of the armchair is 

appresented as the side which I have seen, or which I would be able 
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to perceive in a future perception. 2. A different possibility is to claim 

that the absent profiles are appresented as the correlates of fictitious 

co-present perceptions. They are correlated with the perceptions 

which I would have had, if it had been possible for me to be there now 

(instead of here). (Zahavi 1997, 308)  

Zahavi rejects both options and concludes that ―our 

horizontal intentionality seems to imply a reference to 

intersubjectivity, since the co-intended profile must be 

understood as the noematic correlate of the possible perception 

of an Other‖ (Zahavi 1997, 312). The thesis is therefore that the 

constitution of unified objectivity presupposes ―open 

intersubjectivity‖ (Husserl 1973a, 463). As Zahavi puts it: 

I am, however, only able to perform this activity because my 

horizontal intentionality entails structural references to the 

perceptions of possible Others, and precisely for that reason, the 

structure of my horizontal intentionality is incompatible with any 

solipsism which, in principle, would deny the possibility of a plurality 

of subjects. (Zahavi 1997, 312) 

This argument is subtle and important, but it is not yet 

shown to be necessary. For the appeal to open intersubjectivity 

may be too quick. Zahavi himself now describes 

intersubjectivity as an a priori structure of constituting 

subjectivity: ―Thus, the actual experience of another embodied 

subject is founded upon an a priori reference to the Other. Prior 

to my concrete encounter with another subject, intersubjectivity 

is already present as co-subjectivity‖ (Zahavi 1997, 314). Yet 

this claim stands in tension with his earlier insistence that 

intersubjectivity cannot even be thought apart from the world 

as the place of encounter. If intersubjectivity is already present 

as an a priori structure of subjectivity, then it can no longer be 

said in the same sense to arise only through becoming-

mundane and embodied. Zahavi does not explicitly reconcile 

these two lines of argument. 

There is, however, a deeper problem. Even if one grants 

that the absent profiles of a thing cannot be ―cobbled together‖ 

from merely past, future, or fictitious perceptions, it does not 

follow that their unity must therefore be grounded in the 

possible perception of an Other. This appeal to intersubjectivity 

may be premature. Husserl‘s analyses of time-consciousness 

suggest another route, one that remains internal to the genetic 
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constitution of objectivity itself. This can be illustrated by his 

example of the melody, which, though temporally rather than 

spatially extended, is no less given as a unified object. Husserl 

writes that the perception of a melody as a unified ―time-object‖ 

is a ―continuum of acts‖ and by no means ―partly memory, 

partly punctual perception in the smallest degree, and partly 

expectation‖ (Husserl 1969, 23). Its unity is not assembled from 

external supplements, but constituted through the immanent 

temporal structure of consciousness itself. This is why Husserl 

distinguishes between primary memory, or retention, and 

secondary memory, or recollection (Husserl 1969, 35–36). He 

writes: 

The ‗source-point‘ with which the ‗production‘ of the enduring object 

begins is a primal impression. This consciousness is in constant 

transformation: the bodily tone-now is continuously transformed [...] 

into a having-been, and ever new tone-nows continuously replace 

what has passed over into modification. But when consciousness of 

the tone-now, the primal impression, passes over into retention, this 

retention is itself again a now, something currently existing. [...] 

There thus arises a continuous continuum of retention in such a way 

that every later point is retention for every earlier one. And every 

retention is itself already a continuum. (Husserl 1969, 29) 

Retention is not a representation of what is absent, nor 

an image of what has elapsed. What it retains points back 

within itself to the primal impression (Husserl 1969, 34). It is, 

as Husserl famously says, like ―a comet‘s tail that attaches 

itself to each present perception‖ (Husserl 1969, 35). Primary 

memory is therefore not reproductive consciousness at all, but a 

mode of perception itself (Husserl 1969, 41). The unity of the 

melody does not presuppose a structural reference to the 

perception of another subject; it is constituted through the 

temporal synthesis of impression and retention. 

This example does not by itself prove that spatial 

objectivity can be explained exhaustively without any reference 

to intersubjectivity. It does, however, suffice to shift the burden 

of proof back onto Zahavi: the appeal to the possible perception 

of an Other is no longer self-evidently necessary, but must itself 

be demonstrated. And it shows that Zahavi has not established 

the necessity of invoking intersubjectivity as the enabling 

ground of unified objectivity. For thing-perception, too, is not a 



Paul-Gabriel Sandu / Zahavi‘s Interpretation of Edmund Husserl‘s Theory 

 

  

73 

 

punctual act, but a temporally extended and kinesthetically 

articulated synthesis of adumbrations. As Husserl‘s analyses of 

passive synthesis make clear, the unity of the object is 

generated through lawful syntheses of association, retention, 

and fulfillment internal to perceptual life itself (Husserl 2001, 

164–165, 479–480). Once the problem is approached genetically 

rather than merely statically, the appeal to the possible 

perception of an Other no longer appears self-evidently 

indispensable. What Zahavi has shown is that horizontal 

intentionality opens beyond what is presently given; he has not 

yet shown that this openness must be grounded in 

intersubjectivity rather than in the temporally structured 

syntheses of consciousness itself. 

The upshot is not that Zahavi fails to identify a genuine 

problem. On the contrary, he sees with great acuity that 

transcendental subjectivity cannot be understood as a self-

sufficient constitutive center sealed off from alterity. But 

because he does not radicalize the reduction beyond egoity, and 

because he seeks to secure intersubjectivity while preserving a 

rudimentary ego-centeredness at the most basic level, his 

account remains caught between two incompatible demands. It 

wishes to move beyond egology, yet it retains a constitutively 

solitary residue. It wishes to think world and intersubjectivity 

as equiprimordial, yet it does not bring to light the non-

egological ground that alone could render their 

equiprimordiality intelligible. For this reason, the 

―intersubjective transformation‖ of transcendental 

phenomenology that Zahavi so powerfully calls for can be 

completed only by taking seriously the reduction to primordial, 

egoless streaming as the absolute ground of both subjectivity 

and world.  

 

5. Conclusion: Genetic Constitution and the Limits 

of “Open Intersubjectivity” 

The preceding analysis has sought to show that Zahavi‘s 

appeal to ―open intersubjectivity‖ is not required, at least in any 

straightforward sense, to account for the constitution of unified 

objectivity. Husserl‘s analyses of the time-object suggest that 

such unity can be explained genetically through the interplay of 



META: Research in Hermeneutics, Phenomenology, and Practical Philosophy XVIII (1) / 2026 

 74 

 

primal impression and retention, without presupposing a 

constitutive reference to the possible perception of others. To be 

sure, one might object that Zahavi is not concerned with time-

objects, but with the constitution of spatial objects. Such an 

objection is legitimate. Yet it does not suffice to invalidate the 

comparison. Even if a spatial thing does not itself endure in the 

manner of a melody, thing-perception as such is temporally 

extended and cannot be understood as a punctual act. A spatial 

object is given only through a succession of adumbrations, and 

these adumbrations are synthesized in and through the 

temporal flow of consciousness. Once this is granted, the 

problem of thing-constitution can no longer be treated 

exclusively within the framework of static phenomenology, but 

must be approached from the standpoint of genetic 

phenomenology. In kinesthetic perception, what is presently 

seen is continuously accompanied by retentional modifications 

of what has just been seen and by anticipatory orientations 

toward further possible appearances. The unity of the object is 

thus constituted through lawful syntheses internal to 

perceptual life itself, that is, through the interplay of 

impression, retention, association, and fulfillment (Husserl 

1969, 23, 29, 34–41; Husserl 2001, 120–121, 164–165, 479–480). 

If thing-perception is understood in this way, then the 

appeal to ―open intersubjectivity‖ no longer appears self-

evidently necessary. This does not show that intersubjectivity is 

phenomenologically irrelevant to objectivity, nor does it refute 

the claim that a fully objective world must in some sense be a 

world accessible to others. What it does show is something more 

limited, but also more precise: Zahavi has not established that 

the reference to the possible perception of an Other is the 

enabling ground of the constitution of unified objectivity as 

such. His argument identifies a genuine problem, namely the 

excess of the object over any presently given profile; but it 

moves too quickly from this excess to the conclusion that 

horizontal intentionality must therefore contain a constitutive 

reference to alterity. The analyses considered here suggest that 

this excess can be accounted for, at least in a fundamental 

sense, through the temporally structured syntheses of 

consciousness itself. 
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The broader consequence of this result concerns the 

status of Zahavi‘s ―intersubjective transformation‖ of 

transcendental phenomenology. The central difficulty of his 

interpretation is not that it exaggerates the importance of 

intersubjectivity, but that it seeks to secure intersubjectivity 

while retaining, at the most basic level, an ego-centered 

conception of transcendental life. Because Zahavi interprets the 

pre-egoic as an anonymously functioning ego rather than as a 

genuinely non-egological ground, the reduction never fully 

breaks with the egological framework from which the charge of 

transcendental solipsism originally arises. His account 

therefore remains caught between two demands that it cannot 

fully reconcile: on the one hand, the demand to think 

transcendental subjectivity as intrinsically intersubjective; on 

the other hand, the retention of a rudimentary but 

constitutively solitary egoic residue. 

For this reason, the present study has argued that a 

genuine intersubjective transformation of Husserl‘s 

transcendental phenomenology becomes possible only if the 

reduction is radicalized beyond the already constituted 

transcendental ego and if primordial, egoless streaming is 

taken seriously as the absolute ground of both subjectivity and 

world. Only such a non-egological ground can explain how 

transcendental subjectivity and transcendental 

intersubjectivity belong together without one being merely 

derived from the other, and only such a ground can render 

intelligible the equiprimordiality of world-constitution and 

communalization that Zahavi rightly emphasizes, but does not 

sufficiently ground. In this respect, the ultimate issue at stake 

is not merely the interpretation of several difficult passages 

from Husserl‘s late manuscripts, but the very possibility of 

conceiving transcendental phenomenology in a way that does 

justice to alterity without silently reinstating the primacy of 

egoity at the very point where Husserl‘s late thought seeks to 

pass beyond it. In this sense, the problem of intersubjectivity 

cannot be resolved by broadening egology, but only by 

radicalizing the reduction beyond it. 

From this perspective, Fink‘s formulation remains 

decisive. If primordial streaming is understood as the ―primal 
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ground from which the branching of fact and essence, actuality 

and possibility, exemplar and species, one and many first 

springs forth‖ (Fink 1959, 103), then it can no longer be 

conceived as a lower stratum of egoity. It must instead be 

grasped as the absolute, non-egological ground from which both 

egoity and intersubjectivity first become possible. Only on this 

basis, it seems to me, can the project of an ―intersubjective 

transformation‖ of transcendental phenomenology be carried 

through in a fully coherent way.  
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Abstract 

My primary goal in this article is to provide a principled account of Martin 

Heidegger‘s concept of reflection and a defensible account of its scattered 

elaboration in the Frühe Vorlesungen, 1919–1925. Disagreement regarding 

the meaning and validity of Heidegger‘s use of reflection has been sustained 

by its apparent resistance to assimilation into his phenomenological project, 

especially one that encompasses the canonical arguments of Being and 

Time. In the received view, Heidegger rejects Edmund Husserl‘s concept of 

Reflexion, renouncing the tradition of theoretical knowledge whereby self-

awareness and the primacy of consciousness are privileged over practical 

and historically embedded understanding (Verstehen). This view is 

unsatisfactory because it creates a problematic opposition between 

reflective phenomenology and fundamental ontology. Recent exegetical 

work following the received view replicates this inadequacy and fails to 

improve discussions on the complexity of Heidegger‘s relationship to 

Husserl and the tradition of phenomenology. While critical of Husserl‘s 

fraught concern for certainty and the formation of phenomenology as a 

theoretical science, I argue that Heidegger appropriates Husserl‘s concept of 

Reflexion rather than outright rejecting it. In my view, an understanding of 

Being (Seinsverständnis) depends on a reflective mode of access that brings 

pre-ontological experience into thematic givenness. Through this reflective 

thematization, the analytic of Dasein becomes available for explicit 

articulation in terms of its constitutive existentials. 

 

Keywords: Reflexion, Reluzenz, Heidegger, Husserl, Natorp, formal 

indication 

 

 

In Section I, I reconstruct Natorp‘s critique of Husserl‘s 

notion of Reflexion and show how it has been taken to 

motivate Heidegger‘s turn to the hermeneutics of facticity. In 
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Section II, I argue that Heidegger frees Reflexion from the 

charge of objectification by reworking it as a phenomenological 

thematization of pre-theoretical experience. In Section III, I 

develop this claim by showing Heidegger‘s methodological 

continuity with Husserl‘s phenomenology in response to the 

limits of Lebensphilosophie. In Section IV, I introduce the 

underexamined concept of Reluzenz and argue that it names 

Heidegger‘s reconfiguration of Reflexion as a non-objectifying 

retrieval of what remains implicit in disclosedness 

(Erschlossenheit). On my reading, Reluzenz functions as the 

corrective counterpart to ruinance (Ruinanz; Verfallen) and 

enables the categorial articulation of the understanding of 

Being (Seinsverständnis) across existentiell and existential 

registers 

 

1. How to Investigate Subjectivity? 

For Husserl, Reflexion designates the capacity of 

consciousness to render lived experience thematic, thereby 

making it available for phenomenological description and for 

the analysis of meaning-constitution.1 In Ideas I (1913, 

hereafter Hua III/1), this general capacity goes beyond 

empirical certainty to assume a specifically transcendental 

function employed within the epoché and phenomenological 

reduction (Hua III/1, §77, 145–46/139–40; Hua XXXV, 98). The 

natural attitude is suspended such that pure consciousness 

becomes the thematic field of analysis (Bernet, Kern, and 

Marbach 1993, 61). Pure consciousness is thereby disclosed as 

absolute and determined apodictically as the indubitable 

residuum of the reduction (Hua III/1, §48). The result, Husserl 

claims, is the correlation between constituting subjectivity and 

constituted objectivity (Husserl 2012, 336). 

In Allgemeine Psychologie nach kritischer Methode 

(1912, hereafter AP), Natorp‘s critique of transcendental 

subjectivity is historically pertinent because it draws attention 

to the uncertainty surrounding several phenomenological 

principles, especially reflection (Reflexion) as the essential 

core of the transcendental-phenomenological method. For 

Natorp, Husserl shows the extent to which the task of 

phenomenology and the determination of its thematic field 
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(i.e., the intentional sphere itself) are fixed in advance as a 

domain for absolute scientific consideration. In doing so, 

Natorp claims that Husserl obtains knowledge of subjectivity 

by treating experience as an object or by having the subject 

treat itself as an object. Reflexion reconfigures the experiential 

field such that it no longer coincides with the immediate life of 

consciousness as it is lived. Instead, it is transformed into an 

object of cognition, and its original character is lost (AP, 8, 28–

29, 31–32). 2  

The main thrust of Natorp‘s critique, however, is not 

that reflective phenomenology renders a distorted and 

derivative form of experience. Rather, the apprehension of 

genuine subjectivity is an unattainable ideal, since the 

moment consciousness expresses itself, it is withdrawn from 

the very domain under investigation. Natorp argues that, in 

general acts of reflection, ―the object of the act that we call 

self-consciousness is no longer the original I, […] and the 

‗content‘ through which it is merely represented […] is not the 

original‖ (AP, 31–32). For this reason, we should avoid the 

temptation to effectuate the purification process of reflection 

as though it could provide genuine access to experience. A new 

reflective enterprise would ―once again miss that which had 

our interest‖ (AP, 99). Dan Zahavi concisely recounts Natorp‘s 

critique as follows: ―reflection is necessarily objectifying; it 

destroys the living life experience; it petrifies the stream and 

turns the experiences into isolated objects‖ (Zahavi 2003, 158). 

In full, Natorp argues: 

If one were oneself to attempt, or if it were at all possible, to 

grasp the finding of immediate experience somehow apart 

from all expression, all judging, all opining, purely in itself, 

would one not nevertheless always be compelled to delimit it 

in some way, to lift it out of the entire nexus of experiencing, 

even if only by pointing with a finger or indicating with the 

eyes, thus interrupting, as it were, the continuous stream of 

becoming, as which all inner life undoubtedly presents itself, 

artificially bringing it to a standstill for the sake of 

observation, isolating the individual finding and, for the 

purpose of this isolation, fixing it, so to speak, sterilizing it, 

like the anatomist his specimen? But does one not thereby 

already detach it from what is experienced, from the 
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subjective, and thus make it into an object? It seems, then, 

that one never grasps the subjective itself as such, but 

rather, in order to grasp it in a properly scientific manner, 

must first strip it of its entire character of subjectivity. One 

strikes subjectivity dead in order to dissect it, and supposes 

that in the result of this dissection the life of the soul is 

exhibited! (AP, 102–103). 

Phenomenology claims to describe and analyze 

subjectivity in its pre-theoretical immediacy, yet reflection, 

insofar as it adopts a theoretical attitude, arrests the flowing 

continuity of lived experience, converts it into an object of 

observation, and thereby forfeits access to experience as such. 

This difficulty is compounded by the fact that 

phenomenological description necessarily relies on language 

and conceptual universality, both of which mediate what is 

given individually and pre-theoretically. As a result, the very 

effort to articulate subjectivity introduces an objectifying 

distance from the domain it seeks to attain. Although 

scientific analysis begins with lived experience, it does so only 

by dividing that experience into discrete aspects that stand in 

for ―the original, undivided whole of experience‖ (AP, 192). 

In a 1919 lecture course titled Zur Bestimmung der 

Philosophie (hereafter ZBP), Heidegger acknowledges Natorp‘s 

critique, conceding that reflection operates within a 

theoretical orientation in which every act of observation or 

demonstration entails an objectifying modification. Reflection 

accordingly introduces what Heidegger calls a moment of ―de-

living.‖ What is given is no longer lived through, but merely 

looked at, thereby effecting a rupture between experience and 

what is experienced (ZBP, 101, 111–112/78, 85; Zahavi 2003, 

3).3 Additionally, Heidegger draws on Natorp‘s analysis to 

emphasize the depersonalization present in Husserl‘s 

conception of pure consciousness. Heidegger argues that ―the I 

that firmly fixes [. . .] is only a rudiment of the vital 

experience [and] is no longer the I-myself‖ (ZBP, 73/59). 

Heidegger names this process de-vivification (Ent-leben), 

which strips experience of its world-laden character, and the 

remote ―I‖ is ―lifted out of actual experience‖ (ZBP, 74/59). 

Husserl‘s firmly fixed ―I‖ is decontextualized and de-
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historicized, leaving existence, or Being (Sein), directed 

toward an equally indifferent ―aggregate of things‖ (ZBP, 

77/60). By following Husserl‘s phenomenological reduction, 

―we stand at an abyss: either into nothingness, that is, 

absolute reification, pure thingness, or we somehow leap into 

another world, more precisely, [we attempt to] make the leap 

into the world as such‖ (ZBP, 63/51; O‘Rourke 2018, 111). Put 

simply, for Heidegger, experience is not a mute and absolute 

principle (ZBP, 65/52).4 Thus, interpreting experience 

(Erlebnis, Erleben) apodictically denies the factical and 

historical conditions of human existence (ZBP, 65–66/52–53). 

Following Natorp, Heidegger turns away from the mute 

indifference of unstructured solidity standing over and against an 

equally indifferent, no matter who, theoretical I. Theoretical 

depersonalization undercuts our practical attitudes and 

engagement with objects, a point later developed through 

Zuhandenheit in Being and Time (1927, hereafter SZ). 

Heidegger’s solidarity with Natorp can thus be understood, in 

part, as an attempt to return to the ordinary world of practical 

involvement and personal experience (Er-fahrung). Practical self-

absorption in a meaningful environment is thus presented as an 

alternative to the twofold indifference generated by 

objectification, namely, the indifference of subject and object. 

Heidegger argues: 

Attending strictly to the experience, I do not see anything 

psychical. [An] event of appropriation is not to be taken as if 

I appropriate the lived experience to myself from outside or 

from anywhere else; ‗outer‘ and ‗inner‘ have as little meaning 

here as ‗physical‘ and ‗psychical.‘ The experiences are events 

of appropriation in so far as they live out of one‘s ‗own-ness,‘ 

and life lives only in this way (ZBP, 75/60).5 

In theoretical comportment, I am directed toward 

something but do not live, as a historical and factical ―I,‖ 

toward this or that worldly element (ZBP, 74/62). Conversely, 

through the contextualized lived experience of both selfhood 

and objects, human beings develop an understanding of each, 

which in turn serves as the basis for constructing 

philosophical concepts and linguistic articulation. Heidegger 
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therefore does not trace experience back to an absolute ego, 

pace Husserl, but to the sense-making structure of concrete 

human existence, which is ineluctably engaged with meaning 

(In-der-Welt-sein) (Sheehan 2011, 42–43). The formally 

indicative ―I‖ or ―Dasein‖ is ―experiencing‖ and acquaints itself 

with itself while appropriating the contextual meaning of the 

environmental milieu. Put simply, selfhood accompanies my 

experience in its worldly environment without pre-emptive 

theoretical enumeration and, in its concrete articulations and 

tendencies, constitutes the source of meaning by fixing itself to 

―environing experience‖ (ZBP, 73/58).6 The goal of Heidegger‘s 

fundamental ontology, on the received view, is therefore to 

disclose the non-objectifying self-understanding of lived 

experience (GP I, 206/155–156). From this decisive shift, 

Heidegger hopes to uncover that lived subjectivity is 

comprehensible and that experience is a preliminary form of 

spontaneous understanding (GP I, 68/55). 

In the wake of Natorp‘s critique, Heidegger, in 

Ontologie (Hermeneutik der Faktizität) (1923, hereafter O) and 

Platon: Sophist (1923–1924, hereafter PS), recasts 

philosophical investigation by focusing on the original and 

unthematic way in which experience is understood (O, 17–

18/14; PS, 270–271/186–187).7 On the basis of his reading of 

Aristotle‘s De Anima and Metaphysics, Heidegger argues that 

the inquiry into the soul, understood as life, remains 

proximally bound to ontology. The accessibility and 

expressibility of life already involve an orientation toward 

οὐσία (Being), rather than merely toward substance in a 

univocal sense (PS, 269/186; Kisiel 1995, 231). Preserving this 

insight, Heidegger maintains that the connection between 

subjective experience and οὐσία must remain intact within any 

formal account of phenomenological knowledge (Kisiel 1995, 

231). Accordingly, the direct experience of life is the site in 

which I first ―have‖ things, and thus the site in which Being 

first becomes available for me to speak about (λέγειν; to 

gather; to bring into relation) (EpF, 82f). The Greeks, 

Heidegger argues, lived in discourse (λόγος) in the sense that 

Aristotle‘s philosophical orientation emerges from the 

comparative and articulative character of ordinary language.  
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Various levels of understanding first manifest 

themselves in natural Dasein and are only subsequently 

raised to philosophical conceptuality. Knowledge of our 

existence through the investigation of Being is therefore not 

invented through theoretical objectification; it already lies 

within the horizon in which the disclosure (ἀληθεύειν) of 

natural Dasein moves, namely, the world (O, 17–18/14). The 

origin (προέλευσις, ἀρχή) of ontology, then, is natural Dasein 

itself, and philosophical knowledge draws upon the self-

referentiality operative within the stream of life. Heidegger‘s 

point is that the theoretical articulation of knowledge becomes 

misguided when it divides inquiry into two separate regions, 

subject and world, as though they stood alongside one another 

(PS, 66/46).8 Human beings, insofar as they see, uncover, and 

speak about what is uncovered, already possess an original 

and natural ontology grounded in pre-scientific experience 

(PS, 270/187). Even the ―principle of phenomenology‖ is 

therefore called into question by this pre-scientific sense of 

―having,‖ since what is had—whether an object, a world, or life 

itself—is already conditioned by a lived mode of access (Kisiel 

1995, 231). 

On the basis of Aristotle‘s originary lived account of 

experience, the ontological meaning of being ―in‖ the 

Weltlichkeit of the world, and thus the being of the ―I‖ of 

Dasein, is determined (O, 86/66). The result, Theodore Kisiel 

claims, is an ―understanding [of the] access that life has to 

itself,‖ which opens the possibility of a ―non-objectifying, non-

theoretical conception‖ of life that retrieves and ―foreruns the 

stream‖ without disruption, and thus ―without lapsing into 

old-fashioned objectifying concepts [pace Husserl]‖ (Kisiel 

1995, 55).9 In order to comprehend the dynamism inherent in 

the primal essence of lived experience, or, in Heidegger‘s gloss, 

the ―vital impetus in the direction of . . . a determinate world,‖ 

a new methodology is required, one that serves as an 

―originary [sic] science of life‖ (ZBP, 115/97; O, 43/35). 

Heidegger does not proceed from the theoretical prejudices of 

the life sciences but indicates the need to inquire into the 

experiential field that precedes these derivative senses. From 

Aristotle, Heidegger‘s fundamental ontology follows ―life 
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experience‖ to recover the primordial immediacy of experience 

that remains unattainable within Husserl‘s phenomenology.10 

Heidegger‘s inquiry into the ―life-world,‖ understood 

through the inseparable unity of Dasein and its world, 

anticipates the analyses of §32, ―Understanding and 

Interpretation‖ (Verstehen und Auslegung), and §33, 

―Assertion as a Derivative Mode of Interpretation,‖ in Being 

and Time (SZ, 148/188; 154ff/195ff). The structure of logos 

apophantikos, now called the ―apophantic as,‖ is ―founded 

upon interpretation (Auslegung), and its structure, upon 

understanding (Verstehen),‖ which Heidegger calls the 

hermeneutical-as (SZ, 225/266). Λόγος, with its closely related 

determinations of speech, discourse, predication, declarative 

expression, and communication (διάλογος, ῥῆμα, φωνή, 

ἀγόρευσις, ἐκφώνησις, δήλωσις), is not merely a ―stored up 

heap of propositions‖ through which we approach and address 

the world from a free-floating and neutral position (SZ, 157–

158/199; GP II, 295/208). Rather, λόγος is ―afforded‖ to us 

through the practical, dynamic, enactive, and pre-reflective 

aspects of human life (SZ, 80/111). In other words, the 

apophantic ―as,‖ or what is conventionally called assertion 

(e.g., S is P, Fx, or x as F), is derivative of a more basic 

hermeneutical understanding (the ―hermeneutical as,‖ e.g., 

taking, handling, seeing, or signaling x as F) (L, 170–191/143–

161; GM, 416–507/287–349; Dahlstrom 2023, 34). 

As a working definition, the hermeneutic ―as-structure‖ 

refers to the pre-propositional or pre-predicative 

understanding of objects that shapes and contextualizes our 

interpretation (Auslegung) of the world. When we encounter 

an object, we already understand it as something based on its 

context, use, or practicality (SZ, 33/57; L, 172–173/144). 

Heidegger states that when we ―‗know our way around‘ 

[Umgang] the world, every act of having something before our 

eyes is, in and of itself, a matter of ‗having‘ something as 

something‖ […] ―it has the as-structure‖ (L, 143–144, 172–

173/121–122, 144).11 The beings addressed by assertions are 

first apprehended a priori, that is, prior to thematization and 

theoretical assertion. This is how we encounter entities before 

explicitly describing them as such. Everything experienced in 
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factical life, including its content, bears the character of 

significance (PRL, 13–14/10). Immediate significance indicates 

that the worldly character of life is structured by a primordial 

anticipation and mobility that precludes the static 

determination of objects in terms of universality or 

absoluteness. Even unfamiliar entities are encountered within 

this same horizon of significance, disclosed through their 

instrumental strangeness (ZBP, 73/58; O‘Rourke 2018, 111). 

In short, being-in-the-world is always already structured by 

the pre-predicative, hermeneutical ―as.‖ Accordingly, 

subjectivity is not constituted through reflection or judgment 

but emerges from Dasein‘s interpretive engagement with its 

world known as the hermeneutics of facticity. 

 

2. Heidegger’s Rejection of Natorp’s Critique of 

Reflexion 

From the preceding analysis, it is hardly surprising 

that many commentators regard Natorp‘s critique as an 

insurmountable problem that catalyzes Heidegger‘s renewed 

philosophical aim of grounding the origins of meaning in lived 

experience.12 On the received view, Heidegger‘s response to 

Natorp‘s problematization of transcendental subjectivity, and 

thereby of Husserl‘s phenomenology, is not simply an attempt 

to revise its founding principles, but to radicalize its approach 

by rejecting the methodological primacy of Reflexion. As 

Robert C. Scharff puts it, ―this interpretive direction of 

movement – what the young Heidegger sometimes calls 

‗sinking back down into environmental life‘ – is something 

very different from becoming a revisionist Husserlian […] 

Heidegger was never any kind of Husserlian revisionist‖ 

(Scharff 2019, xiv, xxi).13 After Natorp, experience can no 

longer be straightforwardly translated into theoretical 

concepts, since the expressibility of phenomenology‘s 

immediate matter, namely, the givenness of experience as 

such and the transcendental ego, is called into question.  

There are clear methodological affinities between 

Natorp‘s critique of transcendental subjectivity and 

Heidegger‘s skepticism toward the objectification 

(Objektivierung) and de-vivification (Entlebung) characteristic 
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of theoretical philosophy (Dahlstrom 2015, 248). However, 

Heidegger rejects both Natorp‘s reconstructive psychology, 

developed as an alternative to transcendental philosophy, and 

the view that reflection is exclusively bound to a theoretical 

act of ego and world constitution. For Natorp, we become 

acquainted with subjectivity indirectly, by ―catching a glimpse 

of it in the mirror only in an inauthentic way‖ (AP, 32). He 

qualifies this seemingly pejorative claim by noting that ―all 

the ways by which one tries, in any case, to describe 

consciousness are borrowed from the content‖ (AP, 31). 

Although the contents of consciousness are given, 

consciousness itself is not; it must therefore be reconstructed 

through its relation to those contents, a process he calls 

Subjektivierung (AP, 59–83).  

Heidegger challenges Natorp‘s position by questioning 

whether his reconstructive method achieves what it intends: 

Does and can the method of reconstruction achieve what it is 

supposed to? No, for first of all it too is objectification […] 

Natorp in no way shows that his method is different from 

that of objectification. Natorp‘s method of subjectivization 

[Subjektivierung] is only an extension of the method of 

objectivization‖ (ZBP, 107/82). 

Natorp denies that the immediacy of experience can be 

given prior to analysis (ZBP, 107/82; Dahlstrom 2015, 243; AP, 

192). Instead, subjectivity must be treated thematically 

(Gegenstand) and can therefore be approached only through 

its derivative and representational content, which 

approximates, but never attains, the concrete life of 

consciousness (AP, 192). At the same time, however, Natorp 

argues for a methodological regression whereby the subject, a 

posteriori, reassembles the unity of experience that 

objectification has divided, thereby reuniting the meaningful 

elements that originally belonged together (Cazzanelli 2020, 

13).14 The result, Natorp claims, is a reconstruction of the 

original living continuity of experience itself, namely 

Subjektivität als Subjektivierung (AP, 59–83).  

In Heidegger‘s eyes, Natorp remains guided by the 

preconception (Vorbegriff) of ―theoretical seeing‖ and falls prey 

to the same objectifying account of subjectivity that he 
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attributes to Husserl. Reconstruction is ―precisely 

characteristic of objectification, thus theoretical‖ (ZBP, 

107/82). Moreover, Heidegger asks how Natorp‘s method can 

reconstruct experience as it is given prior to analysis when it 

―has no criteria for determining whether it has in fact led to 

the original lived dimension‖ (ZBP, 107/82). In other words, 

reconstruction aims to recover that to which it allegedly has 

no pre-theoretical access, even though only such access could 

corroborate its claim to success. Even if this reconstructive 

movement of Subjektivierung were successful, it would once 

again result in objectification (Dahlstrom 2015, 243; ZBP, 

107/82). 15    

The paradox of Natorp‘s critique and proposed solution 

is twofold. First, he rejects the givenness of consciousness on 

the grounds that it objectifies experience while nevertheless 

proposing a reconstructive method that yields a more 

theoretical, and therefore more objectified, conception of 

subjectivity. Second, Subjektivität als Subjektivierung is 

meant to reassemble the original unity or stream of 

experience, even though that original unity is itself claimed to 

be inaccessible before reconstruction takes place. 

Nevertheless, in my view, Natorp deserves credit for 

illuminating the problem of consciousness in characteristically 

unsatisfactory ways. By arguing that subjectivity can be 

reconstructed, he inadvertently presupposes or concedes some 

indirect, non-epistemic acquaintance with it, since reflection 

can distort only that which is already accessible.  

Natorp shows Heidegger that theoretical experience is 

not originary experience and that, in seeking the primordial 

character of theoretical comportment, he ―has not exhausted 

all [the] possibilities therein‖ (ZBP, 108/83). More precisely, 

Natorp cannot accommodate the pre-reflective or pre-

theoretical ways in which we relate to the world, especially to 

our environment, nor can he account for the eventful character 

of such engagement. As Dahlstrom observes, ―Natorp lacks an 

[originary] conception of being-in-the-world‖ (Dahlstrom 2015, 

243). Most importantly, in Heidegger‘s words: ―Natorp does 

not see the sphere of experience in its primordial givenness‖ 

(ZBP, 216/184). The problem for Natorp, then, would appear to 
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be that his explicit commitment to the traditional sense of 

theoretical philosophy ironically prevents him from granting 

philosophical status to his own ―taking-notice‖ of the 

existential condition he is trying to reconstruct, one 

characteristic of which, in the living-through of this thereness, 

is a kind of experiential certainty (Erfahrungsgewißheit) 

(Scharff 2019, 124).16  

Natorp‘s reconstructive psychology leaves much to be 

desired. However, the more pressing concern is his 

understanding of Reflexion as an inherently theoretical act of 

ego and world constitution. Heidegger contends, to be sure, 

that a genuine account of subjectivity or being-in-the-world 

cannot be secured through what Natorp characterizes as 

purified theoretical reflection. However, in light of this 

concession, Heidegger rejects the basis for Natorp‘s claim that 

all philosophical conceptualization is theoretically 

―objectifying,‖ and therefore, in virtue of being theoretically 

conceptualized, subjectivity and Reflexion are methodologically 

objectifying principles or concepts in themselves.17 Heidegger 

insists that ―the primacy of the theoretical must be broken, 

but not in order to proclaim the primacy of the practical, and 

not in order to introduce something that shows the problems 

from another side [pace Natorp], but because the theoretical 

itself refers back to something pre-theoretical‖ (ZBP, 59/47).18 

As such, what is often described in the literature as 

Heidegger‘s turn toward the hermeneutics of facticity 

overlooks that ―the theoretical itself [remains] but must refer 

to something pre-theoretical,‖ without ―falling victim to 

unphilosophical pragmatism‖ (ZBP, 47/59; PIA, 135/100; 

Crowell 2001, 134). Heidegger‘s concern is not to establish a 

non-theoretical and therefore non-reflective philosophy, but to 

ensure that the theoretical is founded on the pre-theoretical. 

Doing so requires moving beyond both the narrow sense of 

objectifying reflection (i.e., ego reflection), which determines 

subjectivity as absolute, and the theoretical attitude that 

reconstructs subjectivity. 

Despite conceding to Natorp‘s ―scientifically noteworthy 

objections against phenomenology‖ just a year earlier, in 

Phänomenologie der Anschauung und des Ausdrucks (1920, 
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hereafter PAA), Heidegger seemingly adopts and develops a 

distinctively new position. Heidegger now claims that 

subjectivity accompanies life through self-acquaintance and 

shows itself because ―experiencing,‖ as the genuine sense of 

the a priori, is itself a preliminary form of understanding 

(PAA, 66, 166/54, 127). Accordingly, there is an intimate 

connection between experience, expression, and 

understanding, maintaining subjectivity as a continuation of 

the reflexivity found in life (GP I, 211–225/156–169; Zahavi, 

161). Reflection, even, Heidegger states, can be recovered as a 

mode of self-apprehension, provided it is not posited as a 

function of a theoretical ego (GP II, 226/159).19 Moreover, self-

apprehension and the facticity of Dasein––revealing itself to 

itself––can also be reflected upon as long as it is not 

understood in the conventional or narrow sense ―as an ego 

bent backward, merely staring at itself‖ (GP II, 226/159). The 

co-disclosure of the self and world belongs to experience in 

such a way that there is ―not only a self-directing-toward and 

not only an understanding of the Being of the beings toward 

which it is directed, but also the associated unveiling of the 

self which is comporting itself here‖ (GP II, 224/158). Thus, 

being-in-the-world as ―intentional directedness toward‖ 

something, or phenomenological research as a ―comportment 

toward something,‖ does not gain reference to experience by 

imposing a reflective act onto it (GP II, 224/158). On the 

contrary, reflective experience is constitutive of the co-

disclosure of selfhood as experience belonging to being-in-the-

world as such (GP II, 225/158; Frank 1991, 518). 

Subsequently, this means that ―reflection itself belongs to the 

sphere of life-experience‖ and allows ―the stream of experience 

to become describable‖ (ZBP, 100/84). 

 

3. Heidegger’s Formal Indication and The 

Methodological Role of Husserl’s Reflexion 

The dominant position in the scholarly literature, 

following Natorp, problematizes phenomenological reflection 

tout court and replaces its methodological role with 

hermeneutic understanding (Verstehen). Reflection, and 

theoretical conceptualization more generally, are conceived as 
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inherently objectifying, while the non-reflective, φρονητικός 

(phronetic) concept of understanding is treated as inherently 

non-objectifying. In doing so, Heidegger moves from ―intuition 

to understanding,‖ that is, from acts of consciousness to pre-

conscious being-in-the-world, in order to treat Existenz as 

pervaded by a fore-theoretical expressivity without disturbing 

the ―stream of life‖ (Kisiel 2002, 83). Husserl‘s theoretical 

attitude, it is claimed, with its existential neutrality, fixed 

determinations, and methodological detachment, cannot 

access this orientation of existence (McGrath 2010, 193). This 

reading, however, is sustained in part by the belief that 

Husserl‘s phenomenology shares the same theoretical 

distortions as Descartes. Kisiel, for example, claims that 

Husserl and Descartes are ―essentially‖ the same with respect 

to ―their inadequate attention to the question of the being of 

consciousness‖ (Kisiel 1995, 280). In The Genesis of 

Heidegger’s Being and Time (1995), Kisiel traces Heidegger‘s 

critical narrative of Husserl through the largely 

unsympathetic lecture course Einführung in die 

phänomenologische Forschung (1924, hereafter EpF). Yet he 

sets aside, ―for reasons of space,‖ Heidegger‘s discussion of the 

―Fundamental Differences between Descartes and Husserl‖ 

(EpF, 196ff.; Kisiel 1995, 280). In this decisive chapter, 

Heidegger develops a positive relation to the concepts of 

intentionality and Reflexion, sharply distinguishing Husserl 

from Descartes and challenging Natorp‘s understanding of 

phenomenology.20 

According to Heidegger, the difference between Husserl 

and Descartes becomes clear in the way each interprets the 

phenomenal finding of the cogito me cogitare (―I think that I 

think‖) (EpF, 259/201). For Descartes, the ―I think‖ becomes 

the basis for the abstraction of a formal-ontological proposition 

that, by virtue of its certainty, satisfies the certum and 

thereby serves as the point of departure for further 

propositions of the same validity, regardless of their relation 

to the being of consciousness (EpF, 259/201).21 For Husserl, by 

contrast, intentionality as consciously ―relating-oneself-to‖ 

becomes the point of departure for a principled conception of 

reflection. Reflection here is not the fundamentum of a formal-
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ontological proposition, nor is it concerned with ―psychic 

occurrences‖ [pace Natorp], but rather with how the genuine 

path of phenomenological inquiry is opened (EpF, 259/201). 

The phenomenological method proceeds through acts of 

reflection, yet what is attended to is consciousness in its basic 

intentional character. Heidegger argues that ―the term 

‗suspension‘ is always misunderstood when it is thought that 

in suspending the thesis of existence and by doing so, 

phenomenological reflection simply has nothing more to do 

with the entity‖ (P, 136/99). Heidegger goes so far as to say 

that reflection is not a pure mental process, but the manner in 

which consciousness comports itself toward the world. It is 

therefore a fundamental error, Heidegger claims, to 

characterize Husserlian phenomenology as ―transcendental 

psychology‖ or as ―act-phenomenology‖ in the old sense, as 

Natorp does (EpF, 259/201).22 Likewise, it would seem to be an 

error to characterize phenomenological reflection as concerned 

exclusively with pure ego-constitution in a domain of its own. 

Heidegger states that in Descartes‘ case, the 

orientation toward the surrounding world (Umwelt) is 

governed by the question of whether it can be established as a 

certum. Conversely for Husserl, the task is to return to the 

world in its original givenness and to describe our 

comportment toward it (EpF, 259/201). In this sense, ―the kind 

of reflection that matters is the exercise of reason and how we 

intend something,‖ that is, a reflection on sense or on the 

―object in terms of how it is determined‖ for me (Jacobs 2016, 

263; Hua III/1, 272–273/260–261). The merit Heidegger sees 

in phenomenological methodology is that it allows for the 

positive tendency to co-posit Sein (Being) and Seiendes 

(beings), thereby reopening the question of Sein within a new 

science. Accordingly, Heidegger claims that transcendental 

reflection ―does not have the sense of leading to an end-

situation as in Descartes‘ case, in such a way that the search 

sees itself confronted with nothing and inserted into the void 

of possibilities of finding‖ (EpF, 259/200). Rather, Husserl 

opens the ―possibility that all possible being can come into 

view‖ (EpF, 259/200). What is disclosed is the totality of being, 

albeit under a specific modification, as that which becomes 
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thematically accessible.23 Phenomenology, therefore, is 

directed at the domain of ―relating-oneself-to‖ in such a way 

that what one relates oneself to is also given. Without this 

basis, Heidegger claims, ―one is in no position to discern any 

character of being in the direct consideration of entities, nor to 

pursue ontology as such‖ (EpF, 259/201). 

Although this reading may not be entirely faithful to 

Husserl, Heidegger concludes from this analysis that 

reflection and intentionality thematize the relational structure 

of experiential phenomena. Accordingly, lived experience 

unfolds through acts of reflection and consists in a cognitive 

comportment toward ontological significance (PIA, 62–63/43; 

SZ, 51/38). Heidegger states: 

Philosophizing (formally indicated) is a comportment. We 

will attempt, first of all, by way of a formal indication, to 

grasp more sharply the sense of relation [Bezugsinn] of the 

comportment: what is the relation to […] what does it aim 

at? Philosophizing, according to its sense of relation 

[Bezugsinn], i.e., the comportment to the object in philosophy 

[i.e., life], is a cognitive comportment. (To call it ―clarifying‖ 

comportment would be formally more original). Cognition is 

a grasping of the object ―as‖ object [Gehaltsinn], and so is a 

determining of the object by way of grasping it. The grasping 

determination ―says‖ that, what, and how the object is. The 

relation holds on to something as a being, just as a being and 

as a definite sort of being […] Philosophy is cognitive 

comportment […] specially such that what is decisively at 

issue in the comportment and for it is the respective Being 

(sense of Being) of the possessing of the comportment 

[Vollzugsinn]. The cognitive comportment has a quite 

original and radical relation of principle to beings in their 

Being (PIA, 53, 60/41, 46). 

Although Husserl does not employ the formally 

indicative triad of Bezugsinn, Gehaltsinn, and Vollzugsinn, his 

account of intentionality can be interpreted through it. 

Bezugsinn is consciousness‘s directedness toward an object, 

Gehaltsinn is the sense-content of what is intended, and 

Vollzugsinn is the concrete enactment of the intentional act 

itself (Aktvollzug), often translated as ―performance of an act,‖ 

―act-execution,‖ or ―enacted act.‖ Heidegger stresses that the 
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starting point of any phenomenological inquiry remains within 

the domain of lived experience, structured by intentionality, 

even when that experience is thematically modified through 

reflection. This methodology simply makes it possible to 

principally ask of each experience both what is experienced 

and how the phenomenon is experienced (PIA, 62–63/43; SZ, 

51/38). In doing so, one moves from an absorbed, passive 

involvement with the world to an apprehension of it. In 

Heidegger‘s words, ―I do not live directly in the perception, 

say, of the chair, but rather live thematically in the 

apprehension of the perceptual act and of what is perceived in 

it‖ (P, 136/99). Accordingly, in this reflective comportment, 

―the significative content of the given is nothing but the thing 

itself grasped by reflection‖; consciousness is no longer 

directed toward the real object in its immediate reality but 

toward its own content, namely toward the intelligibility of 

that object (FS, 279; Crowell 2001, 104). 

Along with a more precise articulation of the 

phenomenon, this clarifying comportment co-grasps what is 

directionally co-present in the phenomenon itself, such that 

the nexuses of meaning belonging to Being (Sein) and beings 

(Seiendes, Seiendheit) are brought into relief (PIA, 84/64). This 

reflective way of ―perceiving‖ νόησις (noēsis) therefore does not 

objectify experience but ―possesses the self-accompanying 

experience of experience‖ by appropriating the genuine 

phenomenological sense of Being (FS, 279; Crowell 2001, 104; 

ZBP, 138, 218–220/117, 185–188; PIA, 33–34, 59–60/27, 45). 

This is possible in part because reflection discloses what is 

experienced and brings into view the Being that enacts and 

lives through the comportment. In Being and Time, the same 

methodological orientation remains at work, though it is 

recast in existential terms. Heidegger formalizes the manifold 

of relating-senses under the notion of care (Sorge), and the 

corresponding content-senses under the notion of significance 

(Bedeutsamkeit) (SZ §18, §41; PIA, 119-22/89-90). The 

relating-sense (Bezugsinn) concerns how one navigates or 

deals with life (umgeht) in its richness and manifold 

referentiality, while the content-sense (Gehaltsinn) concerns 

what is disclosed in experience as ―world‖ (PIA, 86/65). The 
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enactment-sense (Vollzugsinn), in turn, concerns how this 

relation is carried out in the concrete way life lives through its 

relation to what it encounters. Importantly, factical life and 

phenomenological inquiry share the same ground, yet their 

enactment differs, since phenomenology modifies comportment 

by turning explicitly toward what ordinarily remains implicit 

(PIA, 62-63/43; SZ, 51/38). 24 Put differently, actualization 

(Vollzug) is life‘s way of behaving, which formally indicates 

how (wie) intentional acts are fulfilled (Escudero 2020, 17). 

The importance of maintaining methodological contact 

with Husserlian notions of intentionality and reflection are 

further instantiated by Heidegger‘s response to the objections 

of Lebensphilosophie posed by Heinrich Rickert. In his critical 

work, Die Philosophie des Lebens (1920), Rickert argues that 

to follow the contours of life‘s immediacy without a categorial, 

and theoretical reconstruction is a useless ―repetition‖ of that 

immediacy (Rickert 1920, 28). Lebensphilosophie, a philosophy 

that seeks meaning, value, and purpose by turning away from 

theoretical knowledge towards the undistorted fullness of 

lived experience fails to distinguish between living life and 

thinking (i.e., philosophizing) about it. The same objection 

applies to the concept of being-in-the-world if the non-

reflective, φρονητικός (phronetic) aspects of the hermeneutics 

of facticity are set against the phenomenological dimensions of 

Heidegger‘s thought.25 While Heidegger‘s hermeneutics of 

facticity shares a central tenant with Lebensphilosophie, 

namely, that the various manifestations of life can only be 

accessed and understood from within life itself, Heidegger 

branches off from Lebensphilosophie in an essential difference. 

For Heidegger, the everydayness of experience is given in a 

distorted way as the problem of facticity. This is not 

tantamount to only ―theoretically covering over,‖ as though 

eliminating theoretical obfuscation provides an accurate 

representation of experience (PIA, 116–118/87). Instead, 

Heidegger states: 

That which factical life cares about in its thrust into its 

world at any time is encountered as stemming from life as 

care [...] The interpretation of this movement leads to a 

fundamental category of caring life in its facticity and makes 
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possible both the categorial articulation of the relationality 

of life and the categorial determination of the Being (sense of 

reality) of its world. These are not invented structures, 

belonging nowhere, but, according to their very sense, ones 

in which ―life,‖ i.e., our life today, must be articulated; thus 

they relate to what concerns us in a special sense, the 

problematic of the situation (Problem of facticity–– κίυησις-

problem) [...] Inclination is thus reflexive and in that way 

comes back toward caring life itself. Self-dispersed life 

encounters its world as ―dispersion,‖ manifold, absorbing, 

engaging, un-fulfilling, boring. This means that inclination 

shows itself as something which moves itself toward itself 

(PIA, 116–119/87–89). 

Heidegger agrees with Rickert that an a-theoretical 

―preconception toward grasping‖ life never leads to the proper 

sense of ―caring and its categorial determinations‖ (PIA, 

100/135).26 To interpret the world in a way that merely goes 

along with a predetermined ordering of things is not 

sufficiently radical, and those who do so are too ready to 

accept traditional determinations (PIA, 30–41/24–33,). At the 

same time, caring life in its facticity is not an invented 

structure belonging nowhere. In the language of Being and 

Time, ―care does not stand primarily and exclusively for an 

isolated attitude of the ‗I‘ toward itself‖ (SZ, 256/193). As 

something factical, Dasein understands itself in some way 

and, in each case, is already alongside a world it has 

encountered (SZ, 257–259/194). Heidegger writes, ―Ontically, 

therefore, Dasein is not only close to us, but is even that which 

is closest: we are it, each of us, we ourselves‖ (SZ, 21/15). Yet 

he immediately qualifies this point by warning that such 

closeness does not mean that the most readily available pre-

ontological interpretation of Dasein‘s being can be adopted as 

an adequate guideline, as though this understanding had 

arisen ―from a thematically ontological reflection on the most 

proper constitution of its Being‖ (SZ, 15/36).27 On the contrary, 

despite its pre-ontological familiarity with itself, Dasein 

remains ―ontologically farthest‖ (SZ, 15/36). The implication is 

that our ontic self-understanding is insufficient for ontological 

analysis.  
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Although Dasein exists with some prior interpretation of 

Being, it initially inherits its possibilities from the existentiell-

categorial interpretations handed down by the ―they,‖ and 

therefore understands itself inauthentically (SZ, 15, 194/36). 

On an ontological level, philosophy also tends to treat 

―experiences occurring in a ‗stream‘ [as] completely indefinite 

with regard to the meaning of [their] Being‖ (SZ, 193). The task 

of fundamental ontology therefore bears a familiar resemblance 

to the phenomenological reduction: it must neither remain with 

immediate and unreflective life nor impose theory from 

without, but must interpret Dasein categorially in a way that 

brings its ontological structures into view. 

Heidegger claims that ―meaningfulness becomes 

explicit in the proper interpretation of life with respect to 

itself, and thence we can first fully understand what it ‗is‘ and 

what it means to live factically ‗in‘‖ (PIA, 92–93/70). 

Categorial determinations of factical life are therefore meant 

to formally indicate directions of meaning (Sinnrichtungen) 

that take their departure from the hermeneutic of Dasein as 

the point from which interpretation arises and to which it 

returns (SZ, 38, 436). In this sense, categorial interpretation 

makes a phenomenon intelligible by determining the way it is 

to be understood as an interpretandum (PIA, 85–86/65). 

Because the problematic of the situation (i.e., existence as 

such) remains bound to facticity (Faktizität) and falling 

(Verfallen), ―universal phenomenological ontology‖ involves 

the interpretation of an interpretation that has already, in 

some sense, made itself manifest. Phenomenological inquiry 

first aims to articulate the self-referential structure already 

enacted in factical life and to participate reflexively in its 

meaning. In doing so, it takes up life‘s ―re-collectability‖ and 

the ―struggle of philosophical interpretation against factical 

ruinance, a struggle that always accompanies the process of 

the actualization [Vollzugsinn] of philosophizing‖ (PIA, 67, 

153–154/50, 114). In other words, as a reflective practice, 

ontological research ―authentically brings back‖ life from its 

―downward fall into decadence‖ (PIA, 81–82/62). This ―bringing 

back,‖ repetition, or ―re-seeking‖ constitutes a radical mode of 

research through which, ―in its genuine and ever more rigorous 
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repeatability, the evidence [grounding such interpretation] 

comes to genuine fruition [zeitigt]‖ (PIA, 88/67). 

From the preceding analysis, it follows that Heidegger‘s 

account of the situated subject, factical life, or being-in-the-

world requires understanding oneself categorially, thereby 

defining what it means to ―be in a situation‖ existentially and 

factically. The importance of phenomenological interpretation 

lies in the movement of factical-life analysis, which ―uncovers 

the situational categories that make philosophical inquiry 

itself possible‖ (PIA, 26-28/22; Crowell 2001, 139). While 

Heidegger develops his analysis primarily through critique, 

two methodological claims can nevertheless be discerned in his 

sense of Seinsverständnis: first, pre-theoretical experience 

provides access to the philosophical object, namely existence 

as such; second, the analysis of existence requires clarification 

of the kind of being that grants access to that object and of the 

problems encountered therein. The success of this account, I 

argue, depends upon remaining at least in proximity to 

Husserl‘s notion of Reflexion. A deliberate turning of attention 

toward the relationality of conscious experience (noesis) is 

precisely the shift from the natural attitude to the 

phenomenological standpoint that makes possible an analysis 

of how consciousness constitutes meaning. If Heidegger‘s 

phenomenological ambitions are overlooked, ―the ‗subject,‘ as a 

factical point of departure can yield only historically and 

culturally relative world-views […] and [the] distinction 

between Weltanschauung and fundamental ontology collapses‖ 

(Crowell 2001, 136).28 

 

4. Heidegger’s Concept of Reluzenz as the    

Reflective Counter-part to Ruinance 

From the preceding analysis, Heidegger determines 

that factical life is ―bound to a pre-conception [Vorgriff]‖ that 

is ―not ultimately primordial and decisive‖ but rather 

―presupposes philosophical fundamental experiences‖ (PAA, 

35/25, 187/144). Through the reflexivity inherent to factical 

life, philosophy ceases upon the ―pre-conception‖ to apprehend, 

appropriate, and ―recollect‖ the negative motives of 

understanding [Verstehensmotive] as positive motives of 
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understanding‖ (PAA, 192/148). Under the influence of St. 

Paul, Augustine, and Luther, Heidegger‘s demand for 

philosophy as a deconstruction of factical life often present 

itself Frühe Freiburger Vorlesungen (1919–1923) as 

distinctively anthropological and even at times, with religious 

undertones. The categories of life are taken as formal 

indicators that demand an affective and personal response to 

be appreciated. They arise from the individuating and 

transformative dimension of the existential disruption of our 

lives today, rooted in a pre-ontological acquaintance with 

factical ruinance (Ruinanz).29 

The same methodology is at work in Heidegger‘s 

Marburger Vorlesungen (1923–1928) and Being and Time. 

However, the focus becomes less concerned with the personal 

affection of existential disruption than with the use of these 

―guiding clues‖ toward temporality (Zeitlichkeit). 

Bekümmerung, or self-concern within factical life, is formally 

rearticulated as the ontological structure of care (Sorge), 

understood as the unified phenomenon of being-ahead-of-

itself, already-being-in-the-world, and being-alongside entities 

encountered within it (SZ, §§39–43, §65). This structure 

grounds the possibility of any comportment and underlies the 

disclosedness (Erschlossenheit) of Dasein. With this shift, the 

evaluation of ―pre-conception‖ becomes ontologically oriented 

and is stylized more generally as the deconstruction of the 

history of Western metaphysics (SZ, 53, 120, 518/39, 89, 392; 

GP II, §§7–18). In doing so, Heidegger traces the notion of 

Sein back to the analytic of Dasein and its ontological concepts 

(i.e., the categorial of life now existentials), such that Dasein 

itself, rather than the content under interpretation, undergoes 

a radical transformation (Scagliusi 2025, 77). The ―questioning 

comportment‖ or ―ontological research‖ still targets what is 

―closed off‖ (verschlossen), but the relevant phenomena are the 

philosophical concepts handed down by tradition. We fall prey 

to a tradition that has more or less explicitly taken up the 

primordial ―sources‖ of ontological analysis in an improper 

manner. In this sense, deconstruction ―first and foremost 

guards against any uncritical lapse into a fixed conception 
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that would foreclose the pursuit of the ‗genuine sense‘ of the 

phenomenon‖ (Dahlstrom, 1994, 780).30   

Given that the notions of facticity (Faktizität) and 

falling (Verfallen) in Being and Time can be traced back to the 

Frühe Freiburger Vorlesungen with greater clarity, they have 

become an increasing focus in Heideggerian scholarship.31 

Commentators have moved beyond the pragmatic, and 

epistemological readings of Heidegger‘s thought by 

reincorporating the existential structures developed in 

Division II.32 Death, anxiety, authenticity, and temporality 

systematically converge in the possibility of retrieving Dasein 

from its fallen absorption in the world and individuating it 

through anticipatory resoluteness. I have followed this line of 

thought, at least in part, by arguing that the problem of 

facticity, and not merely the hermeneutics of facticity, 

prefigures the existentiell-existential structure of the analytic 

of Dasein. This analysis enables Heidegger to explicate the 

phenomenon of life while distancing his project from 

Lebensphilosophie. Moving beyond this reading, however, I 

also suggest that philosophical evaluation relies on a reflective 

comportment inherited from Husserl, one that grants 

reflexivity to the proper interpretation of life in the midst of 

ruinance. 

In this section, I demonstrate that the relational sense 

characteristic of Dasein‘s comportment toward itself and its 

world is conceptualized triadically in terms of relucence 

(Reluzenz), pre-structure (Praestruktion), and ruinance 

(Ruinanz) (PIA: 117–132/87–112). Despite the frequency with 

which the connection between Ruinanz and Verfallen is made, 

the counterpart to ruinance, namely Reluzenz (reluceo, ―reflect 

a gleam‖), remains conspicuously absent in the scholarship. 

One possible reason the term Reluzenz has been neglected is 

that it appears only once in the German edition of Being and 

Time under the altered spelling ―reluzent‖ and translated in 

the English edition as ―reflected light” (SZ, 29/21). In this 

context, Heidegger uses the term conceptually similar to 

concealment or Verfallen, describing Dasein‘s tendency to 

interpret itself from the reflected significance of the 

surrounding world. Heidegger states: ―Dasein is inclined to 
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fall back upon its world (the world in which it is) and to 

interpret itself in terms of that world by its reflected light‖ 

(SZ, 29/21). Reluzenz therefore appears as a negative 

instantiation of Dasein‘s self-understanding through the 

world. This claim is prima facie difficult to square with its 

characterization in PIA as an authentic retrieval of Being. 

Another possible reason for the neglect of the term is that, in 

PIA, it appears too closely aligned with Husserl‘s 

transcendental-phenomenological concept of Reflexion and is 

therefore incompatible with the received reading of the 

canonical arguments of Being and Time. 

Despite these concerns, Reluzenz serves two positive 

functions and clarifies an important feature of the structure of 

existence as it is characterized in Being and Time. Heidegger 

explains: 

Life, caring for itself in this relationality, reflects light back 

on itself, which produces a clarification of the surroundings 

of the currently immediate nexus of care. As so 

characterized, the movement of life toward itself within every 

encounter is what we call relucence [Reluzenz] [...] Life begins 

to build out from this world and for it. Life establishes itself 

following the sense of its projection and of its appropriated 

pre-possession. It assures itself with a pre-possession and 

cares for itself in explicit or implicit reference to it. In caring, 

life is always projecting, beginning to build; in being 

relucent, life is at the same time prestructive. The assurance, 

protection, acquisition, and relinquishment of the 

prepossession (which in any give case may serve to guide or 

disperse, but nevertheless fulfills in one way or another) can 

be attended to explicitly [...] within the shared world […] 

This means that the tendency to security, which has been 

elevated relucently to the mode of a positively creative work, 

can, as such, become lost (whereby a basic peculiarity of the 

movedness of life expresses itself: ruinance, ossification) 

(PIA, 119–120/89).33 

Reluzenz and Praestruktion articulate the relational 

structure of care: the former names life‘s clarifying self-

illumination in concrete worldly involvement, while the latter 

names the anticipatory structuring by which life projects 

itself, secures itself in a pre-possession, and holds fast to what 
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has been disclosed. However, Reluzenz, in some sense, has 

methodological priority since it names life‘s self-illumination 

and thus belongs to the intentional, self-disclosing 

Vorstrukturierung (pre-structuring) of existence. It designates 

a movement in which life is illuminated in its worldly 

involvement while also being reflected back upon itself, 

thereby clarifying its meaningful situation and making 

possible a genuine beholding of Being. However, Dasein is 

directly experienced as significant before we reflect on it, thus, 

is already pre-structured in its worldly movement. For this 

reason, Heidegger also shows that this relational structure of 

care can collapse into ruinance when life‘s tendency toward 

clarification and self-assurance hardens into fixation, leaving 

it absorbed in the very structures through which it sought to 

secure itself (PIA, 119–120/89). 

For Scott Campbell, one of the difficulties that arises in 

the analysis of Reluzenz and Praestruktion is that these terms 

are ―exceedingly difficult to translate accurately‖ (Campbell 

2012, 241). However, the indeterminacy of translation has an 

advantage and plays an indispensable role in the way formally 

indicative concepts function. As linguistic tokens, formal 

indications have a magnetizing effect, forming a nexus of 

meaning around pre-ontological significance: a web of 

interrelated threads with the phenomenon at issue at its 

center. Despite not appearing in most, if not all, German 

dictionaries, in Latin, Relucence is a verb that means ―to shine 

back‖ or ―to reflect light.‖ Etymologically, Reluzenz derives 

much of its metaphorical force from the imagery of light and 

luminosity, and thus representative of recurring conceptual 

themes in Heidegger‘s work.34 Heidegger employs terms such 

as ἀλήθεια (truth), Offenheit (openness), Unverborgenheit 

(unconcealment), Lichtung (clearing), Licht (light), Leuchten 

(shining), Scheinen (appearing or shining), Aufleuchten 

(flashing up), and Erhellung (illumination), all of which draw 

either etymologically or interpretively on the metaphor of light 

in order to characterize, in different ways, the radiance or 

―shining forth‖ that he takes to belong to the phenomenon of 

truth.  
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Following Heidegger‘s marginal notes to his copy of 

Being and Time, the terms ―ἀλήθεια – Offenheit – Lichtung, 

Licht, Leuchten‖ are appended to the following explication of 

the being of Dasein as both the condition for the possibility of 

experience and the clarification that occurs on its basis. 

Heidegger writes: 

The ontically figurative talk of a lumen naturale in the 

human being means nothing other than the existential-

ontological structure of this being, namely that it is in such a 

way as to be its ―there.‖ It is ―illuminated,‖ which means: in 

itself, as In-der-Welt-sein (being-in-the-world), it is cleared, 

not through another being, but in such a way that it itself is 

the clearing. Only for a being that is existentially thus 

cleared does what is present-at-hand become accessible in 

the light, while remaining concealed in the dark. Dasein 

brings its ―there‖ along with it from the outset; lacking it, it 

is not only factically not, but is not at all the being of this 

essence. Dasein is its disclosedness (SZ, 177/133). 

The same metaphor occurs in Division II in a similar 

analysis of the being of Dasein and care when Heidegger 

states that: 

The being that bears the title Dasein is ―cleared.‖ The light 

that constitutes this clearedness of Dasein is not an ontically 

present force or source of a radiance that occasionally occurs 

in this being. What essentially clears this being, that is, 

what makes it for itself both ―open‖ and ―bright,‖ was 

determined, prior to any ―temporal‖ interpretation, as care 

(Sorge). In care is grounded the full disclosedness of the 

―there.‖ This clearedness first makes possible all 

illumination and clarification, every perceiving, ―seeing,‖ and 

having of something. We understand the light of this 

clearedness only if we do not search for some implanted, 

present force, but instead interrogate the entire constitution 

of the being of Dasein, namely care, with respect to the 

unified ground of its existential possibility. Ecstatic 

temporality originally clears the ―there.‖ It is the primary 

regulative of the possible unity of all essential existential 

structures of Dasein (SZ, 462/351). 

Lichtung (clearing) is tied to Dasein‘s disclosedness 

insofar as Dasein is erleuchtet (illuminated) or gelichtet 
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(cleared). The ordinary sense of gelichtet, means ―to clear‖ or 

―to thin out,‖ yet Heidegger is careful to distinguish Lichtung 

from Licht. A clearing in the woods need not itself be bright. 

Rather, light can fall into the clearing, and within it, 

brightness can play against darkness. The clearing therefore 

precedes light, rather than the reverse (SZ, 133/171). In this 

way, Heidegger can say that the clearing is the open region for 

whatever comes to presence or withdraws from it (SZ, 56f/81f). 

Phenomenologically expressed, Dasein discovers entities and 

their determinations, (i.e. ontic truths), only because Dasein is 

itself an openness, or, equivalently, the clearing that makes 

possible the encounter with particular beings (SZ, 133, 

182/171, 226).35   

The interplay between light and dark, together with 

the conceptual affinity between Reluzenz and Leuchten, 

suggests that both terms belong to Heidegger‘s account of the 

transcendental conditions for the possibility of experience. 

Truth is not guaranteed simply because something is 

disclosed, just as the being of Dasein does not immediately 

apprehend the genuine sense of its being merely by existing. 

Rather, because temporality ecstatically and horizontally 

constitutes the clearedness of the ―there,‖ it is ―primordially 

always already interpretable within the ‗there‘‖ (SZ, 539/408). 

This may help explain why, in Being and Time, Heidegger‘s 

use of the term reluzent in §6, ―Die Aufgabe einer Destruktion 

der Geschichte der Ontologie,‖ points to the way tradition is 

reflected in what is disclosed through our understanding of 

Being (SZ, 29/21). In taking up these inherited 

understandings within our everyday worldly existence, we 

come to ―forget that they have had such an origin, and [it] 

makes us suppose that the necessity of going back to these 

sources is something which we need not even understand‖ (SZ, 

29/21). In other words, reluzent openness is historically 

mediated, and the sedimentation of tradition can dominate 

understanding in such a way that its original sources are 

forgotten and what it transmits becomes concealed. As a 

result, Dasein falls back upon ―the kind of Being which is 

closest‖ to it, interpreting itself in terms of that world (SZ, 

29/21). In short, the possibility of distortion in what is 
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reflected within experience belongs, at a more primordial 

level, to the clearing itself as the condition for both 

unconcealment and concealment. 

In a similar register, Heidegger presents Reluzenz as a 

determination of factical life‘s openness, its outward 

orientation toward the world prior to any identification with 

it. Reluzenz names the illuminating dimension of life‘s 

movement by which the world is encountered, even though 

this movement is at the same time covered over by pre-

structuring tendencies that secure life in its concrete 

determinations. Life thus unfolds through a double process in 

which what is disclosed is both revealed and articulated, while 

remaining partially concealed. In this sense, Reluzenz bears a 

reflexive dimension, insofar as it enables the retrieval of what 

remains hidden or covered over within disclosure. The 

retrieval of Dasein‘s being is therefore a temporal process that 

draws relucent meaning out of pre-structured determinations. 

This movement requires a phenomenological analysis that 

arises from clarified factical situations and remains sustained 

within them, such that questioning lives within its answers as 

an ongoing relation rather than as a completed result (PIA, 

153-154/114). In short, factical life‘s movement through 

Reluzenz is susceptible to ruinance because it is factical; yet, 

as open and historically enacted, it is also kairotic, capable of 

grasping itself relucently in its temporal unfolding. 

 

5. Concluding Remarks 

The ―historical‖ and ―factical‖ aspects of experience are 

typically treated as the operative dimensions through which 

experience ―become[s] familiar with itself and therefore [is] 

understood‖ (Kisiel 1995, 379). Lived experience is immersed 

in the world and Dasein tends to interpret itself in terms of its 

worldly being. However, the Seinsverständnis that arises from 

this hermeneutic situation is, for the most part, pervaded by 

the fallenness of inauthenticity or covered over through the 

sedimentation of tradition. Accordingly, the enactment-sense 

of life in its immediacy lacks a genuine sense of self-possession 

(i.e., life does not genuinely ―possess‖ itself). It follows that if 

factical lived experience covers over what must be brought to 
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light, then the articulation of the fundamental structures of 

experience can no longer rely on merely ―going along with life‘s 

tendencies‖ (Kisiel 1995, 379). Although the inevitable 

fallenness of my worldly being preserves the ―possibility and 

factual necessity […] from which one must begin,‖ it 

nevertheless demands reflective ―self-transformation‖ (PIA, 

134/100; GM, 425–427/294). The phenomenologist must take 

hold of ―the enactment‖ in order to see how the self-world is 

encountered within it (GP I, 94–95/74–75).  

The task of reflective or relucent philosophy, therefore, 

is to provide a ―counter-movement‖ that ―continually struggles 

against its own factic ruinance,‖ so that life may come to its 

―genuinely developable self-givenness‖ (PIA, 153/113). In this 

respect, Reluzenz bears a conceptual affinity to Husserl‘s 

notion of Reflexion, insofar as both function as 

phenomenological principles through which experience is 

brought back upon itself and made explicit. For Husserl, 

Reflexion discloses the structures of consciousness by turning 

toward the experiencing of what is experienced, making the 

mode of givenness thematically accessible. In a similar vein, 

Reluzenz describes a self-illuminating movement within 

factical life, in which life, through its immersion in the world, 

reflects itself back to itself and makes its situation intelligible. 

In both cases, what is at issue is the clarification of what is 

given pre-theoretically or pre-ontologically and its elevation to 

the level of phenomenological research. In other words, 

Heideggerian analysis must move beyond immersion in 

factical life, just as Husserlian analysis must move beyond the 

natural attitude. 

Importantly, Reluzenz belongs to the structure of 

Dasein‘s openness, such that life is always already capable of 

a certain self-illumination in its worldly involvement. In this 

reflective stance, I no longer live unthematically but attend to 

the co-given contents of my experience. For this reason, 

Reluzenz avoids the objectifying tendencies often associated 

with Reflexion. Yet this association rests on Natorp‘s 

somewhat misleading characterization of Husserlian 

Reflexion. For Husserl, every ―actual‖ (aktuell) experience that 

is alive as an originary present (Gegenwart) has a kind of 
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being that can be grasped immediately by a discerning 

perception (Hua III/1, 84/81). What reflection grasps in these 

moments is something that not only is and persists within the 

reflective focus, but also already was before the focus turned 

toward it. Only because reflection and experience have these 

―essential peculiarities‖ can we know something of 

―unreflected experiences and, by extension, of reflections 

themselves‖ (Hua III/1, 84/81). Reproductive and retentional 

modifications of experience exhibit a parallel structure of 

givenness, though in a correspondingly modified form. In any 

case, Husserl claims that experience already satisfies the 

conditions for being accessible to reflection simply by virtue of 

belonging to a particular ego; that ego can direct its attention 

into it and live through it reflectively (Hua III/1, 84/81).36 

For both Husserl and Heidegger, reflection as a 

phenomenological method does not convert experience into a 

static object but remains bound to the ongoing, temporal 

unfolding of experience. With that said, for Heidegger, the 

clarification of subjectivity does not culminate in an ideative 

grasp of the stream of experience. Reluzenz can be understood 

as preserving Husserl‘s insight into the clarificatory function 

of reflection while re-situating the subject within the dynamic, 

historically situated movement of existence. This existential 

learning is where Heidegger finds that the philosophical 

categories of ―care,‖ ―life,‖ ―as,‖ ―world,‖ ―existence,‖ and even 

―philosophy‖ formally indicate ―a task to be carried out 

concretely on one‘s own‖ (Dahlstrom 2001, 437). When 

successful, genuine and increasingly precise repetition brings 

to fruition the evidence supporting a counter-ruinous 

movement against the problem of facticity. This process, to be 

sure, is not accomplished through a single methodological 

directive that yields apodictic evidence, but through ongoing 

refinement and cultivation. The result, Heidegger claims, is 

that the analytic of Dasein can be enacted through the 

existentials and can ―shine back‖ or ―reflect light‖ on pre-

ontological understanding, thereby illuminating the meaning 

of Being. 
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NOTES 
 

 
1 See Hua XIX/2: 567–568/207–208; Hua III/1, §77; Husserl 1975, 407–408; 

and Jacobs 2016, 258. 
2 Natorp‘s critique targets the methodological foundations of Husserl‘s earlier 

phenomenology and, inadvertently, their transformation in Ideas I. It 

therefore anticipates and bears on Ideas I with greater force, despite being 

published a year earlier. See Dahlstrom 2015, 240–60; Luft 2016, 326–70. 
3 While deconstructing the notion of theoretical subjectivity, Heidegger 

acknowledges Natorp directly suggesting that ―reflection turns a non-

reflectively lived through experience into an observed object, i.e., the moment 

an experience is reflectively given it is no longer lived through, but only 

looked at . . . We ex-posit the experiences and so extract them from the 

immediacy of experience. We as it were dip into the on flowing stream of 

experience and scoop out one or more, which means that we ‗still the stream,‘ 

as Natorp says‖ (ZBP, 100–101/85). Accordingly, there is ―no such thing as 

immediate description, since all expression, any attempt to put something 

into words, generalizes and so objectifies‖ (ZBP, 101, 111/85, 93).  
4 Cf. GP I, 194/148. 
5 For example, Heidegger states by asking the question ―is there something?‖ 

the intended sense (for Husserl) is not ―is there something for me?‖ but rather 

―is there something for anyone?‖ Heidegger answers the question ―Is there 

something?‖ suggesting the ―is there‖ is a ―there is‖ for an ―I,‖ and yet the 

question does not attain to my I. In seeing the lectern, I am fully present in 

my ―I‖; it resonates with the experience. ―It is an experience proper to me and 

so do I see it. However, it is not a process but rather an event of appropriation 

[Ereignis]‖ (ZBP, 75/60). 
6 The environmental milieu (lectern, book, blackboard . . . etc.) does not 

consist just of things, objects, which are then conceived as meaning. The 

meaningful is primary and immediately given to me without any mental 

detours across thing-oriented apprehension (ZBP, 73/58). 
7 Also see, EpF, 275–278/213–214.  
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8 Steven Crowell notes that: As late as 1927 in Die Grundprobleme der 
Pha nomenologie (GP II, 155–56/110–11). Heidegger can still speak of 

―reflection‖ (Reflexion) as distinctive of ontological inquiry, using the term 
precisely to distinguish the ―nai vete ‖ of ancient ontology from the modern 

attempt— including his own—to overcome such nai vete : ―Ancient ontology 

performs in a virtually naive way its interpretation of beings and its 

elaboration of the concepts mentioned.‖ Though ―naive ontology, too, if it is 

ontology at all, must already always, because necessarily, be reflective—

reflective in the genuine sense that it seeks to conceive beings with respect to 

their being by having regard to the Dasein (puche, nous, logos),‖ in naive 

ontology ―reflection [Reflexion] remains in the rut of pre-philosophical 

knowledge‖—it has not become an explicit issue of method. Heidegger‘s 

attempt to revamp the phenomenological concept of reflection, the beginnings 
of which I am outlining in this chapter, is an attempt to overcome this nai  vete   

and so to reunite Aristotelian with Kantian transcendental philosophy (2001, 

144n23). 
9 For example, see Hau III, §§109–110, 115, §117.  
10 See, Crowell 1995. 
11 This interpretation of ‗apophantical discourse‘ may suffice to clarify the 

primary function of the λόγος. 
12 For a recent article that argues precisely this point, see Cazzanelli 2020. 
13 Scharff‘s central claim is that Heidegger‘s engagement with Husserl was 

decisively shaped by his reading of Dilthey, especially Dilthey‘s emphasis on 

historical life and hermeneutics. For Scharff‘s contribution to the debate 

addressed in this article, see Scharff 2019, chap. 5, 111–33. 
14 It is unclear what those significant components might be, other than the 

psychological experiences themselves. However, one thing is clear: ―Natorp 

does not see the danger of psychologism in subjectivization‖ (ZBP, 215/161). 

For the dangers of psychologism, see Fahmy-Hooke 2024. 
15 According to Burt Hopkins, Heidegger‘s reading of Natorp is mistaken, and 

objectification of subjectivity is permitted under Natorp‘s new reconstructive 

principles. For a thorough evaluation of this misreading see, Burt Hopkins, 

2021. Regardless of whether Heidegger misinterprets Natorp, and despite the 

critical affinities between the two thinkers, Heidegger does not accept 

Natorp‘s reconstructive method. Moreover, commentators often focus on 

Heidegger‘s concession to Natorp‘s ―scientifically noteworthy objections 

against phenomenology‖ in ZBP, while overlooking the fact that, in the 

following year, Phänomenologie der Anschauung und des Ausdrucks (1920, 

hereafter PAA), Heidegger devotes over fifty pages to Natorp in a section 

titled ―Die destruierende Betrachtung der Natorpschen Position,‖ where he 

addresses what he ―did not have time to cover in the previous lecture course‖ 

(PAA, 92–146/73–113, here 96/76). 
16 Heidegger additionally claims that Natorp‘s ―dispute with phenomenology 

does not get at its authentic sphere […] This applies quite generally to all 

previous criticisms of phenomenology‖ (ZBP, 108/83). Here, Heidegger is 

addressing Natorp‘s postulation concerning the nature of phenomenological 

intuition. Natorp assumes that phenomenological intuition stands in an 

external relation to what is intuited, such that intuition itself is already 
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structured in an objectifying, theoretical manner and any subsequent 

description is necessarily disconnected from it (ZBP, 111–12/85). By 

distinguishing intuition from description, Heidegger states that description is 

indeed a form of theoretization, however, this does not entail that the 

founding intuition is itself theoretical. The disconnection between intuition 

and description arises only with the latter‘s theoretical articulation or 

thematization, not from the structure of intuition itself (ZBP, 111–12/85). 

Heidegger states that for Husserl, ―Everything that presents itself ... 

originarily in ―intuition‖ is to be taken simply . . . as it gives itself‖ (ZBP, 

110/84). This is tantamount to saying that the basic bearing of lived-

experience first becomes absolute when we live in it and the connection 

between an intentionality and intuition is ―not achieved by any constructed 

system of concepts, regardless of how extensive it may be, but only through 

phenomenological life in its ever-growing self-intensification‖ (ZBP, 110/84).  

Phenomenological intuition has ―the absolute sympathy with life that is 

identical with life-experience,‖ and involves an immediate and unmediated 

consciousness of the object in its presentational and experiential aspects 

(ZBP, 110/84). Theoretical articulation or thematization simply allows the 

phenomenologist to investigate the essential features and structures of the 

object as they appear to consciousness. In this way, reflecting on experience 

allows for the description and analysis of the givenness and constitution of 

objects in their subjective manifestation. 
17 Here, I address the strongest version of Natorp‘s critique and Heidegger‘s 

response to it. Natorp‘s weaker claim is his ―undemonstrated prejudice‖ that 

―all language is itself already objectifying, i.e., that living in meaning implies 

a theoretical grasping of what is meant‖ (ZBP, 111/93–94, quoted in Scagliusi 

2024, 79). Heidegger, to be sure, does not think that subjectivity and 

reflection become methodological objectifications simply because they can be 

articulated and conceptualized theoretically. 
18 Here Heidegger is likely criticizing Natorp, albeit somewhat tongue-in-

cheek, without mentioning him by name. Natorp‘s claim that subjectivity 

must be approached ―from the other side‖ is grounded in his view that the 

same unitary process of cognition can be traced in two directions: from the 

subjective to the objective and, in reverse, from the objective back to the 

subjective. Heidegger uses similar language when addressing Natorp in ZBP, 

116/88. See also AP, chap. 4, §§3–5, 11–13, especially the formulations ―die 

Frage zunächst umkehrt,‖ ―Rückgang vom Objektiven zum Subjektiven,‖ and 

―vom Subjektiven zum Objektiven und vom Objektiven zum Subjektiven.‖ 
19 Here, Heidegger anticipates Husserl‘s distinction in Die Krisis der 

europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale Phänomenologie (1954, 

hereafter Hua VI) between a broader and a narrower sense of ―self-reflection‖ 

(Selbstbesinnung): pure ―ego-reflection‖ (Ich-Reflexion), understood as 

reflection on the whole life of the ego as ego, and reflection (Besinnung) in the 

pregnant sense of ―questioning back‖ into the sense or teleological essence of 

the ego (Hua VI, 392n; 510–11n1). In the broader sense, self-reflection 

involves a person reflecting on the ultimate sense of their existence (quoted in 

Cohen, Moran 2012, 292). 
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20 To be sure, Kisiel‘s The Genesis of Heidegger’s Being and Time remains a 

landmark achievement in Heidegger scholarship, and in phenomenology more 

broadly. There has perhaps been no other full-length study to date that offers 

so thorough a treatment of the origins of Heidegger‘s thought or such 

meticulous historical scholarship. The narrowness of my criticism here is 

itself a testament to that achievement. Yet Kisiel nevertheless helped 

inaugurate what I call the ―hermeneutic, mystical, and anti-philosophical‖ 

interpretation of Heidegger. My critique of Kisiel is at times stylized as a 

more general critique of this line of interpretation, which overlooks the extent 

to which Heidegger‘s philosophical insights, even when presented through 

Aristotle, remain conceptually mediated through Husserl‘s phenomenology.  I 

have written about this from different angles in Fahmy-Hooke 2025; 2026. 
21 See Overgaard 2004, 31–67, for a thorough elaboration of the fundamental 

differences between Descartes and Husserl. 
22 When Heidegger refers to the old sense of ―act-phenomenology,‖ he may be 

referring to the neo-Kantian tendency to understand Husserl‘s conception of 

intentionality in continuity with Brentano and as a philosophy of 

consciousness still bound to the subject-object framework. Husserl, however, 

rejects Brentano‘s the view that the intentional object enters consciousness as 

a substitute for the object of reference, describing this as a ―pure postulate 

that does not explain anything‖ (Hua XIX/1: 365, 505/87, 164; Hua XIX/2: 

566-67/207-8). For Husserl, Vorstellung is not a mediating mental item that 

stands between consciousness and the world. Rather, it designates an 

intentional presentation in which the object is given as transcendent to the act 

itself. By retaining the term while rejecting Brentano‘s model of 

representational mediation, Husserl develops what may be described as a 

presentational anti-representationalism. See Jansen 2014. I treat this issue 

at length in Fahmy-Hooke 2026. 
23 Heidegger‘s analysis of Descartes and Husserl‘s account of reflection 

suggests that phenomenology can, in fact, be defended against Natorp when 

understood along these lines. Although this reading may not be entirely 

faithful to Husserl‘s position, it nevertheless highlights the closeness of his 

thought to Heidegger‘s reformulation of the phenomenological project. 

Heidegger frequently adopts this interpretive strategy, drawing out 

implications that a thinker may not have explicitly intended. This can, at 

times, do violence to the text. His reading of Kant in the Kant und das 

Problem der Metaphysik (1929), for example, is often criticized on precisely 

these grounds. Even so, whether or not Husserl would have endorsed the 

claims Heidegger attributes to him, significant points of contact remain 

between them, and these are enough to challenge Kisiel‘s claim that 

Heidegger abandons phenomenology after Natorp because of its latent 

Cartesianism. 
24 Sorge: ahead-of-itself; already-being-in-a-world; being-alongside entities 

encountered within-the-world) and Bedeutsamkeit: the surrounding-world; the 

with-world; the self-world) (PIA, 119–22/89–90). 
25 Crowell points out that phronesis, as it relates to Aristotle‘s virtuous life, 

may be said to engender a ―better life‖ than Cartesian subjectivity and its 
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aftermath. However, ―it is quite another [thing] to say that philosophy itself is 

essentially phronesis.‖ See Crowell 2001, 444. 
26 In this context, the term ―category‖ refers to something that, ―according to 

its sense, interprets a phenomenon in a direction of sense, in a determinate 

way, at the level of principle, and brings the phenomenon to intelligibility as 

the interpretatum‖ (PIA, 85–86/65). Heidegger is likely anticipating what he 

later calls the Existentials in Being and Time. 
27 This quotation is taken from Joan Stambaugh‘s translation of Being and 

Time. Page references give the section number first, followed by the 

corresponding page number in that translation. 
28 Heidegger states in Being and Time that Dasein‘s ways of behaviour, its 

capacities, powers, possibilities, and vicissitudes, have been studied with 

varying extent in philosophical psychology, in anthropology, ethics, and 

‗political science‘, in poetry, biography, and the writing of history, each in a 

different fashion. But the question remains whether these interpretations of 

Dasein have been carried through with a primordial existentiality comparable 

to whatever existentiell primordiality they may have possessed. Neither of 

these excludes the other but they do not necessarily go together. Existentiell 

interpretation can demand an existential analytic, if indeed we conceive of 

philosophical cognition as something possible and necessary. Only when the 

basic structures of Dasein have been adequately worked out with explicit 

orientation towards the problem of Being itself, will what we have hitherto 

gained in interpreting Dasein get its existential justification (SZ, 22/16). 

To be sure, ruinance (Ruinanz) names the tendency of factical life to become 

absorbed, dispersed, and estranged in its everyday concerns, such that life 

falls away from an authentic grasp of itself. In terms consistent with the 

foregoing analysis, the disintegrating and depraving fallenness of factical life 

endangers experience in its primordiality, thereby mixing it with fallen 

content, relation, and enactment. Content that is thus divested of the 

primordiality of its accompanying relation and enactment remains within an 

average ―interest‖ and becomes accessible in boredom, emptiness, 

fleetingness, speed, restlessness, and insecurity. Accordingly, primordiality, 

in which the genuineness of enactment and its renewal are sustained, drops 

out (PAA, 187/144). In PIA, the four formally indicative characters of ruinance 

are the seducing (temptative), the soothing (quietive), the estranging 

(alienative), and the annihilating (negative in an active and transitive sense) 

(PIA, 140/104). In Being and Time, with greater precision, Ruinanz, now 

expressed as fallenness (das Verfallen), is understood as a tranquilized 

immersion in the public world of averageness (Durchschnittlichkeit) under the 

anonymity of the ―they‖ (das Man). Closely related phenomena include idle 

talk (Gerede), curiosity (Neugier), and ambiguity (Zweideutigkeit) (SZ, §§27, 

35–38). 
30 Whether each treatment of Dasein is continuous or conflicting is beyond the 

scope of this article. However, the two can be reconciled, at least prima facie, 

if the former is simply understood as an existentiell analysis and the latter as 

an existential analysis, both of which seek to recover the pre-ontological in a 

genuine way. 
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31 For example, See Ruin 2012; Maggini 2001; Richardson 1995; Klun 2014; 

Abergel 2016; Hayes 2007; Abergel 2020; Dahl 2023. 
32 Moving beyond, for example, Dreyfus‘s interpretation in Being-in-the-World 

(1991), which is explicitly limited to Division I and accordingly focuses on 

Heidegger‘s analysis of everyday practical engagement, especially readiness-

to-hand, skillful coping, and worldhood. 
33 Aspects of this paragraph are rewritten in SZ, 15/36–7. 
34 See, Capobianco, 2010 for a detailed evaluation.  
35 Heidegger is not endorsing traditional conceptions but appropriating them. 

See for example, Aristotle, De Anima, III, 5 ―And in fact intellect as we have 

described it is what it is by virtue of becoming all things, while there is 

another [intellect] which is what it is by virtue of making all things: this is a 

sort of state like light; for in a sense light makes potential colors into actual 

colors‖ (430a15).  
36  As Husserl puts it, ―experience always fulfills those conditions merely 

through its manner of existing and, indeed, does so for the very ego to which it 

belongs and whose pure focus may live ‗in‘ it‖ (Hua III/1, 84/81). 
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In this essay, I will attempt to explore the relationship between Being and 

God in Martin Heidegger‟s Contributions to Philosophy. I will attempt to 

demonstrate that Contributions to Philosophy serves as a laboratory for the 

development of a new phenomenology of the divine, in which Heidegger 

explores the experience of divine presence through the lens of the thought of 

Being. Furthermore, I will attempt to argue that, despite Heidegger's efforts 

to establish a clear separation between Being and God, Being ultimately 

emerges as a fundamental and decisive condition for the possible 

manifestation and arrival of the divine. 
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1. Preliminary remarks 

Being and Time is widely recognized as an unfinished 

work. According to Heidegger‟s own self-interpretation, its 

incompleteness stems from inadequacy of traditional 

metaphysical language to speak about Being (Heidegger 1977, 

208). Beginning in the 1930s, Heideggerian reflection 

undergoes a «turning» (Kehre)1 that does not coincide with a 

biographical event but with a change of perspective regarding 

the question of Being, which is now understood no longer as 

mere presence but as parousia, aletheia, dis-velation. In this 

change of direction, Heidegger begins a confrontation with 

http://www.metajournal.org/
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theology and the question of Being becomes inextricably linked 

with that of the divine.  

A key text from Heidegger‟s 1930s reflections on the 

relationship between Being and God is his major posthumous 

work, Contributions to Philosophy (Of the Event). In this paper I 

will try to analyze this relationship with particular reference to 

this work, starting from an observation by Jean-Luc Marion, 

who pointed out the fact that «no one more than Heidegger has 

aroused the suspicion that it may be necessary to liberate “God” 

from the question on/of Being, but that this liberation is also 

contrary to the conditions of thought» (Marion 1991, 61). The 

purpose of this paper is to highlight how Being ends up 

becoming in Contributions to Philosophy a prerequisite and a 

fundamental condition for the parousia of the divine, «insofar 

as Heidegger attempts to determine the event of God from 

thought and, especially, from the thought of Being, and this 

despite the precise separation posed between Being and God» 

(Di Chiro 2010, 19). In this case, I am not interested in whether 

Heidegger‟s thought remains confined within the tradition of 

onto-theo-logy, as Emmanuel Lévinas notes in his 1975-76 

Sorbonne lectures, Dieu et l’onto-theo-logie (Lévinas 200, 121-

224; Schrijvers, 2010, 207-239). If anything, I am interested in 

taking up the question posed by the Lithuanian philosopher: 

«But a question arises: did onto-theo-logys mistake consist in 

taking being for God, or rather in taking God for being?» 

(Lévinas 200, 124). It can be recognized, as Lévinas does, that 

although «having taken leave of being as God, Heidegger 

continues [...] to think God within the horizon of being. For this 

reason his thinking is not radical enough. Being remains for 

Heidegger the ultimate source of meaning to which all things 

must necessarily refer. Heidegger‟s God is strictly dependent on 

being and is subject to its passage» (Stagi 2013, 147)2. This last 

observation is very interesting for the purposes of this work. 

The problem that arises here concerns the fact, as Bernhard 

Welte points out, that 

to discuss the problem of God in Heidegger‟s sense is not 

merely to repeat once again what is known, but to make the 

attempt to penetrate into the movement of the totality of this 

path of thought, to dare to reckon with this thought that leads 
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far beyond all that is customary, and then from this, to dare 

the totality, to observe carefully whether in such thought 

something like God manifests itself and, if it does, how it 

manifests itself there (Welte 1997, 447). 

Having made these necessary premises, before I begin 

my analysis, I must finally recall that in the Marburg Lecture 

on Phenomenology and Theology in 1927, Heidegger had made 

a clear distinction between theology and philosophy (Heidegger 

1998, 39-62). Graziano Ripanti notes that. 

Theology unlike philosophy, an ontological science, is ontical 

science, insofar as it interprets a historical fact, the Crucified 

One, and human existence from this fact; positive science, 

therefore, radically distinct from philosophy. To want to 

conceive and think the essence of God in the terms of being for 

Heidegger is to overwhelm faith in the fate of occidental 

metaphysics (Ripanti 1993, 118-119). 

Along the same line of interpretation is Rüdiger 

Safranski who, in his biography devoted to Heidegger, states 

that «Faith, then, was the undisposable event of God 

penetrating into man‟s life. Thinking could do no more than 

determine the point of penetration. The event of God itself was 

not a matter for thinking» (Safranski 1998, 310). The 

peculiarity of Contributions consists in the fact that Heidegger 

seeks to experience the real presence of the divine from 

thought: «Contributions continually refer to God, albeit to a God 

unknown to tradition in this form. He springs from the thinking 

about Being»(Safranski 1998, 308). In this case, Contributions 

can be said to open the stage for a «spectacular return of God in 

philosophy» (Grondin 2010: 113-123) and can be regarded as a 

radical experiment in thinking about the divine, a laboratory 

for designing a new concept of the divine (Fabris 2002, 647-

671). In fact, they propose a «new phenomenology of the sacred 

and the divine» (Strummiello 1995, 12), a «phenomenology in 

which the classical question, “how does God enter philosophy?”, 

is transformed into the question of the reciprocal relationship 

that gathers being, God and humans» (Di Chiro 2010, 20-21), 

and which finds its philosophical fulfillment in the mysterious 

figure of «the last god». Before addressing this work and 

devoting our attention to this figure, it should first be pointed 
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out that Heidegger has always been clear, even in the work 

following the Phenomenology and Theology conference, about 

the attempt not to want to identify God with Being. In fact, in 

the 1951 Zurich Seminar, when asked whether it is permissible 

to think of God as Being, he replies that  

Being and god are not identical, and I would never attempt to 

think the essence of god through being. […] Were I yet to 

write a theology, as I am sometimes tempted to do, the word 

“being” should not occur in it. […] I believe that being can 

never be thought as the ground and essence of god, but that 

the experience of god and its manifestness (insofar as it is 

encountered by the human being) nonetheless takes place in 

the direction of being, which never means that being could be 

a possible predicate of god (Heidegger 2005, 436-437). 

Heidegger is quite perplexed by any attempt to use 

Being as a theological determinant of what makes God God, 

stating: «Thought speaks of the manifestation of Being; but the 

term being is a non-theological term. Since it is revelation itself 

that determines its mode of manifestation, theology does not 

need to prove or interpret a “being”» (Kearney, O‟Leary 1980, 

334-335). However, it should be noted that, although Being 

cannot be conceived as «the ground and essence of god», it 

nevertheless plays a significant role in relation to God, as it 

functions as a preliminary element for divine revelation. In this 

sense, «the experience of god and its manifestness (insofar as it 

is encountered by the human being) nonetheless takes place in 

the direction of being» (Kearney, O‟Leary 1980, 437). This 

aspect becomes central in Contributions to Philosophy, 

particularly in the section devoted to the figure of «the last 

god». 

 

2. The question of the divine and the history of being 

Contributions to Philosophy (Of the Event), written 

between 1936 and 1938 and published posthumously in 1989, 

are articulated, after a «Prospect» (Vorblick) and a concluding 

part dedicated to «Beyng» (Das Seyn), into six parts: «The 

Resonating» (Der Anklang), «The Interplay» (Das Zuspiel), «The 

Leap» (Der sprung), «The Grounding» (Die Gründung), «The 

Future Ones» (Die Zu-künftigen), «The last god» (der Letzte 
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Gott). A special place in the architecture of this work is 

occupied by the question of God, and more precisely, by the 

enigmatic figure of the the last god, which is configured under 

the strictly philosophical sphere as the real outcome of the 

work3. According to Leonardo Samonà, the question of God, 

«probably the secret thread along the Heideggerian path is 

required at the end of the same turn» (Samonà 1997, 193). In 

this case, the «transformation to which thought is called in 

order to think being as an event converges in fact toward 

preparing for the encounter with the “farthest”, “ultimate” trait 

of being, its own inaugurating and “adapting” retraction to 

itself». The only adequate way to grasp being as «turn» is thus 

preparation for and making oneself available to the call of «The 

turning in the event» (Heidegger 2012, 322), the event makes 

everything possible, even the opening for the possibility of 

man‟s encounter with the divine and the gods (Samonà 1997, 

193). In fact, the problem Heidegger poses in Contributions is 

«the question of whether something like being can be attributed 

to gods at all without destroying everything divine» (Heidegger 

2012, 345). He asserts that 

To grasp the thinking of beyng on the basis of the gods will 

immediately seem arbitrary and “fantastic”, insofar as on the 

one hand it means in general to proceed without hesitation 

from the divine, as if that were “given” and everyone agreed 

about it, and insofar as on the other hand it means still more 

outlandishly to proceed from “gods,” as if a “polytheism” were 

postulated as the “point of departure” for philosophy  

(Heidegger 2012, 345). 

It should be pointed out, however, that speaking in the 

plural of «gods» for Heidegger «does of course not mean that a 

decision has been made here affirming the existence of many 

gods instead of one» (Heidegger 2012, 345). For Heidegger, 

however, this indecision is crucial because 

The thinking in advance, as abiding in this decision with 

regard to such undecidability, does not presuppose the 

existence of any gods whatever; instead, it ventures into the 

domain of that question for which the answer can come only 

from what is question-worthy itself, never from the 

questioner. This fact, that such anticipatory thinking denies 



Antonio Di Chiro / The «trembling of divinization»:  Being and God in Martin Heidegger... 

 

  

127 

 

beyng to “the gods” in advance, means that every assertion 

about the “being” and “essence” of gods not only says nothing 

about them, i.e., about that which is to be decided, but also 

dissimulates something objective, on which all thinking 

founders because it is immediately driven astray  (Heidegger 

2012, 345). 

This denial of Being to the gods means that Being does 

not stand above the gods, at a higher level, but also that, at the 

same time, the gods do not stand above Being. However, in such 

an only seemingly equal relationship between Being and the 

gods, priority is given to Being. Infact for Heidegger the gods 

«need beyng» (Heidegger 2012, 346). This relation of need is an 

altogether special one. The need the gods have for Being is not 

like a property or attribute in which the gods come to settle: 

«“The gods” require beyng so that through beyng, which does 

not belong to them, they might indeed belong to themselves» 

(Heidegger 2012, 346). Being becomes, therefore, a necessity for 

the gods. Here, my interpretation differs from that of Samona, 

who believes that in Contributions the «relationship between 

being and the divine remains somewhat undecidable: the “gods” 

need being, but this in turn is essentially being enjoyed by the 

gods» (Samonà 1997, 195). Furthermore, Samona asserts that 

in Contributions comes into 

play a constitutive renunciation for thought: the question of 

the divine cannot be decided by the thought of being, and the 

question of the sacred cannot be decided by the “clearing” of 

the sacred or of “gods.” Thought, understood radically, is 

expectation, and with that the proximity of the “ultimate god” 

in its undecided relation to being. The latter in turn “does not 

unfold its essence as god itself” but “enjoys the sacralization of 

the god to remain nevertheless completely different from 

that”. The not between the divine and being reveals in its 

extreme ambivalence the “turning point” as the nexus 

between being and god (Samonà 1997, 195). 

I agree with Samona when he declares that the last god 

is not being, but «being is the space for the free “passing away” 

of the last god» (Samonà 1997, 197). I differ, however, from his 

interpretation when he asserts that in Contributions Heidegger 

brings into philosophy «the “emptiness” of god, that is, its 
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irreducibility to a condition posed by thought» (Samonà 1997, 

197). What I would like to emphasize instead is that the last 

god springs precisely from a condition of thought, and especially 

from the thought of being, insofar as it needs being. This key to 

interpretation finds confirmation in Heidegger‟s words: 

As obfuscated as the neededness of beyng still remains for 

thinking, this neededness nevertheless provides a first 

foothold for thinking “the gods” as the ones that need beyng. 

We thereby take the first steps into the history of beyng, the 

thinking of the historicality of beyng thus first gets under 

way, and every effort to force what is said in this 

commencement into an ordinary understandability is otiose 

and, above all, opposed to this kind of thinking (Heidegger 

2012, 346). 

In this way, as Costantino Esposito states, «the locution 

“history of being” means in a proper and strict sense “history of 

salvation”: safeguarding what is retracted and giving what is 

rejected. This is where the Beiträge zur Philosophie (1936-38) 

should be read, as a true book of salvation in the other 

beginning of thought» (Esposito 20023, 204). Heidegger asks 

why there is ever a need for such a beginning, and his answer is 

that  

only the greatest occurrence, the most intimate event, can still 

save us from lostness in the bustle of mere incidents and 

machinations. What must eventuate is what opens being to us 

and places us back into being and in that way brings us to 

ourselves and face to face with work and sacrifice  (Heidegger 

2012, 46). 

But what is this «event» of which Heidegger speaks? 

(Stovba 2022, 276-297). In paragraph 255 of Contributions he 

states that «The event must require Dasein and, in needing it, 

must place it in the call and thereby bring it before the passing 

by of the last god» (Heidegger 2012, 323). The last god obviously 

does not coincide with the event, but refers back to it, as that to 

which it belongs. The last god is a figure of the event, that in 

which the event takes prominence (Vitiello 1995, 70). Heidegger 

avoids any possible and reductive identification between the 

event and the figure of the last god: «The last god is not the 

event itself and yet is in need of the event as that to which the 
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one who grounds the “there” belongs» (Heidegger 2012, 324). 

For Heidegger «the god needs beyng» (Heidegger 2012, 328). 

This necessity means neither reduction nor submission of the 

divine to Being, but more simply a pre-emption of Being over 

the divine. This precedence of Being also alludes to a connection 

between event and the last god. The event «is always the 

beginning, even if it is the beginning of the last god» (Heidegger 

2012, 46). The beginning «is beyng itself as event, the concealed 

sovereignty of the origin of the truth of beings as such. And 

beyng as the event is the beginning» (Heidegger 2012, 47). 

Philosophy takes on the task of identifying the rudimentary 

outlines of a Seinsgeschichte, or rather, tracing the history of 

Being as abandonment and lack as it «grasps the abyss of the 

neededness of beyng as what is first and never seeks the 

essence of beyng in what is godly itself as that which 

supposedly is most eminently» (Heidegger 2012, 346). In this 

way, the «thinking of the historicality of beyng stands outside 

every theology and is equally removed from any atheism, 

whether in the sense of a “worldview” or of a doctrine having 

some other character» (Heidegger 2012, 346) and connects to 

the enigmatic figure of the last god. 

 

3. The last god and the «trembling of divinization» 

Regarding the expression «the last god»4, Heidegger 

frees it from any reference to Christianity5. The last god does 

not constitute the end of a path characterized by the previous 

images of pagan gods, he is not the son of God who has come to 

impart a radical turn to human history and to secure a 

meaningful fulfillment for it, but rather constitutes a 

representation of the event that disturbs mortals and sets them 

on the paths of Being (Tomassi 2011). Therefore, the last god 

stands beyond any specification and indication through which 

monotheism, pantheism, or atheism could be considered: «With 

the death of this God, all theisms wither away» (Heidegger 

2012, 326). The last god «is not the Christian God, no longer 

depending on revelation and assent his advent tied exclusively 

to being. The more divine God of whom Heidegger speaks is 

expressly opposed to the gods who have already been and in 

particular to the Christian God» (Stagi 2013, 113). The last god 
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«is the ganz Andere who definitively breaks with the tradition 

from which he comes and establishes an “ultimate” and 

“definitive” divinity» (Stagi 2013, 113). According to Luigi 

Pareyson, this «God is understood by Heidegger as a new God, 

completely outside the tradition, and it is here again that his 

anti-Christianity manifests itself far more radically than the 

philosophical contestation by which he intends to downgrade 

the metaphysical God» (Pareyson 2000, 446). The last god thus 

lies beyond the realm of metaphysics. He emerges after the 

death of the metaphysical God and is ultimacy not because he 

follows the twilight of previous gods, nor because he definitively 

resolves the question of the divine. Rather, his ultimacy 

emphasizes that such a God, transcending any ontic 

individuation characteristic of metaphysics, can only appear as 

an extreme possibility. From this point of view, «Der letzte 

Gott» should perhaps be more rigorously translated as «the 

extreme God» (Strummiello 1995, 314), «der äußerste Gott», an 

expression used by Heidegger himself (Heidegger 2012, 323). 

The last god, then, is by no means another other God, not a new 

figure added to the others: «Der letzte Gott means that God is 

the last one; that he is close to us in the farthest distance» 

(Cacciari 1994, 163). In his ultimacy is contained the whole 

dimension of God: the last god is trembling, throbbing, 

hesitation, not stable and secure presence. The palpitation of 

God is the very trembling of Being, which must be guarded and 

safeguarded in its tenuousness and exceptional character: 

«Beyng is the trembling of divinization» (Heidegger 2012, 189). 

This vibration makes it possible to clarify the finite nature of 

Being and at the same time to reaffirm the distinction between 

Being and God: 

Beyng must be thought out to this extremity. It thereby illuminates 

itself as the most finite and richest, the most abyssal of its own 

intimacy. For beyng is never a determination of the god as god; 

rather, beyng is that which the divinization of the god needs so as to 

remain nevertheless completely distinct from it (Heidegger 2012, 

189). 

The last god thus does not confront us with the ultimate 

revelation or incarnation of the Godhead. The last god means 

that God‟s essence is his own passing away; he is the one who 
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passes away, never having come and never having to go away 

(Stagi 2013, 114). The last god «“has never yet come and has 

always already passed away; a God who is ultimate precisely 

because he recuses being from himself, though in need of it, and 

who in this unrealizable destitution constitutes the ultimate 

sign of finiteness, that is, of the “ontological” irretrievability of 

being itself» (Esposito 2003, 206). Heidegger states that «The 

most intrinsic finitude of beyng reveals itself here: in the 

intimation of the last god» (Heidegger 2012, 325)6. This God 

says, as Vincenzo Vitiello notes, the «mystery of finiteness»: 

says of the past God and the coming God - of their equal ultimacy. It 

says of the ultimacy of all gods. It says that there is no divine except 

as ultimate, except as presence-abandonment, donation-denial, that 

there is no presence except suspended to absence, word that is not in 

the impossible possibility of Silence, and yet abandoned to itself, to 

its irredeemable death (Vitiello 1995, 70) 

This distinctive feature of God, his ultimate being,  

announces that his advent always remains in doubt, and that like 

being it too cannot pass with his beckoning otherwise than in the 

manner of the 'possible'. His is a presence that is at the same time 

abandonment, like an offering that is given in refusal, since the very 

“divinity” of the divine is all in the initial gesture of this retreating as 

a presence that is always held in abeyance, like the possible 

possibility exposed to the impossible of Silence (Forcellino 2003, 95). 

The only voice that can approach his passage, able to 

grasp his transit and possible coming, is one that has to do with 

silence. This means that «What is last is therefore withdrawn 

from all calculation and for that reason must be able to bear the 

burden of the loudest and most repeated misinterpretation» 

(Heidegger 2012, 321). Hidden in his being “ultimate” is that 

unrepeatable and unique character and trait that helps 

illuminate the essential aspect of every possible god:  

The last god is not an end. The last god is the oscillation of the 

beginning in itself and thus is the highest form of refusal, since what 

is inceptual eludes every attempt to grasp onto it and essentially 

occurs only in protruding beyond all things that, as futural, are 

already incorporated into it and are delivered over to its determining 

power (Heidegger 2012, 329). 

The last god is «a God who reveals himself to be divine 

precisely because of the power with which he eludes all 
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attempts at idolatrous capture, a power that does not bind, that 

merely sends “hints”, signs for those who know and are willing 

to place themselves at the service of the surplus» (Regina 2003, 

136). The last god is a Deus absconditus, a God who is given in 

denial and rejection: «Recusal, the most extreme trait of the 

possibility of the last god radicalizes its being possible to the 

point of denial of the possibility of itself, to the impossible that 

denies itself and denies the making possible in the extreme 

difference of nothingness without any clue of revelation» 

(Forcellino 2003, 99). In this way, it is also part of the 

possibility of such a God‟s most radical possibility, that of non 

revelation, and thus of an extreme revelation that also conceals 

the impossibility of giving himself as such, that is, of a 

revelation that is, that can also be its exact opposite: non 

revelation7. 

Heidegger affirms that the last god has no need for 

temples, churches and places set aside for worship: 

With our provenance out of a “metaphysically” determined position 

toward beings, we will only with difficulty and delay be able to know 

what is otherwise, namely that neither in “personal” nor in 

“massively shared” “lived experience” does the god still appear. The 

god appears uniquely in the abyssal “space” of beyng itself. All 

previous “creeds,” “churches,” and the like cannot in the least become 

the essential preparation for the encounter of god and the human 

being in the midst of being (Heidegger 2012, 329-330). 

Because of his inability to find suitable temples and 

dwellings, this God has no place to take root and stay. The last 

god is a divinity that shatters established patterns and stable 

and unshakable logics of thought and that challenges the very 

dimension of faith even going so far as to configure himself, at 

least on the surface, as a possible blasphemy. In fact, Heidegger 

wonders whether 

To speak of the last god - is that not a degradation of God, indeed 

pure and simple blasphemy? Yet what if the last god must be so 

named, because the decision about the gods ultimately leads under 

and among them and so raises to the highest the essence of the 

uniqueness of the Godhead? (Heidegger 2012, 322). 

Heidegger answer is that «If we think calculatively here 

and take “last” in the sense of sheer stoppage and ending, 

rather than in the sense of the most extreme and most 
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compendious decision about what is highest, then any 

knowledge of the last god is of course impossible» (Heidegger 

2012, 322). The peculiarity of the last god is his extreme 

eccentricity, that is, his radical detachment from calculative 

thinking and at the same time his equally radical detachment 

from traditional cults, faiths, rites, churches, and liturgies: 

«What remains constant in Heidegger‟s thought is the question 

of being, the one star toward which we must go, and that this 

star comes from the East (formerly the East), from a particular 

experience of life that is of Judeo-Christian origin, although it 

has often been articulated and clarified with reference to Greek 

thought» (Stagi 2013, 9). 

 

4. Concluding remarks 

In Contributions to Philosophy, Heidegger‟s ambivalent 

stance toward the problem of God becomes evident: on the one 

hand, he seeks to move beyond the metaphysical conception of 

the divine; on the other, his thinking is explicitly shaped by an 

openness to the expectation of an event in which new images of 

the divine might emerge. The figure of the last god signifies this 

«turn» toward a new manifestation of Being, about which man 

can do nothing but prepare and await  (Fabris 2002, 671). 

As we have sought to demonstrate, the last god has 

nothing to do with theology or faith8. He remains a god who 

belongs to thought: «He is a requirement of thought, indeed, 

even more precisely, he is a requirement for thought. Certainly, 

in the face of such a God one cannot dance – as Heidegger 

himself advocated in Identität und Differenz – especially since 

it is a God who is by definition absent, whose advent thought 

can and must only prepare – but only asymptotically» 

(Strummiello 1995, 324). 

Philosophers, have the arduous task of preparing for 

such an advent: but it is an end in itself, a preparation, a 

promise that can never be fulfilled definitively and completely, 

because «if it were, the ultimate God would cease to be such» 

(Strummiello 1995, 324). Strummiello emphasizes the fact that 

there is a singular and accidental messianic component at the 

bottom of 
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this waiting of waiting, preparation of preparation: something that - 

for just a moment, and only marginally – seems to bring Heidegger 

closer again to Jewish thought (and even to Lévinas). But with an 

essential difference: the waiting of man is never a waiting of God or 

for God, but always and only the preparation of the event of the truth 

of being (Strummiello 1995, 325-326)9. 

The co-partecipation of Being and God is reaffirmed 

here: the chink opened by Being accompanies toward the need 

for God, and conversely, the event of the opening of Being can 

only be prepared from the nod of the last god. 

In such essential occurrence of the intimation, beyng itself attains its 

maturity. Maturity is readiness to become fruit and bestowal. 

Occurring essentially herein is what is last, the essential end 

required by the beginning but not carried toward it. The most 

intrinsic finitude of beyng reveals itself here: in the intimation of the 

last god (Heidegger 2012, 325).  

But the gift of Being is not, in fact, that its retraction: 

«In maturity, potency for fruit and greatness for bestowal, there 

lies at the same time the most concealed essence of the “not,” as 

the “not yet” and the “not any longer”» (Heidegger 2012, 325). 

The last god is, then, a God who is lacking, a God who is such 

lack himself, who inhabits this lack. A God who can only be 

awaited. And such waiting excludes any salvation or 

redemption: 

Occurring here is not a deliverance - i.e., basically a suppression - of 

the human being but, rather, an establishment of the more original 

essence (the grounding of Da-sein) in beyng itself: the 

acknowledgment of the belongingness of the human being to beyng 

through the god and the admission by the god of needing beyng, 

whereby the god does not at all renounce himself or his greatness 

(Heidegger 2012, 325). 

Heidegger‟s philosophical theology has, therefore, 

nothing to do with any soteriology just as it has no 

eschatological dimension since it does not arise from a need for 

mankind‟s salvation, but from a need on the part of the God of 

Being10.  

In light of what has been said so far, the conclusion of 

the Heideggerian attempt to liberate God from Being appears 

clear, and Marion‟s statement that for Heidegger «this 

liberation is also contrary to the conditions of thought» (Marion 
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1991, 61). As we have been able to see Heidegger establishes a 

sharp chiasm between God and Being. In this sense must be 

read the pages, quoted earlier, from the Zurich seminar, when 

Heidegger states that Being and God are not «identical» and 

that the essence of God is not to be conceived through Being. 

Heidegger in this seminar states that 

being can never be thought as the ground and essence of god, but that 

the experience of god and its manifestness (insofar as it is 

encountered by the human being) nonetheless takes place in the 

direction of being, which never means that being could be a possible 

predicate of god (Heidegger 2005, 436-437).  

Thus for Heidegger the experience and advent of God, 

rather than depending on God himself, depends on Being, and 

the thought of Being. In this sense we seem to be able to agree 

with Fédier‟s thesis, which points out that Heidegger does not 

«absolutely claims to submit God to being. It merely points out 

soberly that whenever it comes to thinking God one must 

preliminarily think being» (Fedier 1980, 44)11, because he 

speaks of a precedence of Being over God, which in order to 

manifest and reveal itself must satisfy preliminaries, 

preliminaries of the thought of Being. In this way, Being 

precedes the question of God, in the same sense that Being 

determines at the outset, on the basis of the gods, the divine 

and the sacred, God. For Marion, «Being offers in advance the 

screen on which any “God” that would be constituted would be 

projected and would appear-since, by definition, to be 

constituted signifies to be constituted as a being» (Marion 1991, 

70) and constitutes a preliminary to the manifestation of God, 

which can only take place in the dimension of Being itself. 

Being then constitutes a constraint for last god. This is a God 

who needs Being, and whose epiphany occurs only in the 

abyssal heart of Being, and not in the places set aside for 

worship. He is a God who comes as the ultimate, a God of 

ultimacy. There remains, then, in Contributions the 

Heideggerian attempt to conceive and experience a new concept 

of the divine. But here, no matter how hard Heidegger strives 

to postulate a detachment between Being and God, he is unable 

to disregard, as far as the manifestation of God is concerned, 

the dimension of Being, which ends up becoming a screen and a 
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mortgage, that is, a fundamental and determining constraint 

for a possible manifestation and coming of God. The «God who 

thus comes, if he comes, and even if he is the last god, is a God 

who comes at the thought of Being. A God who comes from the 

firmament and galaxy of Being, and who remains harnessed 

and entangled in the meshes and net of Being» (Di Chiro 2010, 

56). 
 
 

NOTES 
 
 

1 The complex topic of Kehre in Heidegger‟s thought would deserve a very 

extensive treatment that is beyond the scope of this paper. For a framing of 

the topic in question in the overall architecture of Heideggerian thought we 

merely refer to: Paravati 2011; Bertolini 2011. On the theme of Kehre in 

relation to Contributions to Philosophy see: D‟Angelo 1992; Samonà 1997. 
2 In the case of a quotation from the Italian, the translation is mine. 
3 On the theme of the divine in Contributions to Philosophy see: Magris 1989; 

Viscomi 2018; Duman 2014.  
4 On the figure of «the last god» in Contributions see: Mancini 1994; Coriando 

1995; Regina 1990; Duque 1995; Courtine 1994; Glazier 2022; Kearney 2002; 

Zuzunaga 2022; Wrathall & Lambeth 2011; Surzyn 2023; Ionescu 2002. 
5 On the relationship of the last god and the Christian God, see Hübner 1999. 

On Christianity in Heidegger see: Savarino 2001; Franck 2004. 
6 On the theme of finitude and the negativity of Being, see: Cover 1993; 

Esposito 1999. 
7 Here, at this point, for a brief moment, singular would seem to be the 

consonance between the last god of Heidegger‟s Contributions, who can reveal 

himself but also not reveal himself, and the God of Wittgenstein‟s Tractatus 

who does not reveal himself in the world. See Wittgenstein (1961, 149). 
8 On theology in Heidegger see: Dastur 1994; De Vitiis 1995; Ott - Penzo 

(eds.), 1996; Capelle 1998; Anelli 2011; Costa1974. 
9 On a possible closeness between Heidegger and Lévinas on this point see: 

Nancy 1999, 23; Sikka 1998. 
10 On the issue of eschatology in Contributions see: Osti 2019; Greisch 1996. 
11 Against the theoretically reductive attempt to reduce God to Being see 

Moretti 1999, 14: «In Heidegger the problem of the sacred and the divine is 

aestheticized, Heidegger reduces God to being, and the latter swallows up the 

former. We definitely distance ourselves from these simplifications, as well as 

from the ultimately complementary attempts to make out that Heidegger 

calls being what theology calls God. For Heidegger, so it seems to us, the 

Christian God is part of the story of being as presence that closes with the 

overcoming of metaphysics; hence his critique of theology and its 

philosophical approach, a critique that remains insurmountable even by 

resorting to the easy loophole of the mystical Heidegger».  
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Abstract 

This article reconstructs Jean Grondin‟s critique of the contemporary 

fascination with the concept of the event, focusing on his warning against a 

possible sacrificium intellectus. It examines whether the incorporation of the 

event into the philosophies of Emmanuel Levinas and Claude Romano entails 

a subordination of reason. To this end, the article explicates Grondin‟s 

etymological, metaphysical, and transitive arguments, contrasting them with 

Levinas‟s evential account of the face as enigma and trace, as well as 

Romano‟s evential hermeneutics and conception of the il y a. The analysis 

argues that Grondin‟s critique exhibits inconsistency, particularly in its 

transition from the demand for explanation to the understanding of the event. 

Against this backdrop, the article shows that, rather than sacrificing the 

intellect, Levinas and Romano move towards realist positions grounded in a 

defense of cordial reason. It contends that affirming the event entails an 

excess of meaning—a significance that exceeds purely objectifying or 

procedural reason—without requiring the renunciation of rationality. 

Instead, it calls for an expansion of reason‟s scope, enabling it to respond to 

what is transcendent or inaugural. Ultimately, the event demands a fuller 

conception of reason, one capable of engaging with the excess that grounds it. 

 

Keywords: event, hermeneutics, cordial reason, sacrificium intellectus 

 

 

Introduction 

Against modern pretensions to enclose everything within 

a frame or, as Foucault (2002) puts it, to arrange identities and 

differences into ordered tables, a reaction emerged appealing to 

a reason not circumscribed by quantification or verification. 

Moreover, this reaction called for a reason that was not 

exhausted by the self-evident, but rather included those 

qualities that were overlooked or deemed intolerable within the 
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narrow frameworks of mathesis or taxonomy—especially the 

most obscure, fantastic, and incomprehensible among them. To 

illustrate this, let us consider two well-known ideas or maxims: 

on the one hand, Pascal states: “The heart has its reasons 

which reason itself does not know” (1995, 158); on the other, 

Saint-Exupéry writes, “One sees clearly only with the heart. 

Anything essential is invisible to the eyes” (2000, 63). Both 

ideas confront versions of reason backed by the logic of thought 

or dazzled by what is patent—that is, by the manifest or visible. 

In turn, both promote a logic of the heart or, as Peters (2009) 

puts it in reference to Pascal, a “wisdom of the heart”. 

It should be noted that the quotes from Pascal and 

Saint-Exupéry do not necessarily imply an abandonment of 

reason as thought or patentness; rather, they speak of a 

complement or a distinction of functions. There would be 

reasons known by reason and others known only by the heart; 

yet, this indicates that some are known by reason (thought-

patentness), not that all reasons are known only by the heart. 

Nevertheless, and even though there is no logical necessity to 

reject reason-as-thought-and-patentness, a suspicion remains: 

this reason would operate at a superficial or apparent level—

that is, not at a deep or essential level, which would only be 

accessible through the heart, or essentially, through a kind of 

cordial reason.1 

Now, what kind of objects or situations, if any, exceed 

the field of thought-patentness and are exclusive to cordial 

reason? If they exist, would these objects or situations be 

inaccessible de facto or de iure? Would it be a contradiction in 

terms to even suggest that such exceptional objects or 

situations could be accessed via reason-as-thought-and-

patentness? If this were so, would it be impossible to think of 

their intertranslatability? 

The purpose of this paper is not to answer these 

questions directly, but to retrieve a persistent discussion, 

especially in the hermeneutic context: namely, that some 

objects or situations are susceptible to rigorous explanation—

especially those belonging to the realm of the natural or 

inanimate—while others, by their very nature, do not yield to 

causal reasoning and, therefore, require attitudes of 
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understanding or interpretation, never approachable from a 

reason-as-thought-and-patentness. Among this latter type of 

objects or situations are those proper to the human, in its 

character as Geist. In the cases considered so far, we can see 

that for Pascal, “we know the truth not only by means of the 

reason but also by means of the heart” (1995, 35), delegating to 

the latter the knowledge of first principles; for Saint-Exupéry, 

among other things, these objects or situations would include 

the act “to create ties” (2000, 59) and the responsibility in the 

encounter with the other: “You become responsible forever for 

what you‟ve tamed. You‟re responsible for your rose…” (Saint-

Exupéry 2000, 64). 

Retrieving this discussion involves reviewing a recent 

critique by Jean Grondin (2014) regarding the concept of event 

(événement), particularly within contemporary French 

hermeneutic philosophy. The aim is, first, to present the central 

elements of Grondin‟s critique. Subsequently, I examine two 

proposals that, while not mentioned by this author, could be 

targets of his criticism—that is, they might adopt a certain 

version of the event: those of Emmanuel Levinas and Claude 

Romano. The purpose is to evaluate whether these criticisms 

are applicable to them and, if so, whether they are vulnerable 

to the reasons Grondin exposes—namely, whether they imply a 

sacrificium intellectus. I argue that Grondin‟s critique suffers 

from shortcomings in its formulation, while simultaneously 

defending that not every adoption of the concept of event entails 

a subordination of reason. In the terms in which I have framed 

the debate, I will defend the legitimacy of a cordial reason and 

its resistance to being subsumed under reason-as-thought-and-

patentness. 

 

Grondin’s Critiques of the Notion of Event 

Although his name may not be as widely recognized in 

certain hermeneutic circles as those of Gadamer or Ricoeur, the 

philosopher Jean Grondin possesses an extensive trajectory in 

this field. Indeed, the critique analyzed in this text is not 

marginal to his work but is part of a broader project: to defend 

a realist perspective of hermeneutics or, rather, the 

introduction of metaphysical (realist) elements into this 
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philosophical discipline. In Grondin‟s case, Vattimo‟s critique, 

for whom the recent “temptation of realism” should be 

understood as “a new way of doing philosophy” (2016, 77), 

would not apply. On the contrary, even before the boom of New 

Realism, Grondin (2003) rightly confronted constructivism. 

Recently, he has stated: “If hermeneutics defines itself by its 

method -namely, an interpretation of the real that lies in wait 

for its meaning- metaphysics is characterized by what concerns 

its object” (Grondin 2013, vi). The critique presented here, then, 

subscribes to a realist hermeneutic perspective. 

The text under consideration in this section is “In any 

event? Critical remarks on the recent fascination with the 

notion of event” (2014). Grondin first asserts that one can 

distinguish between a “trivial” and a “common” sense of the 

event. According to the former, “every occurrence is an event” 

(Grondin 2014, 63); for example, the fact that I am sitting in 

front of the computer writing this text, insofar as it is 

something happening, is an event. The latter—perhaps the one 

that comes to mind when we hear the word—is used to 

designate “a significant, impacting, often surprising and 

unforeseeable phenomenon” (Grondin 2014, 63); an example of 

this would be the invasion of one country by another and the 

destruction and death it generates. In this type of event, there 

is what Grondin calls “a „wow‟ factor working for it” (Grondin 

2014, 63). The discussion will obviously revolve around this 

second sense. 

Now, the central idea Grondin defends is that “contrary 

to popular belief, events can be explained” (2014, 64 [emphasis 

added]). The first argument to support his view is etymological: 

“eventum comes from evenire, which means „to come out of‟ 

(venire ex [aliquo]). An event thus never comes from nowhere 

[…] It comes from something out of which it can be explained. 

An inexplicable event would not be an event” (Grondin 2014, 

64). Grondin is aware that we cannot explain all events; 

nevertheless, he nuances his argument by opening the 

possibility that they may be explained in the future or a 

posteriori. His critique targets those who confuse what is 

inexplicable in the present with what is inexplicable absolutely. 

The conclusion of this etymological argument is: “If words have 
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meaning, events are not inexplicable, and the fact that we at 

times feel „events‟ leave us dumbfounded confirms that we are 

always on the lookout for reasons for the events of the world 

and our lives” (Grondin 2014, 65). 

We might call the second argument the metaphysical 

argument. Grondin assumes that the current era is nominalist 

and characterized by the view that “the only existing entities 

are deemed to be individual, material things, which empirical 

science, and it alone, can grasp and explain” (2014, 65). This 

situation is complicated for philosophy and related disciplines, 

as concepts such as spirit or meaning “are explained away in 

this positivistic view of things” (Grondin 2014, 65). According to 

this view, one either renounces supramundane entities, clinging 

to what shows itself—albeit with the pretension of going beyond 

what is given (an anti-metaphysical perspective)—or adopts a 

naturalism that is confused with positivism; both options would 

be two sides of the same coin. Here, an alternative arises that 

appeals to a good number of recent “Parisian 

phenomenologists”: “the notion of event comes in handy: it has 

its roots in what is happening (and thus sounds thoroughly 

phenomenological) but transcends it in a way by demonstrating 

(!) that not everything is understandable, rational, or 

explicable” (Grondin 2014, 65). It is in this context that the 

expression sacrificium intellectus emerges: “The rational will to 

understand has also been indiscriminately branded as 

metaphysical (as we saw, the notion that everything comes out 

of something does not entail that we can actually offer an 

explanation for it)” (Grondin 2014, 66). Grondin‟s conclusion is 

that this “fascination with the notion of event” is nothing more 

than “a bad form of metaphysics” (Grondin 2014, 66), according 

to which “Metaphysics is identified with reason (true enough) 

so that everything which helps us escape this realm of boring 

and suffocating rationality is praised as a saving „event‟” 

(Grondin 2014, 67). 

We call the third argument the argument from 

transitivity, condensed in the statement: “The event is always 

the event of something (or of being), which can be understood” 

(2014, 67 [emphasis added]). Based on examples of authors who 

have employed the notion of event (Gadamer, Heidegger, 
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Bultmann), Grondin asserts that it is not possible—as the 

“Parisian phenomenologists” intend—to expand the notion to 

general or indeterminate spheres, due to the transitive 

character of the event; that is “The event is always the event of 

something” (Grondin 2014, 68). Likewise, even in spheres so 

prone to the Parisian version of the event, such as the 

theological, Grondin recognizes in Bultmann a commitment to 

the possibility of understanding events like redemption. 

Through these three arguments, Grondin concludes that 

“events can be understood, at least to a degree. Of course, they 

can” (Grondin 2014, 68). 

Grondin‟s approach has clarified certain ideas: (1) by 

nature, the event does not arise ex nihilo; it comes from 

something and, therefore, is susceptible to explanation; (2) the 

naturalist challenge—for which all explanation depends on the 

factuality of what is explained or, at least, on not appealing to 

supramundane criteria—does not commit philosophical thought 

to adopting a rationality reduced to such a conception of the 

world, nor to renouncing rationality; finally, (3) the fact that an 

event always has content—that is, it is an event of something—

reduces the possibilities of applying the concept to spheres 

beyond specific ones; furthermore, even in these specific 

„somethings‟, it is possible to achieve a certain degree of 

understanding. The greatest gain of Grondin‟s discussion is 

that, even while recognizing the presence of events, there are 

no reasons to renounce understanding (or rationality). In the 

following section, we will explore two proposals that defend a 

robust perspective of the event, seeking elements that enter 

into dialogue with Grondin and challenge some of his 

arguments. 

 

Emmanuel Levinas and Claude Romano: Two 

 Possible Targets of Grondin’s Critique 

It is unclear whom Grondin has in mind when he refers 

to certain “Parisian phenomenologists”; in his essay, he 

mentions only Jean-Luc Marion. This section will consider two 

philosophers who could possibly fit that description. Given that 

we might unfairly construct the targets Grondin has in mind, 

we consider it necessary to provide minimal grounds for taking 
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them as relevant cases. Following this, the basic theses of each 

author will be exposed, concluding the section by pointing out 

how they seemingly succumb to Grondin‟s critiques. 

The first philosopher is Emmanuel Levinas. At the end 

of his Introduction to Metaphysics (2012), Grondin dedicates a 

section to Levinas titled: “The Rediscovery of the Metaphysics 

of Transcendence: Levinas.” There, he expounds on certain 

ideas of Levinas, particularly his engagement with ontology in 

its attempt to reduce all alterity to possession, understood as 

knowledge. Faced with this, Levinas proposes a metaphysics 

more akin to his proposal on alterity: “metaphysical thought is 

one that discovers the transcendence of the „Other‟, which 

exceeds all my efforts to understand it” (Grondin 2012, 244). 

Certainly, the event that exceeds all meaning would be, as is 

well known, the face of the other. This perspective allows for 

the assumption of a metaphysics with very special 

characteristics, especially because it involves “thinking the 

radical transcendence of the Other in relation with me” 

(Grondin 2012, 245). Now, Grondin asks: “Does the Other not 

want to be understood in its own Being? If I am to answer the 

call of the Other, am I not to distinguish its face from the one 

embodying the violence I must resist?” (Grondin 2012, 246). 

Grondin‟s exposition of Levinas‟s philosophy would give rise to 

the suspicion that he could be included among the philosophers 

fascinated by the event, at least in the following aspects: he 

rejects the possibility of understanding-possession of a certain 

phenomenon; he proclaims a transcendence that exceeds all 

meaning; and finally, that event would be the face of the other 

person. Furthermore, the questions formulated would call into 

question the apparent rejection of understanding that 

seemingly permeates Levinas‟s ideas. 

But there are also internal reasons within Levinas‟s 

work. Pirktina, after exposing Levinas‟s strongest ideas—some 

already pointed out by Grondin— concludes that Levinas is a 

“thinker of the event” [Ereignisdenker], insofar as “thought can 

be a relation with the other, but cannot reach it intellectually” 

(2019, 71). For our present purpose, we will refer exclusively to 

the article “Enigma and Phenomenon” (1996). 



META: Research in Hermeneutics, Phenomenology, and Practical Philosophy XVIII (1) / 2026 

 150 

 

The second philosopher is Claude Romano. Unlike 

Levinas, Romano would have no major difficulty fitting the 

mold of Grondin‟s critique, especially because his ideas 

configure what the author himself has termed evential 

hermeneutics (herméneutique événementiale); moreover, he is a 

“Parisian phenomenologist.” We assume, then, that in this 

second case we are not overreaching in choosing him to confront 

Grondin‟s ideas. 

Let us consider some central lines from Levinas in 

“Enigma and Phenomenon.” From the outset, the juxtaposition 

of terms exposes their distance. On the one hand, the 

phenomenon, characterized by Levinas as the reasonable, the 

evident, that which is present to an intentional consciousness—

that is, what synchronizes the past and the future in the now, 

gathered in the idea, grouped in discourse; or rather, ordered. 

Hence, he asserts: “As a speech directed upon the present, 

philosophy is an understanding of being, or an ontology, or a 

phenomenology” (1996, 66). However, what happens with 

phenomena that, at first glance, are not situated within the 

order of discourse (for example, the Platonic ideas of the Good, 

or the One, and the idea of God)? According to Levinas, when 

one of these phenomena enters the flow of correlation —that is, 

when it has been illuminated by conscious experience—it loses 

its peculiarity: “All that could have attested to his holiness, that 

is, to his transcendence, in the light of experience would 

immediately belie its own witness already by its very presence 

and intelligibility” (Levinas 1996, 67).  

On the other hand, the enigma, whose features are “a 

diachrony which maddens” (Levinas 1996, 67), is the 

impossibility of bringing all moments together in a now; the 

transcendence that is not synchronized in any order of being or 

discourse; a significance that overflows all signification, an 

excess of meaning, a disturbance that would alter everything 

considered up to that point: “If a formal description of such a 

disturbance could be attempted, it would have us speak of a 

time, a plot, and norms that are not reducible to the 

understanding of being, which is allegedly the alpha and the 

omega of philosophy” (Levinas 1996, 67-68). It is the face of the 

other that produces such a disturbance. Here it is necessary to 



Juan Carlos Aguirre-García / From Sacrificium Intellectus to Excess of Meaning 

 

  

151 

 

consider one of the central concepts of the transition between 

Levinas‟s two fundamental works, Totality and Infinity (1991a) 

and Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence (1991b): the 

concept of the trace. The importance of mentioning it lies in the 

fact that, since the expression does not participate in “the order 

from which it tears itself,” it would seem to lose all contact, and 

consequently, the face (which expresses) would be inaccessible, 

for there would be no sign to signify it. However, Levinas does 

not rule out the possibility of contact: “A trace can, to be sure, 

become a sign” (1996, 70). The issue is that, unlike a sign 

referring to an object, in the face, the trace “is the very 

emptiness of an irrecuperable absence. The gaping open of 

emptiness is not only the sign of an absence. A mark traced on 

sand is not a part of a path, but the very emptiness of a 

passage” (Levinas 1996, 70). With the trace, Levinas breaks the 

primacy of presence and posits the possibility of a phenomenon 

that cannot be evoked—if to evoke is to bring to presence. With 

this, he guarantees the radical alterity of the face which, 

although a trace, is never presence; it has always-already-been. 

That is why he will say that “In an enigma the exorbitant 

meaning is already effaced in its apparition” (Levinas 1996, 71). 

We might conclude that the exposition on the enigma 

with an idea that allows us to discuss Grondin, which has to do 

with the place of knowledge in the approach to the enigma. For 

Levinas, the enigma is foreign to knowledge; but this 

strangeness is not because the subject is not sufficiently 

prepared to understand it, but because, as stated, it is prior to 

the intentional exercise of consciousness: “it is already too old 

for the game of cognition […], it does not lend itself to the 

contemporaneousness that constitutes the force of the time tied 

in the present […], it imposes a completely different version of 

time” (Levinas 1996, 75). Likewise, the enigma does not 

authorize us to embrace irrationalism, for as Callin and Sebbah 

state, “Levinas would not want us to deduce that the witness of 

the enigma is simply an apology for irrationalism; on the 

contrary, the enigma is par excellence the place of signification” 

(2002, 21). 

Let us now consider Romano‟s ideas. In an interview 

with Kadir Filiz, Romano plays with the distinction we raised 
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in the introduction. According to him, he takes from Husserl 

the opposition between an engherzige Rationalität or “narrow-

hearted rationality,” limited to logic, mathematics, and the 

methods that function in empirical sciences, and a “large-

hearted” rationality “that extends to the sensible world itself 

and to the experience we make of it” (Romano and Filiz 2021, 

191). In fact, in one of his most relevant phenomenological 

works, At the Heart of Reason (2015), he had already deployed 

this distinction; and the fact that he includes the heart in the 

title announces a rejection of adopting a reduced or narrow 

reason. In this type of reason, which we have called cordial, as 

evential hermeneutics would operate. 

We take as a reference the Preface to There is: The Event 

and the Finitude of Appearing (2016a). There, Romano points 

out his relationship with Husserl‟s phenomenology while 

simultaneously showing his discrepancies. As the title 

announces, the confrontation occurs between event and 

appearing. Regarding the latter, the author reconstructs the 

Husserlian project of phenomenology as a descriptive science, in 

which one must take appearing as a source of right to 

investigate its meaning. According to Husserl, this 

investigation means returning what appears to the functions of 

the subject: “All phenomena are phenomena for a 

consciousness, which means that consciousness, interpreted as 

a transcendental instance [instance], is the condition of 

possibility of the phenomenalization of phenomena” (Romano 

2016a, xi). Romano refers here to the constitutive phase of 

transcendental phenomenology. Since its inception, 

phenomenology deals with the subjective conditions of 

appearing, although in its historical developments (Merleau-

Ponty, Heidegger, Gadamer) relevant adjustments have been 

made to understand this situation. 

Now, the other Janus face has to do with the event. 

Before There is, Romano‟s research had revolved around 

establishing, starting from the event, an inquiry into its 

phenomenological meaning and questioning its very existence—

that is, its structures and status. In There is, Romano carries 

out a more radical inquiry into “the very appearing of the event, 

that is, of specifying what it means for it to „come about,‟ 
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„happen,‟ or „occur‟” (2016a, xvi). Being radical, it distances 

itself from previous versions of time, for example, the 

Aristotelian version of change. In the case of the event, it is no 

longer a matter of “to become something by something from 

something; it is neither to modify itself nor to modify its 

temporal situation” (Romano 2016a, xvi); rather, when the 

event occurs, a transformation of the world also occurs: “the 

critical upheaval of the event does not leave its context 

unchanged, but rather shows it in a new light. The world and 

the event suddenly burst forth together; they are 

cosmogenetically one in that mutation of the appearing” 

(Romano 2016a, xvi). 

We speak, in effect, of an exorbitant situation, of an 

excess of meaning (of the “wow” factor mentioned by Grondin), 

which requires a consideration of language, since it seems that 

common speech cannot account for this. For Romano, “One 

cannot attempt to describe this sort of change without resorting 

to paradoxical expressions: „change without anything having 

changed‟ (Bergson), change from nothing to something, absolute 

change [changement du tout au tout]” (2016a, xvi). In fact, the 

term Romano prefers to designate this change is there is (il-y-a), 

as he makes patent in the book‟s title. If we wished to glimpse 

the meaning of this term, we would have to say that the there is 

is “that immobile mutation […] since it lacks any substratum 

that could be said to „change,‟ this „change,‟ if you will, by which 

the event does not change into something else but changes into 

itself, advenes or supervenes” (Romano 2016a, xvii). 

In a sense similar to Levinas‟s (indeed, Levinas also 

broadly thematizes the concept of il-y-a), Romano suggests an 

approach, via negative, to the possibility of a phenomenology of 

the event: it does not submit to previously established 

conditions of possibility; it is not produced within an open 

horizon that completely conditions its meaning; it is not 

possible before it happens to the person to whom it happens; it 

does not let itself be pigeonholed into the dichotomies of 

appearing/what appears, being/beings, donation/given. Here 

Romano asserts that, in the event, “Its phenomenological 

„syntax‟ is different” (2016a, xvii). 
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It remains to consider one last important aspect in the 

discussion with Grondin: the understanding of the appearing of 

the event. It has been posited that the appearing of the event 

differs from appearing to an intentional consciousness—that is, 

from the apparition of any phenomenon. Certainly, the concept 

of there is (a sophisticated way of approaching nothingness) 

gainsays any attempt to situate the event within a prior 

horizon of meaning. For Romano, “The opening of appearing 

[…] takes place at the same level as that which appears, and as 

that appearing itself” (2016a, xvii). According to this, the 

apparition [of the event] inaugurates its own comprehensive 

framework; that is, it is not reduced to prior understandings. 

That is why Romano says that the event “is itself the opener 

and initiator of its own meaning” (Romano 2016a, xviii). This 

poses a challenge to hermeneutics, as it calls into question the 

idea that all understanding occurs within a network of pre-

understandings that, to a certain extent, condition its meaning. 

In this case, the event breaks its bond with an infinite 

subjective time, in which present, past, and protention are 

linked in the flow of consciousness, to confront me with my 

finite character: “The world and the event are suspended in 

nothingness; they co-articulate the finitude of appearing” 

(Romano 2016a, xviii); for this reason, Romano concludes, the 

event “is irreducible to every interpretative approach in terms 

of inner-temporality” (Romano 2016a, xviii). 

The proposals of Levinas and Romano seemingly 

succumb to Grondin‟s critiques. First, both redefine the concept 

of event; that is, they do not adhere to the etymology of the 

word. In both cases (the face and the event), they challenge the 

character of “coming from,” proper to the term event; both 

disturb presence and announce a coming not circumscribed to 

the immanence of time, making it impossible to determine 

where they come from. In Levinas‟s particular case, as he will 

show in Totality and Infinity (1991a), the other has no 

beginning (an-arché); its presence installs its signification 

determined by the word of the one who speaks, not by 

sedimented signs. The same occurs for Romano: “To think 

events before anything: Isn‟t this an impossible challenge? As 

soon as we attempt to grasp an event as it happens in itself, we 
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are almost immediately absorbed by other things, by „things‟ 

precisely, frozen before our eyes by a Medusa‟s gaze” (2009, 2). 

This being so, neither Levinas nor Romano would agree with 

Grondin that “events can be explained.” 

Second, Grondin‟s characterization of a bad 

metaphysics—one anchored in what appears (face, event) but 

transcending it in some way—seems to leave traces in Levinas 

and Romano. In Levinas‟s case, this transcendence only has 

meaning when it goes beyond appearing. Thus it can be read in 

Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence: “If transcendence has 

meaning, it can only signify the fact that the event of being, the 

esse, the essence, passes over to what is other than being” 

(Levinas 1991b, 3); furthermore, the Other is not assumed as 

something that can be known, at least not in the first instance, 

but as something that instructs me and to whom I must 

respond: “The absolutely foreign alone can instruct us. And it is 

only man who could be absolutely foreign to me—refractory to 

every typology, to every genus, to every characterology, to every 

classification” (Levinas 1991a, 73)—that is, to all knowledge, in 

the usual sense of the term. 

Romano pronounces himself in a similar sense; drawing 

on his interpretation of Bergson, he considers that metaphysics 

lacks the understanding to grasp the radical novelty of the 

unforeseeable nature of reality. For Romano, in this negative 

Bergsonian sense, “Metaphysics replaces immediate experience 

with a „system of abstract general ideas,‟ a theoretical 

scaffolding all the more fragile and shaky since it follows „the 

natural bent of the intellect,‟ and distances itself from intuition” 

(2016a, 68). Now, there also exists in Bergson an affirmative 

sense of metaphysics; in this other sense, “Metaphysics […] 

must rather return to experience; it is that experience itself in 

its original form. Metaphysics must be experimental because 

experience is metaphysical: it is duration” (Romano 2016a, 68). 

Romano asks what obfuscates the intellect when this duration 

is replaced by a convenient or everyday representation adapted 

to the needs of action, and his answer is forceful: “the 

unforeseeable. The genealogy of metaphysics is the genealogy of 

the obfuscation of the absolutely new” (Romano 2016a, 68). 
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Thus, the consideration made under what we have called 

the metaphysical argument aligns well with the approaches of 

Levinas and Romano, both in the ambiguity between objectual 

presence and its non-reduction to it, and in the recurrence to 

transcendent factors that would prevent an explanation of the 

event, at least in rational terms. It would be a matter of a 

metaphysics in which the real seems to take a back seat, and 

with it, reality and the possibility of accessing it. 

Finally, it remains to explore the argument from 

transitivity. The relationship Grondin establishes is that, since 

the event is always an event of something (underpinned by his 

etymological argument), it can be understood. At first glance, 

the critique would not apply to Levinas, for it is clear that the 

phenomenon he would be safeguarding from an objectual 

approach would be the face, insofar as, more than a 

phenomenon or apparition, it is an enigma; if this is so, he 

would agree with Grondin that “the event is always the event of 

something”—that is, it would not be applicable in a general 

way. However, the consequent of the conditional would not be 

fulfilled, for although it is an event of something (in this case, of 

the face), Levinas does not seem to guarantee its 

understanding, at least not in the sense of “boring and 

suffocating rationality” mentioned by Grondin and celebrated 

by the philosophers he criticizes. 

Romanos‟s case is more vulnerable on this point. It is not 

clear, as in Levinas, whether the event has that “wow” factor or 

if it is a general worldly condition. From a simple statement 

like “it‟s raining” or “the moon „moons‟,” Romano infers an 

impersonal form: “Acting without agent, pure efficacy, change 

without anything that changes, pure flash of a time without 

duration, resonating in a verb from which the noun itself 

appears derived” (Romano 2009, 3). According to this, it is not 

known what the „something‟ is of which the event is, precisely, 

an event; consequently, there is no guarantee of its 

understanding. This would be a paradigmatic case of those 

Grondin has in mind when proposing his critique. 

The purpose of this section was to evaluate whether 

Levinas and Romano are vulnerable to Grondin‟s critique. The 

review allows us to conclude that, certainly, both philosophers 
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defend a type of philosophy that challenges the notion of event, 

adopts a metaphysics ambiguous regarding facts or reality—

suggesting the need for transcendence—and breaks the 

transitivity proposed by Grondin to safeguard understanding. 

The challenge now will be to show that, despite this, the 

proposals of Levinas and Romano do not succumb to the 

sacrificium intellectus. That will be the purpose of the following 

concluding section. 

 

Excess of Meaning Does Not Necessarily Imply a 

 Sacrifice of the Intellect  

Up to this point, Grondin‟s critique seems to find solid 

backing: Levinas and Romano appear to be cases of 

philosophers who, adhering to the notion of the event, reject the 

possibility of explanation, as they run counter to all the 

arguments exposed by Grondin. The purpose of this final 

section is to question the relationship established by this 

author between the adoption of the event and the subordination 

of reason. In conditional terms, the statement would be: “If a 

philosopher adopts the notion of event, he commits a 

sacrificium intellectus.” We see, from the outset, that the 

antecedent is weakened by Grondin, for he does not believe 

there are events other than those allowed by the etymology of 

the term—which, in any case, are always explicable (even in 

causal terms, since one can determine where they come from, 

insofar as they do not come from nothing). To achieve this 

objective, I will first raise some objections to Grondin‟s critique; 

subsequently, I will show how Levinas and Romano are not so 

far removed from Grondin—indeed, they coincide with him in 

substance. 

Grondin‟s first argument, which we have called 

etymological, sets a framework that is too restrictive for the 

discussion. Appealing to the etymology of the term proves weak, 

as concepts—especially in philosophy—are redefined in the 

light of new ideas or the expository aims of philosophers. Let us 

take a case: the Greek term epoché, so present in discussions 

between Stoics and Skeptics, was used by the philosopher 

Edmund Husserl, giving it a methodological sense that, unless 

one performs many conceptual gymnastics, does not preserve 
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the essence of the Greek meaning of the term. To argue from 

etymology would be to deny the evolution of meanings or to 

arbitrarily opt for one of them (the one that best suits our 

argument). 

At risk of being accused of a tu quoque, I could also take 

as an example the article‟s most resonant expression: 

sacrificium intellectus. A simple definition of this would be: 

“subordination of reason to faith, particularly in Christian 

contexts, emphasizing obedience and devotion.” Strictly 

speaking, it seems that an expression with a specific context is 

being extrapolated to another where it would not literally 

apply. Moreover, as shown by Speer‟s rigorous etymological 

work, in one of its more recent senses, obedience to an 

authority, rather than a rejection of reason, implies the 

recognition of the need for an orientation that “with its insight 

into the limitations of human reason, attempts at the same 

time to conceive an integral convergence of human knowledge” 

(2008, 69). According to this interpretation, the sacrificium 

intellectus complements reason; it does not impoverish it. 

A second difficulty in Grondin‟s argumentation is the 

variation in the meaning of what he intends to defend. In the 

strongest sense of his statement, “contrary to popular belief, 

events can be explained,” the author uses the verb to explain; 

however, in his concluding remarks, Grondin asserts that “the 

event is always the event of something (or of being), which can 

be understood.” It is natural for the verb to explain to be 

enunciated in the context of the etymological argument, as it is 

convenient to show that something comes from (ex) something—

that is, a causal relationship can be established, which is the 

strongest sense of explaining. The use of to understand 

undoubtedly weakens the pretension of the first statement, 

since understanding does not imply explanation based on 

causes. In this sense, while Levinas and Romano might not 

agree with the first affirmation, they would not radically 

dissent from the second —only they would not consider that 

understanding to be full, and that for a fuller understanding, 

what we have called cordial reason is required. Both caveats 

would not enter into contradiction with what Grondin proposes, 

for by pointing out that “events can be understood, at least to a 
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degree,” he would accept that they are not given fully and that 

their truth is not guaranteed once and for all. 

The most challenging idea has to do with the 

metaphysical argument, as the discussion centers on the 

adoption of a metaphysics that is not naturalist, but returns to 

supramundane entities, shrugging off the commitments that 

reality demands; likewise, by abandoning reality, there is also 

an emancipation from the criteria of rationality proper to all 

investigative exercise. I share Grondin‟s concern regarding 

certain contemporary hermeneutic tendencies, especially those 

of a relativist nature. Grondin asserts that one of the possible 

meanings of hermeneutics is “to designate an intellectual and 

cultural space where there is no truth, since everything is a 

matter of interpretation” (2008, 14). But the path would not be 

to equate philosophies of the event with this species of “farewell 

to reason.” 

 In Levinas‟s case, for example, although the face 

challenges the hermeneutic exercise due to its infinity, 

Levinas—through concepts such as the “trace” (la trace), the 

“third party” (le tiers), or the “Said” (le Dit, which is 

inevitable)—allows us to glimpse a realist perspective in his 

philosophy. In fact, Braver (2019) undertakes an interesting 

exploration of Levinasian realism, especially as a rejoinder to 

the critiques of correlationism coming from Meillassoux. 

Likewise, it is not possible to see Levinas as a philosopher who 

succumbs to reason or promotes a lazy, disenchanted reason 

(boring or suffocating, in Grondin‟s terms); rather, he posits 

more rigorous standards of reason (in this regard, see De Boer 

1997 or Aguirre 2019). The scarcity of works on these issues is 

due more to the disinterest of the author‟s scholars than to the 

impossibility of exploring him from a realist perspective. 

Romano, for his part, openly acknowledges himself as a 

realist philosopher (see Romano 2016b, 2018, 2020). In the 

aforementioned interview with Filiz, Romano asserts that 

realism is not new to phenomenology, although he finds it 

strange that the contemporary reception of Husserl, especially 

in France, has overlooked this fact. According to Romano, there 

are two perspectives regarding realism: the first is based on a 

critique of the representational image of the mind, inherited 
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from modern philosophy, whose conclusions are achieved by 

criticizing the dichotomies that govern that model: internal-

external, primary vs. secondary qualities, phenomena-things in 

themselves. The second “keeps this representative model of the 

mind in place, but claims to have found a way to bridge the 

chasm established by modern philosophy and accordingly to 

reach the absolute or „in itself‟ beyond our representations” 

(Romano and Filiz 2021, 189). And further down he adds: “I feel 

myself indisputably much closer to the first path” (Romano and 

Filiz 2021, 189). In fact, his work aligns more with what is 

termed descriptive realism. 

Now, regarding rationality, we have already stated that 

it is inscribed in a perspective of cordial reason, which opposes 

the conception predominating in certain schools of philosophy, 

characterized by him as one “which tends to reduce rationality 

grosso modo to valid schemata of inference and to the methods 

of empirical knowledge” (Romano and Filiz 2021, 190). In this, 

he would agree with Levinas, but also with Grondin, who in a 

clarifying essay on the meaning of (truth as) adaequatio, 

highlights the importance of the notion of the thing, even in the 

empiricist perspective: “we understand by this a conception of 

the thing that we quickly identify […] as the observable, 

measurable thing, thought in the manner of a res extensa” 

(2016, 39); however, the paragraph concludes by stating that 

“we do not live only in the order of quantifiable things; we also 

live, if not primarily, in the realm of meaningful things” 

(Grondin 2016, 40). 

Thus, the metaphysics assumed by Levinas and Romano, 

philosophers of the event, does not distance itself substantially 

from that defended by Grondin, so the metaphysical argument 

would not affect these authors. Similarly, since no desire was 

seen in Levinas or Romano to deny the general possibility of 

understanding—but rather, at least, they limited it to some 

cases—and given that they did not deny that these exceptional 

cases were hermetic to some type of rationality, neither does the 

argument from transitivity affect their philosophical programs. 

In this section, we have considered some critiques of 

Grondin‟s perspective on the event; as can be seen, the author‟s 

own approach succumbs to some difficulties regarding its 
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consistency, especially in the use of the etymological argument 

and in the shift from explaining to understanding—a 

substantial change, for while not everything can be explained, 

there would be modes of understanding. No sacrificium 

intellectus is perceived in the analyzed cases, although there is 

an interest in expanding the margins of rationality so that it 

can be taken in a more inclusive way. Ultimately, Grondin‟s 

claim is extremely valuable due to the irresponsibility that, 

especially in the field of hermeneutics, tends to be assumed 

regarding the discourses proclaimed. The issue is that the 

critique cannot be directed so much at the philosophers of the 

event (or, at least, not at all of them in general), but at those 

who adopt irrational or neo-cynical postures. 

 

Conclusions 

This article has demonstrated that the adoption of a 

philosophy of the event, represented here by Levinas or 

Romano, does not imply the subordination of reason or a 

sacrificium intellectus. Although pertinent, Grondin‟s critique 

proved untenable when confronting its presuppositions. This 

was evidenced in the weakness of the etymological argument, 

since Grondin‟s own oscillation between the demand for 

explanation and the recognition of the understanding of the 

event dilutes the force of his objection. More fundamentally, it 

was established that neither Levinas‟s ethical transcendence 

nor Romanos‟s evential hermeneutics renounce realism. 

Consequently, the slope leading from the defense of the event to 

the sacrifice of the intellect is not clear. 

 
NOTES 

 
1 At the time of writing this text, I was unaware that the term “cordial 

reason” had already undergone extensive development, I encountered, for 

instance, Cortina‟s text (2007), which precisely posits the dichotomy I outline: 

“It is demonstrative reason, productive reason that does not understand the 

reasons of the heart, but not cordial reason: alongside the „geometric spirit‟ 

beats the „spirit of finesse‟, which makes us know in a different way” (pp. 126-

127). Despite this, I opt to retain the concepts of thought or patentness, rather 

than those of demonstration or production, insofar as the former do not 

possess the ideological connotations that could be attributed to the latter (at 

least, not as many). 
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2 As the purpose of this paper is not to analyze the concept of the event 

(événement) in Levinas, suffice is to refer to the cited work by Pirktina, where 

its presence throughout his oeuvre is sufficiently demonstrated. 
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Abstract 

What emerges when contemporary art is read—not as a historical period but 

as a post-conceptual condition—through Derrida‘s concepts of spacing and 

trace? Drawing on George Bondor‘s interpretation of Derridean spacing 

within a post-foundational hermeneutic ontology, I argue that post-

conceptual art literally deconstructs the frame, displacing the artwork from 

the regime of pure presence, objecthood and representational logic toward a 

relational field of traces, intervals, and historical forces. Read through the 

lens of the parergon, the image no longer appears as a self-identical object, 

but as a site of contamination between inside and outside, text and context, 

memory and its erasures. In this sense, the aesthetic relation becomes a 

practice of spacing that unsettles fixed meanings, institutionalized memory, 

and totalizing narratives. 

 

Keywords: Derrida, spacing, trace, hermeneutic ontology, post-conceptual 

art 

 

 

1. Spacing, the Frame, and the Post-Conceptual 

Condition of Contemporary Art 

In attempting to map the ontological mutations of the 

image in contemporary art, the aesthetic autonomy of the 

isolated art object can no longer serve as a point of departure. 

Instead, such inquiry should begin with the radical 

destabilization and questioning of the object's boundaries that 

happened during the historical avant-gardes and accelerated 

during the neo-avant-gardes (Osborne 2013, 37). Peter Osborne 

argues that contemporary art is not merely a chronological 

category, but a specific historical and conceptual condition 

emerging in the wake of the conceptual movements of the 1960s 

http://www.metajournal.org/
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and 1970s (Osborne 2013, 37). Within this post-conceptual 

paradigm, the artwork undergoes a process of 

deterritorialization and trans-categorization: it is no longer 

defined by the specificity of a unique material medium—as 

Clement Greenberg's modernist formalism dictated—but instead 

becomes a trans-medial node within an infinite network of 

spatio-temporal relations (Osborne 2013, 37–51). Contemporary 

art is inherently ―post-conceptual‖ because it retains as its 

ontological engine the critical investigation into its own status of 

existence, operating an irreversible opening of the artwork 

toward its political, institutional, and discursive context. 

This radical openness instigated in the history of visual 

arts a process of deconstruction of the traditional apparatus 

that historically guaranteed the isolation and purity of the 

artwork: the frame. This transformation becomes legible when 

Osborne‘s critical account of the ―post-conceptual condition‖ is 

read alongside Derrida‘s deconstruction of presence. In his 

seminal study La vérité en peinture, Jacques Derrida analyzes 

the status of the frame through the lens of the parergon—that 

which stands at the margin, the hybrid element that is neither 

entirely intrinsic to the work (as ergon) nor completely external 

to it (as hors-d'œuvre) (Derrida 1978, 19–27). According to 

Derrida, the frame is not a mere ornament or a passive 

boundary; it functions as an active ontological operator that 

institutes the presence of the work by excluding the exterior. 

Just like the aporias of the difference between text and 

interpretive context highlighted in De la grammatologie 

(Derrida 1967, 103–104), Derrida argues that the 

representational frame is structurally fissured—it is, in fact, 

not a closure, but an interstice through which the exterior (the 

context) constantly contaminates and co-constitutes the interior 

(the text of the work). Within the post-conceptual condition of 

art, the frame can no longer conceal this vulnerability, 

transforming itself from an instrument of separation into a 

space of transit and contagion (Derrida 1978, 61–63). 

What makes this ontological shift possible is what 

Derrida calls spacing (espacement). In De la grammatologie, the 

French philosopher posits that this concept „expresses the 

articulation of space and time, the becoming-space of time and 
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the becoming-time of space‖ (Derrida 1967, 103). A strictly 

ontological reading of spacing reveals that any presence is 

already structured by a constitutive distance that precedes it 

and, paradoxically, allows it to appear in the world. No 

interiority can completely close in upon itself, for it already 

bears within the traces of the exteriority it refuses, and in 

relation to which it constitutes itself through closure. In this 

sense, spacing represents the ontological articulation of 

difference (différance) as a pre-originary movement of 

differentiation (Derrida 1967, 103–104). Understood spatially, 

it designates the interval, the positioning within a radical ―in-

between‖. Spacing is not substantial: it does not have a place, 

nor does it take place statically, but rather makes place for the 

very possibility of meaning to emerge. 

George Bondor develops this point in a more explicitly 

hermeneutic direction, expanding the concept through John 

Sallis‘s readings of the Nietzschean lineage (Bondor 2014, 64). 

Tracing the genealogy of the term from its typographical origins 

to its ontological expansion, Bondor notes: 

―Spacing would be the ‗relation‘ of space with itself, the ‗movement‘ 

that opens up the space in which it occurs. It suggests the idea of 

‗taking a trip,‘ ‗wandering.‘ Of course, it is originally a typographical 

process: the pause, the blank space, the line between words, the 

hyphen, through which spaces are inserted into a text; hence ‗the 

interval in general.‘ However, we can also speak of ‘spacing a thing,‘ 

that is, inserting intervals into the interstices of the thing, dispersing 

it, to make it lose its compact and closed character‖ (Bondor 2014, 64). 

Although not intended by Bondor in his last observation 

about the ontological effects of spacing quoted above, this 

dispersal of the compact and closed character of the object is 

precisely the operation that post-conceptual art applies to the 

image and the aesthetic artifact. Through spacing, the internal 

reason of the work is dislocated and projected outside its secure 

boundaries. Citing Sallis in the margins of the Nietzschean 

text, Bondor demonstrates that to make possible the spacing of 

reason presupposes opening reason by displacing it beyond 

itself, breaking its identity with itself, and thus its presence to 

itself, through which any spacing was impossible. ―To space 

reason means to send it into a field, for instance, that of 

sensibility or that of history‖ (Bondor 2014, 65). 
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It is this shift toward the field of sensibility, suggested 

by Bondor in his commentary, that I wish to pursue further. In 

the philosophy of contemporary art, such a displacement 

beyond self-identity implies that the work can no longer be 

understood as a repository of pure presence or as an 

autonomous form; rather, it emerges as a network of intervals 

open to history, ideology, and materiality. The foundation of the 

work loses its classical capacity to ―ground‖ a unique, fixed, and 

stable meaning, giving way to a site of play and multiple forces 

(Bondor 2014, 65). This is one of the reasons we can speak of a 

hermeneutical grounding: a ground that is no longer an identity 

with itself, but precisely a play of differences, a ground that has 

lost its power to ground (Bondor 2014, 74). 

Transposed into the philosophy of art, this 

hermeneutico-ontological paradigm provides a framework for 

reconfiguring the ―post-conceptual condition‖ of the image. 

Hermeneutically, we witness a différance of meaning—a 

chronic instability determined by the infinite play of 

significations and the traces left by other interpretations or 

signs upon the actual presence of the work. Ontologically, 

spacing declares the definitive impossibility of enclosing the 

proper space of the artwork within fixed boundaries, margins, 

or frames. The Derridean concepts of parergon, hors-texte, and 

trace thus become indispensable tools for reading the inter- and 

para-textual proliferation of signs, the contagion of images, and 

the hybridization of contemporary artistic genres. Artistic 

representation can no longer be understood as a mimetic 

mirroring or an unmediated presence, but exclusively 

relationally, as a tense play of differences. 

 

2. Phenomenological Roots: Trace, Voice, and 

Temporality 

The migration of spacing into art theory becomes 

clearer when read against Derrida‘s foundational critique of 

phenomenological presence in La Voix et le Phénomène 

(Derrida 1973, 63–104; see also Lowler 2002). Here, Derrida 

criticizes Edmund Husserl‘s model of transcendental 

subjectivity, which posits that consciousness synthesizes time 

and experience from a transcendental standpoint (Husserl 
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1913, 46–49; see Derrida 1973, 63–77). In Husserl‘s early 

lectures on internal time-consciousness, the standing-

streaming present (lebendige Gegenwart) is established as the 

absolute ground of experience, where temporal moments are 

synthesized through retention, primal impression, and 

protention (Husserl 2012, 10–12). For Husserl, the identity of 

an object—such as a sustained musical tone—is maintained 

because the ego retains the immediate past and anticipates 

the future within a continuous, unbroken horizon of presence 

(Husserl 2012, 10–12; see Derrida 1973, 63–77). 

Derrida‘s deconstruction of this model targets the very 

locus of Husserlian self-presence: the phenomenological voice 

(Derrida 1973, 77–104). Husserl privileges the voice because it 

operates in a seemingly unworldly medium where the speaking 

subject hears themselves speak at the very moment of 

utterance, creating the illusion of pure, unmediated presence 

that requires no spatial detour (Derrida 1973, 77–87). However, 

Derrida uncovers a critical fault-line within this structure. He 

demonstrates that the retentional mechanism, which Husserl 

relies on to maintain the continuity of the present, is already 

structurally contaminated by absence (Derrida 1973, 64–67; see 

also Seebohm 1995, 185–200). Retention is not a direct 

presentation of the past; it is a representation, a trace of a past 

that has already vanished. 

Because retention must refer to a ―now‖ that is no longer 

present, the living present is structurally split and mediated by 

a non-presence (Derrida 1973, 64–67). Derrida argues that the 

phenomenon—that which appears to consciousness—is not 

grounded in an unconditioned intuition, but is instead pre-

structured by a network of traces and differences (Derrida 

1967, 92–103; Derrida 1973, 64–67). The voice is not a pure 

source, but is already an archi-écriture, a system of differential 

marks where meaning is endlessly deferred (différance) 

(Derrida 1967, 65–73). This temporal synthesis is closely 

aligned with the psychoanalytic concept of Nachträglichkeit 

(deferred action or retroactivity) developed by Sigmund Freud 

(Freud 1950). For Freud, past events do not persist as fixed, 

static memories; they undergo structural revision and gain new 

meaning when they are recalled within new contexts. Memory 
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is therefore an active, interpretive translation rather than a 

passive storage of the past (Derrida 1967, 154–168). Transposed 

into post-conceptual art, the trace becomes the index of a 

withdrawal from appearance, revealing the work‘s relationship 

to inaccessible bodies and historical events (Taylor 2012; see 

also González-Torres 1991). 

 

3. Art Historical Translations: From Modernist 

Materiality to Networked Agencements 

The transition from late modernism to the post-

conceptual condition is fundamentally marked by a shift from 

the canvas as an autonomous space to the canvas as a site of 

literal and institutional spacing (Osborne 2013, 37–51). A 

crucial early moment in this genealogy can be traced to 

Rosalind Krauss‘s critical deployment of deconstructive motifs 

to read the minimalism of Frank Stella (Krauss 1981, 243–260; 

Krauss 1985, 9–22). Analyzing Stella‘s use of the cut stretcher, 

Krauss implicitly identifies a parergonal operation: the literal 

physical frame of the canvas ceases to be an external boundary 

and instead dictates the internal configuration of the painted 

stripes (Krauss 1981, 243–260). Interpreted through a 

Derridean lens, one may argue that, by forcing the internal 

composition to mirror the physical shape of the support, Stella 

collapses the traditional hierarchy between the autonomous 

artwork (ergon) and its margin (parergon). 

Furthermore, in Krauss‘s reading, the spatial intervals 

between Stella's repetitive bands function as literal 

manifestations of spacing (Krauss 1985, 9–22). In his Aluminum 

Paintings, the painted stripes separate from the straight lines of 

the picture carrier, buckling or veering, creating empty spaces 

within the composition that prompted Stella to cut the canvas 

away and customize the stretcher frame (Fried 1966, 18–27). 

Through this examination, the canvas is stripped of its status as 

a pure, self-contained visual presence; it is transformed into a 

differential matrix, a system of graphic traces akin to Derrida's 

archi-écriture (Krauss 1985, 9–22). 

While Krauss uses this structural reading to undermine 

the optical myths of high modernism, the broader shift toward a 

relational ontology of the artwork in the mid 1960‘s required a 
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reconfiguration of the picture plane itself. Robert Rauschenberg 

functions here as the definitive watershed moment (Steinberg 

1972, 82–91). As David Joselit and Leo Steinberg have noted, 

Rauschenberg‘s Combine paintings introduced the concept of 

the ―flatbed picture plane,‖ transforming the canvas from a 

modernist window or a psychological field into a screen, a 

surface capturing circulating cultural signs (Steinberg 1972, 

84–90; see also Joselit 2007, 34–42). Rauschenberg‘s work is no 

longer an organic whole representing an interior world 

captured within the picture‘s frame. Its seemingly chaotic 

composition is a space of arrest, storage and transit, a locus 

where heterogeneous images—derived from mass media, 

urban detritus, and art history—are juxtaposed through a 

logic of mechanical and allegorical assembly. By treating the 

image as a mobile, reproducible signifier, Rauschenberg 

effectively opens the artwork to a networked ontology, laying 

the groundwork for the post-conceptual obsession with image 

circulation (Joselit 2007, 34–42). 

This structural dissolution of the image as a mere 

representation of a given, external reality is also theorized with 

political and historical precision by Benjamin H. D. Buchloh in 

his foundational essay on the allegorical procedures of 

contemporary art (Buchloh 1982, 43–45). Buchloh demonstrates 

how the neo-avant-garde utilized strategies of appropriation, 

montage, and collage to dismantle the bourgeois myth of 

aesthetic autonomy and subjective expression (Buchloh 1982, 

43–45). In Buchloh‘s reading, the allegorical procedure operates 

precisely as a form of conceptual spacing: it de-contextualizes 

the appropriated sign, inserting a gap or an interval between 

the signifier and its original historical referent (Buchloh 1982, 

43–45). That is why, after Robert Rauschenberg‘s series of 

serigraphic paintings using both collage and montage, the 

image no longer maintains its position within a stable logic of 

representation; instead, it enters an allegorical arena of 

displacement, interrogation, and destabilization (Buchloh 1982, 

43–45). Buchloh links this to Walter Benjamin‘s theory of 

baroque allegory, where the world of material objects is 

perceived as invalid and devalued through their transformation 

into commodities (Buchloh 1982, 51; see also Benjamin 1977). 
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The allegorist devalues the object a second time through 

allegorical practice, splintering the signifier and the signified to 

protest against its transformation into a pure commodity. For 

artists like Rauschenberg, montage is thus not merely a formal 

technique, but a critical weapon against the institutional 

frameworks that attempt to construct a fixed, universal 

memory and a singularity of meaning on behalf of dominant 

power relations (Buchloh 1982, 51). 

Once the allegorical procedure unmasks the artwork as 

an assembly of contingent signs, the deconstructive focus shifts 

inevitably from the physical frame of the canvas to the 

ideological frame of the gallery. This is the precise juncture 

where Institutional Critique materializes the ontology of 

spacing. Artists like Michael Asher radically intervene in this 

dynamic by exposing the hidden structural link between the 

economic infrastructure (the material reality of finance and 

administration) and the aesthetic space of exhibition (Buchloh 

2000, 1–23). In his landmark 1974 exhibition at the Claire 

Copley Gallery, Asher physically removed the partition wall 

that separated the gallery's commercial office from its public 

viewing space. By executing this spatial displacement, Asher 

shattered the myth of the neutral ―white cube‖ (O‘Doherty 

1983). He exposed the white cube not as an objective 

background, but as a highly coded modernist convention 

designed to universalize and eternalize the artwork, stripping it 

of its literal ―here and now‖ (hic et nunc) presence to facilitate 

its seamless circulation as a pure commodity within the 

contemporary art ecosystem (Buchloh 2000, 1–23). 

Daniel Buren takes this institutional deconstruction a 

step further by physically projecting the parergonal critique 

beyond the architectural envelope of the art world. In his 1973 

project Within and Beyond the Frame at the John Weber 

Gallery in New York, Buren suspended nineteen striped canvas 

banners inside the gallery space, but allowed the sequence to 

breach the architectural border, extending through the window 

and hanging across the public street. By literally straddling the 

boundary between the internal institutional space and the 

external urban matrix, Buren‘s work demonstrates that the 

visibility, legitimacy, and meaning of art are entirely dependent 
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upon the spatial and ideological frames that contain them. The 

work does not simply exist in space; it spaces the institution 

itself, rendering the threshold between inside and outside 

entirely porous. 

In the contemporary landscape, this unsettling 

trajectory finds its ultimate systemic articulation in David 

Joselit‘s theories of the networked image (Joselit 2012, 55–90). 

Joselit argues that in the era of digital networks and post-truth 

politics, art can no longer concern itself with the creation of 

discrete objects, but must focus on the management of 

agencements—a term inherited from Deleuze and Guattari, for 

whom assemblages are provisional configurations of 

heterogeneous elements whose relations are stabilized through 

territorialization and transformed through deterritorialization 

and reterritorialization (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 88; see 

also Litaker 2014)—that regulate the transit of images (Joselit 

2009, 125–127). Painting becomes reflexive, aware of its own 

status as a node within a vast network of global circulation 

(Joselit 2012, 55–90). Under these conditions, the post-

conceptual image is no longer a site of stable representation or 

a monument to memory, but a dynamic profile of displacements 

(Joselit 2012, 90–115). By embracing the logic of the network, 

contemporary post-conceptual art utilizes spacing to wage a 

critical war over the control of collective memory, resisting the 

fixity of institutional truth through what can be considered a 

restless, fluctuating ontology of the trace. 

 

4. Trace, Scar, and Latency: Toward an Ontology of 

the Negative in Post-Conceptual Art 

If the earlier genealogy, from Stella and Rauschenberg 

to Joselit‘s interpretation of contemporary art, foregrounds the 

displacement and circulation of the image, the following studies 

shift the emphasis toward a broader deconstruction of the 

frame, in which trace, scar, and latency emerge as figures of an 

ontology of the negative. They do not simply extend the 

trajectory outlined above, but open another possible reception of 

Derrida in contemporary art. Félix González-Torres disperses 

the absent body into public space; Kader Attia turns historical 

violence into a visible scar; and Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil 



Cristian Nae / Deconstructing the Frame: Spacing, Trace and the Phenomenological… 

 

  

173 

 

Joreige relocate the image within a latent archive that resists 

postwar amnesia. 

Félix González-Torres‘s practice offers a paradigmatic 

instance of the trace as public spacing. In Untitled (billboard of 

an empty bed, 1991), created after Ross Laycock‘s death, a 

closely cropped photograph of an unmade bed registers the 

withdrawn body only through the imprint left on two pillows 

(González-Torres 1991; Folland 2020; Conaty 2012). 

Reproduced on billboards across New York, the image displaces 

private mourning into urban space and transforms absence into 

a politically charged public form. 

This spatial distribution also functions as a parergonal 

intervention (Derrida 1978; Conaty 2012). By placing an image 

without text, commercial logos, or didactic framing within the 

billboard format, González-Torres interrupts the aggressive 

visual economy of the city with a silent interval of intimacy and 

mourning (Folland 2020; Conaty 2012). The billboard frame 

becomes porous, allowing the private space of love and loss to 

enter the public sphere. 

In the context of the AIDS crisis and the political 

repression of queer life in the early 1990‘s, this transfer of 

mourning into urban space acquires a distinct political charge 

(Folland 2020). Yet the work avoids declarative identity 

markers, allowing the body to appear only through the traces of 

its withdrawal (Taylor 2012; see also González-Torres 1991). 

The meaning of the work is never fixed or stable; it is 

radically open, dependent upon the physical context of the 

billboard and the personal history of the individual viewer 

(Folland 2020; Conaty 2012). A traveler encountering the image 

on a highway in Texas will receive the work entirely differently 

than a viewer in the Bronx, illustrating how the play of spacing 

and context continually re-frames the text (Munoz 1999). 

The same logic extends to works such as Untitled (Lover 

Boys) (1991), where viewers consume and disperse the work 

materially, and Untitled (Perfect Lovers) (1991), where 

synchronized clocks stage the fragility of temporal co-presence 

(Munoz 1999; Braddock 2016; Taylor 2012). Together, these 

works show how disappearance becomes a poetic and political 

form of visibility. 
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If González-Torres renders absence legible as trace, 

Kader Attia shifts the emphasis toward scar. Through the 

concept of repair, he challenges the Western ideal of seamless 

restoration and insists on the visibility of historical injury. In 

La mer morte (2015), this logic takes on an explicitly political 

form, as roughly three hundred used blue garments spread 

across the gallery floor evoke drowned migrant bodies through 

their empty forms (Attia 2015; Kastner 2016). The garments 

remain as empty shells, bearing the creases of bodies that can 

no longer appear (Attia 2015). By working through clothing 

rather than mimetic depictions of suffering, Attia refuses the 

spectacularization of trauma and instead stages a 

contemplative encounter with absence itself (Attia 2015; see 

also Kastner 2016). 

Adjacent lightboxes from Rochers Carrés sharpen this 

reading by placing the dream of departure beside the material 

infrastructures that block it. Attia thus turns the scar into a 

spatial and political device: the work exposes violence without 

translating it into spectacle, and makes the damaged surface 

itself bear memory. 

Where Attia makes damage visible on the surface, Joana 

Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige turn to what remains 

suspended, undeveloped, or withheld. Their practice explores 

the relation between image, history, and collective amnesia in 

postwar Lebanon (Hadjithomas and Joreige 2013). Treating the 

image not as a transparent document but as a site of latency, 

they develop this question in Wonder Beirut (1997–2006), a 

project centered on the fictional photographer Abdallah Farah, 

whose idealized prewar postcards of Beirut are later reworked 

against the logic of state-sponsored forgetting (Hadjithomas 

and Joreige 2013). 

In Postcards of War, Farah begins physically burning 

the original negatives, forcing the idealized tourist image of 

Beirut to register the destruction it was meant to conceal 

(Hadjithomas and Joreige 2013). The gesture counters the 

state‘s postwar reconstruction of the city as a neoliberal space 

cleansed of conflict, reintroducing trauma into the collective 

imaginary through the scarred image itself (Hadjithomas and 

Joreige 2013). 
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In Latent Images (Images Latentes), the problem is 

displaced further, as the work centers on undeveloped film rolls 

exposed between 1997 and 2006 and accompanied only by short 

written descriptions in Farah‘s diary (Hadjithomas and Joreige 

2013). Here the image survives not as visible record, but as 

deferred possibility. 

Here Derrida‘s account of the archive becomes especially 

relevant. Derrida uncovers a deep, structural pathology at the 

core of the archival impulse, which he terms ―archive fever‖ 

(mal d’archive) (Derrida 1996, 19). Drawing on Freud‘s 

psychoanalytic theory (Freud 1950), he demonstrates that the 

archive is driven by a profound internal contradiction: the 

tension between the conservation drive (the desire to preserve, 

protect, and accumulate traces of the past) and the death drive 

(destruction drive) (Derrida 1996, 10–19). The death drive is 

silent, aggressive, and archive-destroying; it operates in secret 

to destroy memory, inducing forgetfulness, amnesia, and the 

reduction of traces to absolute ashes (Derrida 1996, 10–11). In 

Hadjithomas and Joreige‘s work, this contradiction reappears 

as latency: the image is neither fully present nor fully lost, but 

persists in a suspended state that resists both erasure and 

transparent recovery. 

Hadjithomas and Joreige compiled these descriptions 

into a massive, 1,312-page artist book published by Rosascape, 

featuring thirty-eight photographic plates selected from 

hundreds of undeveloped rolls (Hadjithomas and Joreige 2010). 

The book is designed with sealed pages, which physically 

prevent the text from being read unless the viewer takes a knife 

to cut the paper open (Hadjithomas and Joreige 2010). In this 

work, the visual image is entirely negated, replaced by the 

grapheme (Hadjithomas and Joreige 2010). 

At the 56th Venice Biennale, the book was activated 

through a daily reading-performance in which sealed pages 

were cut open while actors read the descriptions aloud 

(Enwezor 2015; Hadjithomas and Joreige 2010). The latent 

image thus emerged not as visual evidence, but as a bodily and 

vocal event. This performance represents a profound realization 

of Derridean espacement and archi-écriture (Derrida 1967; 

Hadjithomas and Joreige 2010). By withholding the visual 
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image and replacing it with written text that must be 

physically cut open and read aloud, Hadjithomas and Joreige 

deconstruct the traditional, indexical relationship between the 

photograph and the referent (Hadjithomas and Joreige 2010). 

The image is never immediately present; its presence is 

deferred, emerging only through the oral expression, the 

breath, and the physical gestures of the actors (Hadjithomas 

and Joreige 2010). 

This strategy of latency is a highly political position: ―I 

am here even if you do not see me‖ (Hadjithomas and Joreige 

2013). By refusing to participate in the endless, commodified 

flow of digital images, the artists create an alternative archive, 

utilizing the trace to preserve traumatic memory and resist the 

state-enforced erasure of historical truth (Hadjithomas and 

Joreige 2013).  

 

5. Conclusion: An Aesthetic Ontology of the Negative 

When spacing is transposed into the philosophy of 

contemporary art, it ceases to be a mere technical procedure or 

an abstract philosophical curiosity, becoming instead the very 

foundation of an aesthetic ontology of the negative (Osborne 

2013, 37–51). Post-conceptual art practices demonstrate that 

the classical model of the aesthetic object—conceived as a self-

contained, autonomous repository of pure presence—can no 

longer sustain itself when faced with historical trauma, 

displacement, and systemic erasure (Taylor 2012; see also 

González-Torres 1991). 

By utilizing the logic of the parergon, the trace, and 

latency, artists such as Félix González-Torres, Kader Attia, and 

Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige expose the structural 

limits of representation itself (Derrida 1978; Hadjithomas and 

Joreige 2013). They prove that what is traditionally dismissed 

as marginal or supplemental—the physical stretcher frame, the 

empty clothing of absent figures, the textual descriptions of 

undeveloped negatives—is structurally necessary to the co-

constitution of meaning (Krauss 1981, 243–260; Hadjithomas 

and Joreige 2010). These parerga do not merely frame the work; 

they actively space it, rendering the boundaries between the 
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internal text and the external historical context entirely porous 

(Derrida 1978). 

The final case studies also suggest a departure from the 

line of deconstruction associated with Stella and Rauschenberg 

and extended, under contemporary conditions, by Joselit‘s 

paradigm of the networked image. They point instead toward 

another possible reception of Derrida in contemporary art, one 

in which the decisive question is no longer the circulation of the 

image, but the deconstruction of the frame in an expanded 

ontological and political sense. From this perspective, latency, 

affect, and the force of absence emerge as privileged modes 

through which the ontology of the negative takes material form. 

By centering the viewer‘s hermeneutic labor on the trace and 

the interval, contemporary post-conceptual art offers a mode of 

political and ethical witness in which collective memory 

remains open, contested, and historically charged.  
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Abstract 

In this essay, we explore responses to sleep resistance in infants from a 

phenomenological perspective. After introducing sleep resistance as a 

plausible reaction to the threat of world-withdrawal, we introduce the 

concepts of intercorporeality and rhythm. If we understand our existence as 

being from body to body and rhythm as a way of coordinating bodies, we can 

think beyond the individual. Philosophers such as Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty, 

Levinas, and Derrida help understand on an existential level why sleep 

resistance can be alleviated through modes of rhythm as displayed in 

clinging, carrying, and dancing. As a result, parents and infants could come to 

experience existence as more interconnected, such that going beyond the 

individual is not to be feared but welcomed. If we learn to habituate such 

forms of intercorporeality, we will not only sleep better, but come to a more 

relational understanding of existence. 

 

Keywords: rhythm, intercorporeality, sleep resistance, infant, Husserl, 

Merleau-Ponty, Levinas 

 

 
This essay addresses sleep resistance in infants from a 

phenomenological perspective. Acknowledging that it is 
impossible to receive a verbal answer from infants as to why 
they are resistant to sleep, we propose that the infant‟s 
resistance confirms basic phenomenological findings about the 
extent to which human existence – from the beginning – is 
directed at world and does not want this directedness to be 
undercut. The infant does not yet know what we have learned 
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through repeated experiences: that world connection is re-
established after waking up. 

In order to show how phenomenological findings can be 
utilised, we will turn to a crucial structuring element of 
intercorporeality, namely, rhythm. Rhythm allows for the 
overcoming of the individualistic tendency in traditional 
philosophy and shows us how bodies can be organised in 
relation to each other. Rhythm will then be brought to bear on 
parenting as such, with a view towards paradigmatic 
expressions of parental intercorporeality such as carrying and 
clinging. Recent research in biology has shown that the 
„transport method‟ – that is, carrying – is particularly helpful 
for soothening infants that have sleeping problems (Reuter 
2020; Ohmura 2022). We attempt to explore from a 
phenomenological perspective how a wider concept of rhythm as 
a structuring element of intercorporeality helps understand 
such findings from a more holistic and existential perspective. 

It will turn out that rhythm as a remedy to sleep 
resistance is not just relevant for being with infants but can 
teach us important lessons about our intercorporeal existence, 
for adults as well. Our emphasis on individuality takes us away 
from the phenomenological truth that being means being with 
each other on all levels. Philosophy stresses the emphasis on 
verbal communication; but with the help of Nietzsche, Levinas, 
Merleau-Ponty, and others, we can come to realise that body 
language is more pervasive and fundamental. The significance 
of clinging and carrying as important modes of intercorporeality 
between infants and parents are mirrored in activities like 
dance which accompany us through our entire lives, and to 
which we can become attuned at any stage. If we learn to open 
ourselves up to the supra-individual foundational level, we 
might all be able to sleep better.  

 
Introducing Sleep Resistance 

Autobiographical description (author name removed): 
To me, the resistance to sleep was one of the biggest 

surprises about being with an infant. I remember experiencing a 
certain relief or hopefulness when I read in parenting books that 
newborns sleep roughly 16 hours per day. That sounded like 
plenty of time for me to sleep, and possibly time for some other 
things as well. Nobody told me that newborns (at least mine) 
rarely sleep more than three hours in one stretch, and on 
average, just an hour and a half. If you have difficulties falling 
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asleep or falling back to sleep, such short stretches are very 
unpleasant.  

What is more, it turns out that the infant has enormous 
difficulties falling asleep. True, in some situations they fall 
asleep like a charm, in a car or pushchair, for example. Some 
people have claimed that this is because such movements are 
reminiscent of being unborn and being moved around in a 
vessel, as it were. Perhaps, but the differences seem to outweigh 
the similarities, plus, many adults still fall asleep in moving 
vehicles. The more important point is this: when they are not 
being carried or moved in a vehicle or drinking milk, it is in my 
experience nearly impossible to make infants fall asleep.  

 
Why is sleep so difficult? It is almost as if the infant 

would experience the philosophical dilemma described by 
Edmund Husserl, namely, that there is something paradoxical 
and therefore deeply threatening about the interruption of the 
stream of consciousness: consciousness as such does not sleep, 
yet conscious living beings need sleep. When Husserl examines 
sleep in the context of discussing limit problems 
[Grenzprobleme] around birth, death, and sleep, Husserl 
describes „falling asleep‟ [Einschlafen] in the following way: 
“The „impressions‟ of the perceptual reality are still there, 
similar to being immersed in memory or phantasy; but they are 
removed from me, or rather: I am removed from them 
[entrückt].” (Husserl 2014,12) The experience of my becoming 
removed is what can induce fear, and since it feels indeed like 
me becoming increasingly removed from the impressions, not 
vice versa, it can feel like I could stop the removal and „hang on‟. 

Of course, due to the obvious problems accessing what 
the infant feels, it is difficult to attempt an explanation. What 
we can be fairly sure about is that the infant does not 
experience this anxiety before sleep due to some affinity 
between sleep and death. The infant does not know about 
death. Yet s/he is already directed at world, fascinated by and 
at certain moments extremely driven towards world. This 
uninhibited drivenness is one of the features that make infants 
so attractive, perhaps due to the contrast it creates to our own 
tiredness, exhaustion, and difficulty to decide what part of 
world is actually worth attending to. The infant thus in a sense 
exemplifies the phenomenological discovery that existence is 
being-in-the-world, and even more precisely, being-towards-the-
world. 
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Being cut off from this directedness and drivenness is 
undesirable for the infant and warrants resistance. 
Furthermore, the infant does not yet know what children and 
adults know by way of habitualised experiences, namely, that 
we can reconnect after waking up. As Husserl describes it: 
“There is a recollection and a synthesis of identity between the 
present and past world, and in between, a hole [Loch] or gap 
[Lücke]” (Husserl 2014, 8). The infant does not know about the 
possibility of this synthesis after the gap. Moreover, Husserl 
describes the many dimensions of the removal from world or 
disconnect which the experience of falling asleep entails: “The 
ego does nothing of that which it could do, and its ability 
[Können] is no longer „alive‟ […]. The unconscious ego is in 
nirvana; […] it does not move, does not do anything, does not 
experience anything, does not see anything, hear anything, act 
in any way, etc.” (Husserl 2014, 14). Since the infant has only 
just started to experience the excitements of perception and 
movement, it is understandable that it would not want this 
experience to be cut off or be removed from it, especially since it 
has no awareness that it can reconnect after waking up.  

This is all the more threatening because loss of world 
means loss of myself; the persisting of my ego is “equivalent”, as 
Husserl puts it, to the persistence of world, that is, the 
persistence of my experience of world (Husserl 2014, 20). 
Therefore, Husserl uses the expression of „world annihilation‟ in 
this context. Being tired moves me toward sleep, but resisting 
sleep seems from the perspective of these phenomenological 
findings quite understandable. In addition, there could be an 
issue of ambiguity concerning discomforts. A phenomenology of 
tiredness would yield the result that it is difficult to perceive 
that sleep would remedy this discomfort. It is sometimes still 
difficult for us adults to acknowledge that our discomfort and 
irritability emerge from tiredness; how should the infant know 
that sleep is what it needs? 

For infants, solutions to discomforts tend to come from 
the outside, mostly from their caretakers. Yet turning outwards 
for a solution to tiredness might bring about an experience 
which Emmanuel Levinas describes in relation to insomnia, 
where world, now stressful due to the tiredness, becomes 
oppressive and seems to press in on us (Levinas 1987b, 48). It 
might be the conflict of where to turn in the twilight between 
facing the oppressive „there is‟ and that which emits a sense of 
nothing. This nothing might on some level present itself as 
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desirable; but can it be trusted if it is as enigmatic as sleep or 
letting go of world indeed is?  

Unfortunately, turning to the carers for help offers no 
escape from the dilemma, since they stand on the side of world 
and the „there is‟ that needs to be let go of. Carers certainly 
want to help; but speaking to the infant only pulls him/her back 
into the world. Language fails to deliver what rhythm can 
accomplish, as we will see in the next section. Nietzsche 
expresses very well how language falls short of establishing a 
deeper connection: “Language, as the organ and symbol of 
phenomena, cannot at all disclose the innermost essence of 
music; language can only be in superficial contact with music 
when it attempts to imitate music” (Nietzsche 1993, VI, 30). 
Language is a symbol of things in the world, but it cannot 
connect us to a deeper level where we trust in the deep 
connections between us and our surroundings.  

Is there any solution? On the level of experience, as 
indicated above, moving the infant by way of carrying them or 
placing them into a pushchair or car proves helpful. If the 
surrounding world is in motion as well, the infant becomes part 
of a larger intercorporeality that alleviates the impossible 
challenge of not undercutting the connection between 
individual and world. Intercorporeality is a useful 
phenomenological concept in this respect because it allows 
describing the connection from body to body. 

Intercorporeality (intercorporéité) is a concept introduced 
by Maurice Merleau-Ponty in his essay “The Philosopher and 
his Shadow”. Discussing Husserl‟s phenomenology with 
emphasis on Ideas II, Merleau-Ponty explains that the relation 
between myself and other people is “neither comparison nor 
analogy, nor projection or „introjection‟.” Building on the idea of 
double sensations, Merleau-Ponty claims that “I have evidence 
of the other man‟s being-there when I shake his hand” because 
“his hand is substitute for my left hand.” Similar to the way in 
which I recognise my two hands as belonging to one body, I 
recognise the other‟s hand as part of a larger intercorporeality: 
“The other person appears through an extension of that 
compresence [übertragene Kompräsenz; the original 
Kompräsenz concerns the parts of my own body]; he and I are 
like organs of one single intercorporeality” (Merleau-Ponty 
1964, 168). While the phenomenologist is aware of the 
importance of intercorporeality and the way it has always 
already existed as the foundation of any imagined solipsism, 
there is an unawareness of these connections in our everyday 
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attitude because “intercorporeality goes beyond itself and ends 
up unconscious of itself as intercorporeality” (Merleau-Ponty 
1964, 173). In this context, Merleau-Ponty also speaks of a 
“primordial We” (ibid., 175) and explains that the child‟s 
“egocentricity” should be read as something which manifests 
“both transitivity and confusion of self and other” (ibid., 174). 
Transitivity designates a way of feeling into the body of the 
other which later becomes more explicit as empathy. 

Thomas Fuchs offers quite a good definition in line with 
Merleau-Ponty‟s overall phenomenology: “Intercorporeality 
means a prereflective intertwining of lived and living bodies, in 
which my own is affected by the other‟s body as much as his by 
mine, leading to an embodied communication” (Fuchs 2017, 9). 
Fuchs also explains how the concept of intercorporeality allows 
viewing “emotions not as inner mental states that have to be 
deciphered or inferred from external cues, but as expressive, 
dynamic forces which affect individuals through bodily 
resonance and connect them with one another in circular 
interactions” (Fuchs 2017, 16). This is particularly helpful when 
it comes to pre-verbal communication between parents and 
infants. Stern (1998) introduces the concepts of “affective 
attunement” and “schemes of being-with” to designate how 
already at the age of just a couple of months, infants learn to 
respond to their environment in a fashion that is captured 
much better by the idea of intercorporeality than by any ideas 
of copying, let alone representation, because intercorporeality 
names the connection between bodies rather than the 
separation which would need to be recognised in order for 
copying or representation to be enacted. In the expanded 1998 
edition of his 1985 work, Stern added the dimension of „core 
self-with-another‟ to his earlier schemes and became 
increasingly interested in phenomena of rhythm by attending to 
„vitality‟ as that which ties us together (Stern 2010).   

The dimension of intercorporeality that will prove most 
relevant for our theme of sleep resistance concerns dynamic 
intercorporeality, that is, intercorporeality in motion. When it 
comes to coordinating a movement between bodies, the concept 
of rhythm will turn out to be helpful. 

 
Getting into the rhythm 

The Ancient Greek concept rhythmos designates a 
measured flow or movement; it derives from rhein, flowing. An 
important guide in thinking about rhythm is philologist and 
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philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who attributed a crucial role 
to music. He proclaimed – in a book with this very title – the 
“birth of tragedy from the spirit of music”, die Geburt der 
Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik. What did Nietzsche mean 
by “the spirit of music”? We do not receive an explicit answer, 
but it is clear from the book that the spirit of music is or at 
least involves rhythm. This idea is particularly plausible since 
Nietzsche inquires into the most primordial form of music in 
the course of investigating how tragedy amounts to a distinct 
departure from this origin. When words or lyrics come to 
determine music, we are already moving away from the most 
original sense of music as rhythmical. Melody can to some 
extent be involved in music of the primordial, rhythmical kind; 
yet the emergence of more sophisticated melodies clearly goes 
along with the idea of songs, or of adjusting music to lyrics. As 
Nietzsche puts it: melody gives birth to poetry (Nietzsche 1993, 
VI, 33). 

The move from music to tragedy goes along with and is 
strengthened by the emergence of philosophy, both of which the 
Greeks “needed”, according to Nietzsche (1993, I, 3). Rhythm 
has an immediate appeal, and it is exactly for this reason that 
Plato, Nietzsche‟s arch enemy of sorts, presented the arts as so 
dangerous. Of course, on closer examination, the picture proves 
more complex even in Plato; the appeal of the musical can be 
exploited in support of as well as against the political interests 
of the state. Overall, Plato reveals the ambiguous side of the 
arts: creative and revealing, but, due to their special attractive 
powers, inviting manipulation, distraction, exploitation.1 This 
possibility of manipulation and propaganda is what worries 
Plato. We could describe it by saying that those who exploit 
these special powers appeal to a level of our existence that is so 
fundamental that we are addressed in an immediate fashion, 
eclipsing critical reflection.  

To put it in the words of the most committed Platonist in 
20th century European philosophy, Emmanuel Levinas: 
“Rhythm represents a unique situation where we cannot speak 
of consent, assumption, initiative or freedom, because the 
subject is caught up and carried away by it” (Levinas 1987a, 4). 
Levinas quite rightly points out that the idea of rhythm is often 
invoked yet nonetheless left in the dark. Rhythm is difficult to 
describe since it operates on a level more primordial than that 
of subjects and objects which language comfortably and easily 
captures. Rhythm designates connections, cycles, and 
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repetitions whereas language involves separation, abstraction, 
and symbols. 

Levinas alerts us to several important characteristics of 
rhythm. As is clear from the citation at the beginning of the 
previous paragraph, rhythm plays a special role in relation to 
our freedom. Rhythm draws us in and carries us away in such a 
way that we remain passive. It thus takes us back to a 
dimension more primordial than consent, a dimension in which 
I am not (yet) a subject. As Levinas puts it, “in rhythm there is 
no longer a oneself, but rather a sort of passage from oneself to 
anonymity” (Levinas 1987a, 4). This anonymity places us 
“among things” in such a way that we do not stand over against 
them as a subject against objects, but such that we exist as 
“part of the spectacle” (ibid.). Rhythm lets us be part of a whole 
without us even needing to decide whether we want to be.  

Becoming part of a whole without needing to make 
conscious decisions about it is appealing in several ways. Not 
only does it provide a dimension of relief from the individuated 
self that presses on us all too continuously. It also allows us to 
relate better to others, on the level of intercorporeality. 
Following the model of dance, rhythm gives us a guide in how 
to relate to each other, how to be „in sync,‟ not by means of 
communication about what should be done, but simply by 
tuning into rhythm as the shared guide. When it comes to being 
with an infant, we tend to provide the rhythm – by rocking, 
bouncing, walking while carrying, and sometimes additionally 
by humming, singing, and clapping. The infant is usually 
comforted and tries to join in if at all possible (though for 
newborn infants, the possibility of joining in only manifests as a 
change in mood, attending to the rhythm, and perhaps a feeble 
attempt to move all or part of the body). Being carried is an 
experience which almost always calms infants down, and we 
would like to claim that this is due to the comforting rhythm of 
travelling by way of another body. To be sure, the close contact 
between the bodies is also crucial; but it is rhythmical 
movement, even if just through straightforward steps, which 
has the calming effect.  

For adults removed from this basic level, it can be 
difficult and intimidating to get carried away by rhythm, and 
here it also turns out that Levinas‟s description is not entirely 
complete: we can resist rhythm. We can behave as if we did not 
hear it, we can behave as if we are not part of that spectacle 
and resist being drawn in. For the infant, in contrast, what is 
intimidating is not rhythm but the opposite thereof: silence, 
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lack, nothingness. Therefore, rhythm, clinging, and carrying 
help, as we will now explain more fully. 

 
Offbeat and Clinging: Autobiographical Remarks 

The shift from the third to the first person will provide 
more insight into the particular facets of sleep resistance.2 The 
infancy of the individual will be investigated as a starting point 
for the investigation into the dynamics of sleep resistance. More 
precisely, the infancy of a father will be described both in 
cooperation and challenge with his own infant who resists 
sleep. When an infant is carried by its caregivers or clings to its 
carers, it attends to the important moments of rhythmical 
activity. Particularly, as we think that rhythm adds depth and 
expression to the infant‟s clinging, we will construct a dynamic 
autobiographical narrative that will allow us to reclaim the 
function of rhythm from the viewpoint of clinging.  

The rhythm opens up an infant to affect, a way that an 
infant‟s body can relate to movement and thereby relate to 
other bodily beings. The coordination of infant movement is 
contingent upon the manifestation of intentions conveyed 
through the movement of other bodies. Rhythm, in this sense, 
guides the formation and discovery of intercorporeal life. By 
highlighting the intercorporeal aspect of rhythm, Thelen 
demonstrates that “infants often respond to smiles from the 
observers or from approaches of siblings with the bouts of 
rhythmical behaviour” (Thelen 1981, 7). Infants perceive 
rhythmic movements between living bodies as a signal of 
interaction and care from their caregivers. Trevarthen‟s 
experimental studies on infants show that “sensitivity to the 
rhythm and direction of movement in other individuals is the 
natural regulator of social life for even very simple animals” 
(Trevarthen, 2002, 27). The intercorporeal relationship between 
caregiver and infant hinges on their capacity to enable their 
rhythms to flow freely within each other. 

As a father, my involvement in the birthing process3 
prompted me to capture the moments of an infant's unique 
sensitivity to the rhythm that forms our intercorporeal life. In 
the delivery room, I fulfilled the role of a companion and 
supporter for my wife during the childbirth process. Midwives 
were proactive in helping us during childbirth. They provided 
us with an exercise ball and encouraged us to move our bodies 
together. With this ball, I strived, with my wife, to stimulate 
her long-continued labour, which lasted around three days. She 
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clung to me in every unpredictable and non-rhythmic birth 
pang. My bodily becoming became more crystallised as I was 
dragged mellifluously, with a hug, into the bodily life of my tiny 
man, who stubbornly resisted being born. Initially, I engaged 
this ball to soothe my wife‟s pain, and I have now started 
utilising it for my sleep-resistant infant to generate the 
rhythms for his living body at home. Carrying him in my arms, 
in a rhythmic motion, I bounce with this ball, stand tall with it, 
bend low with it, and then detach my son from my body to lie 
securely on his bed while still carrying the last reverberations 
of our bodies that have just been touching and flowing into each 
other. His rhythm-sensitive body absorbed the rhythmical 
movements I performed on the ball, calling him to fall asleep.  

On a daily basis, I am reminded of the day in the 
delivery room when I was holding him on my chest and felt an 
overwhelming flood of affection. Furthermore, I am reminded of 
how his tiny body was in touch with my warm body, and I 
tuned into his breathing as it calmed down into its natural 
rhythm. This first touch, this bare intercorporeal encounter, is 
anchored in my body, and it has persistently acquired different 
phenomenological meanings through the memories stored in my 
body. Moreover, from an observable distance from my son‟s 
sleeping body, I got used to synthesising those unforgettable 
affective moments with the horizon of current affective 
moments. Whenever he sleeps, I constantly ponder what this 
sleeping tiny living body, whose wake-up time is unpredictable, 
reclaims from his father's living body who is hungry for sleep.  

All infants need their caregiver‟s active bodily 
engagement in the rhythm world to manage their elemental 
relation to the world. Despite having rhythm encoded in my 
body from infancy, as studies of Thelen (1981) and Trevarthen 
(2002) suggest, why was I unable to retain the rhythm of lived 
memory of my infant body?  As an adult grows older, their body 
inevitably experiences a decline in both strength and flexibility. 
Infants can employ their bodies in ways that are relatively 
diminished in adults. Their remarkable range of movement 
allows them to achieve feats that adults have no capacity for, 
including putting their toes in their mouths or flexing their 
limbs in astonishing ways. According to Iannarilli et al. (2013), 
“individuals‟s rhythmic abilities decline with age, particularly 
when faced with increasingly complicated rhythmic patterns.” 
Rhythm needs to utilise our corporeal possibilities. In a sense, 
it calls for a body that is ready to rock and roll and that is ready 
to let the music take hold. 
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In simpler terms, unlocking the power of rhythm 
requires us to increase the flexibility of our bodies. As a result, 
an aged body without rhythmic training is unable to efficiently 
evoke memories from infancy. Therefore, to revitalise my 
corporeal capabilities, I needed to engage my living body in 
movement and rhythm with other living bodies to retain my 
childhood lived body.  

My bodily memory has an interesting history of 
rhythmic ineptitude, as I could not dance according to a precise 
rhythm before my son was born. I had never danced myself 
before; therefore, the danceable or the flowable quality of my 
body was not made explicit to me until I was kicked out of 
Kurdish Folk Dance (Halay also called Gowend) one day. This 
dance is performed with light stepping movements as if 
counting on the spot while the dancer‟s hands are connected to 
each other with their little fingers. In fact, when fingers are 
interlinked in this way, the dancing bodies can benefit from 
more space and flexibility. I could not keep up with a 
traditional dance genre (Halay) that could generously accept 
my ineptitude or offbeats as much as possible. No matter how I 
strived to keep my steps in time with the other intercorporeal 
dancing bodies, I could not put my body in explicit relation to 
them. Indeed, although I had been seized by a musical rhythm 
at that time, I could not reverberate and extend this rhythm 
within my body. A kind of worry and embarrassment crept in 
due to the unmanageable fluidity of my body while I was ebbing 
away from the dancer‟s circle, and found myself among the 
spectators sitting in the front rows. My body had not been 
received, recognised, or counter-signed since I could not rightly 
drift into the „measured flow‟ or „rhythm‟ of other bodies. After 
being stranded on the island of other bodily spectators, I put my 
bodily memory into question as my bodily being was made alien 
to me. How would I be able to reclaim the aptitude of my body 
which had lost its licence in a dance circle? Borrowing some 
Merleau-Pontian terminology, „the non-thematic operative body‟ 
with which I was habituated quietly began to thematise my 
bodily displacement. I was lucky enough to mark and capture 
my offbeat body rhythm as a significant 'event' which assisted 
me in rehabitualising my intercorporeal bonds with other 
bodies. I was awakened, but not in the fullest sense; I had to 
wait for my son to arrive to wake my habitual bodily 
possibilities up entirely.  

Our habitual or implicit connection to the outside world 
presupposes the intersubjective constitution as an integral 
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component, “just like sensorimotor interaction with the objects 
has become part of our embodied knowledge and perception. 
Thus, the reality is co-constituted or „inter-enacted‟ from the 
birth on” (Fuchs 2020, 65). It is necessary for infants to 
maintain a constant clinging to the perception of the objects, 
other subjects, and therefore, the world; this ultimately results 
in intercorporeal modification. More precisely, the infant often 
clings to the body of the carer(s), and this relatively persistent 
desire of a (tiny) human creature to be close to us on the bodily 
level can be endearing, yet also evokes another substantial 
change in our world relation. Witnessing an infant‟s bodily 
capabilities evokes memories of the pre-reflective world of the 
body from the first years of adult life. From their tiny toes to 
their curious fingertips, every inch of their living body is built 
to cling to and navigate their surroundings. 

The term „to cling‟ (Klammern) incorporates many 
phenomenological connotations, and it has already disclosed 
fundamental assumptions regarding perception, affectivity, and 
intercorporeality. My engagement with phenomenology may not 
be too different from my engagement with the bodily being of 
my son. My tiny man awakens in phenomenological wonder to 
cling to my body while remaining in the realm of the familiar. I 
cling to his embodied openness to „the things themselves’, the 
full, curious eyes looking at faces, his fine ears, which are 
always tuned to the tender voice of his parents, his persistent 
endeavours to cling to things in the world which are mostly out 
of reach. His performance is an immediate response to what he 
sees, tastes, and hears. I have paid close attention to what my 
son's lived body awakened in me. In Points, Derrida nicely 
evokes the double meaning of cling (klammern). 
“Anklammerung or sich anklammern, Klammer, hook, cramp, 
anchor or clothespin, is also the word for bracket, parenthesis, 
embrace.” (Derrida 1995, 9) I have clung (geklammert) far 
better to the pathbreaking phenomenological motto 'back to 
things themselves’, (maybe, suggesting a minor modification, I 
have embraced ‘the things themselves‟) when I have understood 
the Husserlian epoché (Einklammerung) in terms of the concept 
of clinging (Klammern). According to Gins, this clinging is of 
the utmost phenomenological significance. Since clinging “is a 
proven capability of infants that adults always obviously lose, 
the infant’s entire body is in perception mode” (Gins 2001, 194).  
Infants approach the world with a maximum grip, and when 
infants are drawn into a rhythm, their whole body gets the 
responses they seek from the world. 



Tanja Staehler & Ibrahim Dalar / Phenomenological Reflections on Sleep Resistance 

 

  

193 

 

As a psychoanalyst, Bick dramatically expresses this 
clinging: “The need for a containing object would show itself in 
the frantic search for an object, a light, a voice, a smell, or other 
sensual objects, clinging to the second skin/surface in the 
absence of access to an optimal object, which is the nipple in the 
mouth, together with the holding and talking and familiar 
smelling mother” (Bick 2011, 134). The infant clings to the 
perceptual world surrounding him because there would be no 
chance of bodily survival without clinging. Clinging to the 
bodies of others is something an infant must do in order to find 
contentment inside its own body. According to Irigaray, “the 
new-born begins with moving its arms, its legs, its hands and 
its feet, with their respective fingers. It has fun moving its 
body. And sometimes it is also upset about no longer knowing 
who or where it is amidst all these movements. Hence, it needs 
to grasp something solid: a part of its cradle, the body of the 
other, a toy and so on.” [Italics added] (Irigaray 2017, 14). When 
the newborn is moving his body, he calls out to another being 
who can motivate and inspire him to have his own original 
experiences. When we carry an infant or when he clings to us, 
our body becomes a generative source of experiences and 
possibilities for it. The infant makes sense of the things when 
he/she clings to them with rhythm because the rhythm gives 
the infant's clinging a far more nuanced and expressive quality. 
There are sometimes tremors as the infant finds its place in the 
world; however, rhythm helps the infant to find its place in the 
fabric of the world. 

Husserl began with, clung to perception, and he made a 
passionate and earnest defence of it, as he believes that 
simplicity of perception might disclose the core of 
phenomenology. Husserl illuminated the intercorporeal 
connections between bodies by uncovering and describing 
perception from an infantile perspective. We follow the traces of 
infants‟ bodily movements in our adult bodies and cling to their 
habits of the world their bodies are gearing into. Therefore, for 
adults, elemental relations must be unravelled from an 
infantile point of view to overcome habitualised perceptions of 
the world. Caregivers will discover that their bodies are also 
affected by this corporeal process, no matter how hard the 
infant demands understanding and endless time from his 
caregivers. The infant needs us for managing their elemental 
relations, even though we ourselves are struggling to get 
accustomed to this primordial level of existence. Yet we also 
gain from this experience. We gain because we are put into 
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touch with more basic forms of corporeality that are especially 
relevant to our bodies.  

Hold on to time a little longer; I want to go back to my 
childhood eyes and how my bodily being sensed the rhythmical 
delights and danced as an onlooker. I was enthusiastic about 
viewing single or double performances enacted in more 
interesting outdoor locations. Compared to the halay or gowend, 
performed as a group circle, these performances were more 
enjoyable for me. The disintegration, dissolution, and 
liquefaction of the performer's body throughout the 
performance was much more visible and evoked the affective 
content of my body intensively. In these performances, the 
stage is always full of surprises, and you can never tell who will 
end up on stage. It might be anyone in the audience; there was 
an air of inter-affective anonymity inhabiting the space 
between us. Maybe if I worked up the guts to go on to the dance 
ring, I could easily be one of the performers. There was a 
compelling intercorporeal negotiation that takes place between 
the performer's body and the spectator, and it was difficult to 
tell whether you were among the performers‟ bodies or the 
spectators‟ ones. Dance, in a sense, becomes the site of 
intertwinement. When spectators watch a dance performance, 
their body is not just a passive observer but an active and 
situated participant in this intercorporeal event. The spectator 
becomes re-embodied by the fluidity of the performer‟s bodies. 
Therefore, my body, which was previously acting in the role of 
spectator, was now acting in the role of spectated. I cannot 
recall ever being in a location with such a high level of 
kinaesthetically shared bodily resonances and repercussions. I 
was aware of being seen and tracked how my body carried this 
affection of being seen very caringly.  

Diyarbakir, where I was born, used to host joyous 
folkloric performances woven with a traditional dance tune 
called Grani. These performances were powerful and lyrically 
intense in content. The dancer impersonated the last moments 
of a sheep taken to the slaughterhouse at a high tempo. The 
impersonated sheep's emotions were skilfully transformed into 
movement. The performer empathically and in an emotionally 
charged fashion conveyed to the audience the stubbornness of 
the sheep to be taken to the slaughterhouse. The dancer would 
add some conversational flavours to enhance the tension in the 
audience. As Brennan states, “when dancers talk during their 
dances, they do not talk like anyone else. For them, talking 
does not have the dominant place it does in everyday 
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conversation. Talking is just another movement, to be 
performed and balanced with the others[..] Dancing is talking. 
Talking is dancing” (Brennan 2012, 72). Similarly, Nietzsche 
refers to how an infant talks/dances/moves only with his body: 
“„Body am I, through and through, and nothing else. […]  Body 
am I and soul‟ – so speaks a child. And why should one not 
speak like children?” (Nietzsche 2006, 22) When we dance, we 
connect with the flow of the world around us profoundly and 
intimately. My tiny man‟s fluid body and my body, slowly 
becoming fluid, established a connection through movement, 
namely dance. When the river course of my body dries up, I see 
how his river gurgles freely. I have immediately dug up small 
waterways within and on my body from all sides so that my 
tiny man can flow into me. 

Going further into my experience as an onlooker, the 
sheep‟s eyes were growing brighter and hyaloid. He trembled, 
convulsed, and moaned with excessive apprehension of his 
bitter destiny. Eventually, the impersonated sheep lay on the 
floor and shook and shivered. A German poet, Franz Binhack, 
re-articulates my emotions nicely with his beautiful lines: “I put 
my hands on my heart/And listen! the clock is ticking/And 
trembles and shakes, I believe/That soon it will stand still”.4 
What I witnessed, to put it in Derrida's words, is how a solo 
performer “can communicate a movement or that a tremor, a 
shock, and displacement of force, that is propagated and 
transmitted” (Derrida 1982, 309). In retrospect, this dance 
seems to carry constant value in re-enacting my embodied 
possibilities. 

I honed my rhythmic abilities after my baby was born. 
There has always been an upsurge of energy and rhythm 
flowing through my body to dance, even though my body has 
not been moulded yet. One day, my son was watching me 
folding the laundry; he actually was not in the best of moods. I 
turned the Grani dance tune on and I believe that I improvised 
the best thing I could ever imagine. I manipulated and varied 
the dance content into traditional laundry methods that I 
viewed in my childhood. In the past, the dirty clothes were 
washed down on the bank of the river by beating, smacking, 
and rubbing on stones and rocks. Finally, the clothes that were 
rinsed with running water were wrung out and left to dry. I 
made everything about laundry errands visible by dancing. I 
was rhythmically stepping back and stepping forth. I sat down 
and started to beat and rub the clothes on the coffee table. Then 
I stood up and stepped back from my son while twisting the 
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clothes with my hand to wring them out. Then I stepped 
forward towards my son to hang the clothes on the drying rack. 
My infant and I engaged in a playful back-and-forth of 
enthusiasm with each other.  I was able to show a constant flow 
and gurgling going in and on his father‟s body, and my son was 
drawn into my dancing body as if he wanted to dive into my 
arms.  

The memory images of this performance, with all its 
facets, are carried like a wish to communicate to my son, yet 
with a number of variations. As soon as my son was born, I 
tried to expand my lullabies and nursery rhyme repertoire 
significantly. I embarked on the task of furnishing my tiny 
man‟s world, which is continually accumulating sensations and 
excitements from both the inside and outside world through 
rhythm. And the best way to integrate my son into the rhythm 
was to make my body the subject of the dance. We can describe 
it by considering the previous remarks on rhythm: getting into 
the flow facilitates the fall into sleep. The interest in rhythm is 
meant to serve the interest of sleep. As Nancy writes, “what 
leads to sleep has the shape of rhythm, regularity, and 
repetition. […] Sleep does compose in itself the rhythm in which 
its profound nature is reflected. It is a matter of nothing, but 
mimicry, since sleep itself is regularity, and repetition. […]  
Rocking movements put us to sleep because sleep in its essence 
is itself a rocking, not a stable motionless state” (Nancy 2009, 
29-31). 

I could not rigorously approach my stranded bodily being 
if I had not witnessed the sleepless nights of my tiny man. He 
awakened my bodily rhythm in such a great amplitude and 
range I can explicitly experience it. When I held my little man 
in my arms for walking, rocking, swinging, dancing, hushing, 
and so on, I resolved to watch, and further to keep my whole 
bodily being close to our rhythmic movement. I discovered that 
the border between my fluidity and my tiny man‟s was not 
drawn rigidly. I have learned to focus my attention on all ebbs, 
flows, and undercurrents. In the event of a sleep disturbance of 
my son, I engage my ability to comprehend rhythm better. I will 
no longer let my embarrassment be so pervasive in my 
intercorporeal life, as it is becoming more and more obvious 
that being-with-my tiny man is actually a moving in tune with, 
floating in tune with, essential to our survival. The rhythm 
smoothens over the rough spots of the many sites and 
experiences that the infant is going through at the time of 
sleep. While the oppressive possibilities of the solid world crush 
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our bodies, the soothing possibilities of the rhythmical world 
grow from within our bodies. Thus, sleep dances on us, as 
Nietzsche reaffirms, “like a delicate wind, unseen, dancing on a 
panelled sea, light, feather light” (Nietzsche 2006, 223).  

 
*** 
We have seen how the problem of sleep resistance in 

infants calls for phenomenological reflections on human 
existence. In turn, the findings discussed shed a new light on 
what it means to be human, especially when it comes to being-
with each other. When we sing to each other, dance with each 
other, tell stories to each other, etc. we teach other what truly 
counts: being there for each other. 

Rhythm has emerged as a crucial mode of coordinating 
movements and relations between bodies. Rhythm is reassuring 
to infants because it shows the fundamental connections 
between humans and allows us to be in sync with one another. 
We have emphasised the significance of intercorporeality 
because this concept illustrates how we communicate from body 
to body on a fundamental level, before the abstractions of 
language. Crucial modes of rhythmical intercorporeality are 
clinging and carrying, which correspond to each other. Clinging 
and carrying are never just physical activities, but 
engagements from body to body, where body is who we are (and 
not just what we have). It means to also carry the other‟s soul; 
parents will confirm that bearing the moods of the infant is one 
of the most difficult tasks. It makes us responsible, and 
responsive, due to the continuous answerability imposed on us. 
But if we manage and learn how to carry the other and 
negotiate carrying and clinging with others, we will have 
learned some of the most important lessons of life, about the 
significance of being-with and communication, including body 
language. 

We have also seen in our description that the learning 
goes both ways. Parents teach the infant about the world and 
reassure the infant that we can navigate world together if we 
get into the rhythm. Because world is so attractive, we need to 
offer an intercorporeal activity to invite sleep together. Because 
it is not phenomenologically obvious that sleep is the remedy to 
tiredness, parents need to initiate (and learn to observe and 
identify the signs of tiredness). We try to show to the infant 
that it can rely on us, can cling to us for support, and we will be 
there, along with the entire intercorporeal world, when it wakes 
up.  
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In turn, as parents, we also learn. We learn to trust the 
rhythm of life which is much more cyclical than linear 
abstractions like timelines make it appear. We come to realise 
that getting into the rhythm means letting go of some of our 
individuality, and that this can be a good thing. Sleep is not 
just scary for the infant, but in more subliminal ways, for 
adults as well. In addition to the sense that there is a conflict 
between consciousness and sleep, which for the adult is 
explicitly reminiscent of death, there is also a resistance to let 
go of my consciousness and become subject to dreams. Dreams 
are by and large out of my control and give me a sense of falling 
into a more communal, archetypal or mythical 
subconsciousness.  

If we learn – infants and parents – that existence means 
intercorporeality, organised through explicit and implicit 
rhythms, we can learn that experiencing ourselves as part of a 
larger whole does not have to be scary, but can bring about 
relief. If my habit body can turn into habit intercorporeality, I 
become more mindful of others and their bodily communication. 
Reversibility in Merleau-Ponty‟s sense then no longer concerns 
just my relation to the world, but our intercorporeal relation. 
We will even arrive at a new sense of „self‟ which Judith Butler 
describes in a fashion that resonates well with the approach 
proposed here: “The reconsideration of social bonds as based in 
embodied forms of interdependency gives us a framework for 
understanding a version of social equality that does not rely on 
the reproduction of individualism. The individual is not 
displaced by the collective, but is formed and freighted by social 
bonds that are defined by their necessity and their 
ambivalence” (Butler 2021, 147). Ambivalence does not need to 
threaten us because, as Merleau-Ponty puts it, we have “a 
genius for ambiguity which might serve to define the human” 
(Merleau-Ponty 1962, 220). With the help of this genius for 
ambiguity, we could learn to appreciate rather than deny our 
reliance on social bonds and develop our intercorporeality – and 
learn to sleep more soundly. 
 
 
NOTES 
 
 

1 See Plato, Republic, Book X as well as Staehler 2010. 
2 First-person accounts of personal experiences connect us with what 

Metzinger calls Folk Phenomenology, a method of comprehending conscious 

events from an intuitive and pre-scientific standpoint. It prioritises the 

subjective perception of individuals, with a specific focus on their thoughts, 
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emotions, and bodily sensations (Metzinger 2005, 58). Of course, we do not 

intend to adhere strictly to Folk Phenomenology. Our position is in agreement 

with the stance taken by Varela and Shear. They assert that “the third-person 

perspective in phenomenology should not solely consist of external 

observation of things but should also constrain and harmonise with the first-

person descriptions” (Varela and Shear 1999, 2). In our work, 

autobiographical remarks are constrained by third-person descriptions while 

remaining subtly interwoven and harmonious with them. Through our 

approach, we aim to cultivate a heightened sense of sensitivity towards the 

phenomenological body of both the father and his infant.  
3 Due to COVID 19 pandemic, we were unable to bring in the support of our 

relatives for this childbirth event, and this allowed me to witness every 

moment of the birth event. Had I strictly adhered to the cultural norms I have 

embraced as a Kurdish father, abstaining from involvement in the delivery 

room, it is conceivable that the observations that inspired me to write this 

piece would not have occurred. 
4 Cited from, https://gedichte.xbib.de/Binhack_gedicht_234.+Die+Uhr.htm   

“Ich leg aufs Herz die Hände,/Und horch! die Uhr sie geht/Und zittert und 

bebt, ich glaube,/Daß sie bald stille steht.  
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Abstract 
Fragments of an Archaeology of the Missionary West (I). 

The Power to Convert and the Invention of Race 

 

The shift from a ―theological anti-Judaism‖ to a ―racial anti-Semitism,‖ 

precipitated by the proliferating limpieza de sangre statutes in the Iberian 

kingdoms of the sixteenth century, constitutes a topos in historiographical 

and philosophical debates on the emergence of modern racism. This paper 

offers a critical revision of this topics by reexamining the thesis once advanced 

by Yosef Yerushalmi, and often taken up after him, which identifies in the 

mácula—a biologized, hereditary taint transmitted through generations—the 

form in which the missionary project of universal conversion to the Christian 

faith internalizes its limit, its internal contradiction, and its failure. In this 

first part, we confront this strong thesis with a simple problem: late medieval 

thought already possessed several conceptions of heredity, none of which were 

mobilized by the proponents of the ―blood purity‖ statutes. We defend the 

thesis that the reason lies in the interlocking of these early conceptions of 

hereditary causality within the structures of medieval kinship, which 

prescribed a way of counting time and generations, making intergenerational 

transmissions calculable, and problematizing (especially through policies of 

forced conversion) a multi-generational time of acculturative transformation 

of converts into faithful subjects. 

 

Keywords: racism, antisemitism, conversion, limpieza de sangre laws, 

medieval theories of heredity  

 

 

 

1. Convertir, expulser, assimiler, racialiser… 

1492, au lendemain de la conquête de Grenade, 

expulsion sur ordre de Ferdinand et d’Isabelle des juifs de 

Castille, d’Aragon, puis de Sicile et de Sardaigne (possessions 
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de Ferdinand) ; 1496, expulsion par Manuel Ier des juifs du 

Portugal mais aussi des musulmans (peut-être en lien avec son 

projet de croisade vers le Maroc) ; 1498, expulsion des juifs des 

royaumes de Jean d’Albret et Catherine de Navarre ; 1502, 

expulsion sur décret des Rois Catholiques des musulmans de la 

Couronne de Castille ; 1525, expulsion des musulmans des 

États de la couronne d’Aragon (royaumes de Valence et 

d’Aragon, principauté de Catalogne) par l’empereur Charles 

Quint… L’historiographie de cette séquence a bien montré 

désormais que les expulsions systématiques des juifs et des 

musulmans de la péninsule ibérique entre la fin du XVe et le 

début du XVIIe siècle, n’eurent rien moins qu’une signification 

univoque (Poutrin 2012, 2015). Elles purent être conçues par 

leurs promoteurs comme des alternatives aux conversions 

forcées, et du moins furent constamment présentées ainsi aux 

premiers concernés : la conversion ou l’exil. Mais considérées 

dans leur dynamique historique d’ensemble comme dans leurs 

justifications conjoncturelles et leurs modalités concrètes 

d’application, ces expulsions ne furent pas simplement le terme 

d’un chantage dans une alternative cruelle. En même temps 

qu’un moyen effectif d’acculer à la conversion – non plus « la 

conversion ou l’expulsion » mais, suivant la variante du 

prédicateur dominicain et très performant convertisseur 

Vincent Ferrier, « le baptême ou la mort » –, elles furent un 

instrument de menace exercée sur les convertis eux-mêmes, et 

non seulement sur les récalcitrants. Succédant à des 

campagnes de conversion de masse, elles en constituèrent à 

bien des égards le parachèvement, et furent conçues comme 

leur aboutissement nécessaire. Visant des populations juives et 

musulmanes déjà quantitativement et moralement affaiblies 

par des décennies de persécutions et de campagnes de 

prédication acharnées, elles se justifièrent alors par la 

« protection » des convertis dans leur foi fragile : l’argument de 

fond des Rois Catholiques dans leur ordre de mars 1492 

alléguant les informations produites par les enquêtes 

inquisitoriales depuis le début de la décennie précédente, tout 

comme la justification donnée en juillet 1501 à l’expulsion des 

musulmans du royaume de Grenade rapidement étendue à 

l’ensemble de la Couronne de Castille, portaient sur les risques 
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d’apostasie auxquels étaient exposés les nouveaux chrétiens du 

fait de leur cohabitation avec leurs anciens coreligionnaires, et 

non plus sur l’intention de pousser ces derniers sur les fonts 

baptismaux. Quand cette intention prévalue, il fallut faire 

davantage que les menacer d’expulsion : les expulser 

effectivement tout en fermant les routes et les ports pour partir, 

ou en interdisant aux parents sur le départ d’emmener leurs 

enfants, – c’est cette fois la politique de Manuel Ier à partir de 

février 1497 qui est emblématique, puisqu’il fit les deux, en 

décrétant que les enfants juifs de moins de quatorze ans 

seraient enlevés à leurs familles et baptisés, et en acculant 

10 000 à 20 000 juifs dans le port de Lisbonne où ils n’auraient 

plus d’autre alternative que la conversion, la servitude, ou le 

suicide. La situation en Navarre fut analogue, sinon dans son 

intention, du moins dans ses effets : les juifs furent soumis à 

l’alternative du baptême ou de l’exil, mais les voies de passage 

vers la Provence à travers la Castille et l’Aragon leur étant 

interdites, « la plupart des juifs, y compris les réfugiés de 1492, 

ne pouvant s’échapper, durent se convertir. L’expulsion des 

juifs de Navarre fut ainsi, dans les faits, une conversion forcée » 

(Poutrin 2015, 47), en même temps qu’une politique migratoire, 

concertée ou non, aux dimensions, à l’échelle de l’Europe 

occidentale, interrégionales – déjà. Ciblant finalement les 

récents convertis non moins que les infidèles, et s’amplifiant à 

mesure que la catégorie de « nouveaux chrétiens » devenait elle-

même plus poreuse et extensive, les expulsions apparaissent à 

la fois comme le supplément que la conversion universelle doit 

se donner pour se parachever, et la conséquence de 

l’impossibilité logée dans son projet même, – et ce sont alors les 

ultimes décrets de 1609-1611 ordonnant le départ des 300 000 

morisques d’Espagne dont les aïeux s’étaient convertis au 

christianisme au début du XVIe siècle, qui sont caractéristiques, 

faisant éclater la contradiction interne au projet missionnaire, 

de conversion universelle à la foi et d’unification 

communautaire dans la societas.  

De ces configurations variables semble se dégager une 

structure d’ensemble dont les rapports, entre expulsion et 

conversion, entre départs forcés et empêchés, entre expulsion 

des non convertis et expulsion des convertis, autorisent 
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différentes transformations. Y a-t-il un envers de cette 

structure ? La véritable alternative à l’expulsion n’a pas été la 

conversion mais, suivant l’argumentation forte de Yosef 

Yerushalmi et reprises de différentes façons depuis, l’invention 

du racisme moderne (Yerushalmi 1985 ; Soussen 2020, ch. II-

III ; Schaub & Sebastiani 2021, ch. II). Ou du moins, les 

idéologies racistes étant multiples et non pas une : d’un certain 

racisme, qui est un racisme interne, articulant étroitement des 

composantes « théologiques » et « naturalistes » dans un 

discours spécifique du « lignage », de la généalogie et de la 

transmission. Autant dire que cette alternative a moins la 

forme logique d’un syllogisme disjonctif que celle d’un double 

bind, ou dans le latin de Jacques Lacan, d’un « vel de 

l’aliénation » : échapper à l’expulsion nécessitera d’entrer dans 

ce régime d’expulsion interne édicté par les « statuts de pureté 

de sang », et recodé dans un partage entre « vieux chrétiens » et 

« nouveaux chrétiens » qui tendra à se subordonner l’article de 

foi n° 1 de la constitution de l’Ecclesia, son unité, à le relativiser 

sinon à l’annuler, comme s’en inquiéteront aussitôt les 

détracteurs de ces statuts discriminatoires. Repartant de la 

thèse de Yerushalmi, je tenterai dans cette étude de situer plus 

exactement l’émergence de ce racisme moderne dans le 

« complexe de la conversion » de l’Occident missionnaire, au 

risque de complexifier les termes du débat, qui a largement 

polarisé au XXe siècle les historiens du racisme, sur le passage 

d’un « antijudaïsme théologique » à un « antisémitisme racial ». 

Je fais ici référence à l’article séminal de 1985 

« Assimilation et antisémitisme racial : le modèle ibérique et le 

modèle allemand », qui prend bien pour problème un tel 

« passage », mais par le détour heuristique de ce que l’historien 

proposa comme une phénoménologie historique comparative de 

deux séquences marquées par l’intensification des 

discriminations et la généralisation d’une persécution de masse 

visant les juifs d’Europe occidentale : en Allemagne de la 

seconde moitié du XIXe siècle jusqu’au régime nazi, et dans la 

péninsule ibérique des XVe et XVIe siècles, où se développe au 

nom d’un critère de limpieza de sangre, de pureté de « sang » ou 

de « lignage », un régime discriminatoire transformant les 

coordonnées traditionnelles de l’antijudaïsme médiéval dans 



Guillaume Sibertin-Blanc / Fragments d’archéologie de l’Occident missionnaire (I) 

207 

 

  

lequel il prend ses sources1. Yerushalmi se gardait d’établir un 

lien de causalité, ni même une continuité vague d’influence 

entre ces deux séquences, mais jugeait d’autant plus 

significatives leurs « affinités phénoménologiques », pour peu 

qu’on ne confonde pas les « déclencheurs » des conjonctures 

d’exacerbation de la haine antisémite, et les « causes » 

structurelles, les tendances socioidéologiques de plus longue 

durée qui les rendirent possibles, préparèrent leur activation, et 

potentialisèrent la magnitude de leurs effets. Et il identifia la 

principale cause, non dans les facteurs immédiats 

d’exaspération paroxystique de l’hostilité, aussi fortement 

ancrée dans la société chrétienne que contrariée ou temporisée 

par d’autres composantes de cette société même (Yerushalmi 

1985, 291), mais au contraire dans le projet – et à bien des 

égards dans la réussite – d’une « assimilation » généralisée, 

systématisée, celui porté d’abord par l’universalisme 

apostolique et missionnaire de la chrétienté latine visant à la 

conversion de tous les peuples de la terre à la « vraie foi » dans 

la « vraie religion », celui porté ensuite par l’universalisme 

civique des idéaux modernes d’« émancipation », eux-mêmes 

diversement traduits en termes d’égalité juridique, de 

normalisation culturelle, de participation politique ou de 

mobilité socioéconomique (Yerushalmi 1985, 282-291). 

Impossible de comprendre l’antisémitisme nazi, de ce point de 

vue, sans tenir compte du processus d’assimilation auquel 

donna lieu la société allemande du XIXe siècle et, plus 

généralement, du nouvel horizon symbolicopolitique ouvert par 

les mots d’ordre de l’émancipation des juifs impulsés dans la 

France des années révolutionnaires. De façon un peu 

provocatrice, Yerushalmi met en contrepoint le long plaidoyer 

de l’abbé Grégoire, à la veille de la Révolution française, pour 

l’émancipation qui ouvrira aux juifs la voie de leur 

« régénération physique, morale et politique » (1788), et la façon 

dont le publiciste allemand Wilhelm Marr, fondateur de 

l’Antisemiten Liga et inventeur du terme même d’antisémite, 

identifiait le danger existentiel que constituaient les juifs pour 

le peuple allemand : non dans leur hétéronomie religieuse, la 

vieille « opiniâtreté » des Juifs entêtés dans l’erreur et la 

trahison, mais au contraire dans leur faculté sans pareil à 
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s’assimiler à la culture dominante, dans leur capacité à 

« devenir allemand », à se faire les « meilleurs citoyens d’un 

Etat chrétien » (Marr 1879). 

 
« En élargissant l’horizon de l’Allemagne moderne à l’Espagne 

et au Portugal prémodernes, nous sommes en mesure de 

déceler une dialectique intrinsèque au processus 

d’assimilation des Juifs à des sociétés contraintes de les 

accepter par suite de circonstances nouvelles mais disposées à 

les rejeter en vertu d’attitudes profondément enracinées. Une 

fois que l’assimilation eut gagné du terrain (orthodoxie 

catholique dans la péninsule Ibérique ; acculturation et déclin 

d’identité religieuse en Allemagne), l’ancienne définition de la 

judéité qui était fondée sur la religion devint un anachronisme 

flagrant et se mua peu à peu en une définition raciale. » 

(Yerushalmi 1985, 285). 

 

À quoi assiste-on en effet dans l’Espagne des XVe-

XVIe siècles où, peintures idéologiques d’une harmonieuse 

convivencia mises à part, « de larges populations de musulmans 

et de juifs faisaient des royaumes péninsulaires les plus divers 

sur le plan religieux de l’Europe occidentale médiévale », et de 

longue date, pour les unes du fait de la longue hégémonie 

musulmane amorcée au début du VIIIe et progressivement 

érodée à partir des Xe-XIe siècles ; pour les autres du fait qu’aux 

communautés juives établies dans la péninsule depuis des 

siècles s’étaient ajoutées celles expulsées des autres royaumes 

d’Europe occidentale, d’Angleterre, de France, de Provence, 

depuis le XIIIe siècles ? Les royaumes ibériques deviennent, à 

partir de la fin du XIVe siècle, le théâtre de vastes campagnes 

de conversion de masse, d’une ampleur et dans des proportions 

sans commune mesure avec ce qui avaient pu être entrepris 

ailleurs jusqu’alors dans la chrétienté latine. Non qu’elles 

répondissent à un plan concerté : ce furent plutôt un ensemble 

multiforme d’entreprises, convergentes et contradictoires, 

simultanées ou décalées dans le temps, de campagnes de 

prédication et de massacre, de ségrégations et de disputes 

théologiques, d’enquêtes inquisitoriales et de décrets royaux 

d’expulsion : c’est l’ensemble de ces « méthodes », pour parler 

comme Marx, qui marchèrent de concert pour réduire la 
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diversité socioculturelle dont l’expression la plus ostensible 

était sa dimension religieuse. L’historiographie s’accorde 

généralement à en situer le déclenchement dans les émeutes 

qui éclatent dans toute l’Espagne en 1391, poussant des milliers 

de Juifs à accepter le baptême pour échapper aux violences 

meurtrières. Deux décennies plus tard à peine, une série de 

grandes controverses orchestrées par Vincent Ferrier entre 

autorités ecclésiastiques et rabbiniques aggravent la 

démoralisation de nombre Juifs espagnols déjà durement 

ébranlés par ce récent précédent, et le sentiment que le 

judaïsme n’y survivrait pas conduisit à une nouvelle vague de 

conversions. La proportion exacte des juifs ibériques convertis 

au cours du XVe espagnol siècle demeure incertaine. 

Yerushalmi juge plausible l’estimation minimale de cinquante 

pour cent, et tient du moins pour certain qu’« en un laps de 

temps relativement bref, une masse impressionnante de Juifs 

fit son entrée dans la société espagnole chrétienne par le biais 

de la conversion », donnant lieu à une diversité de situations : 

persistance du judaïsme clandestin des marranes, acculturation 

effective des convertis en catholiques convaincus rejetant le 

judaïsme, ou encore adhésion « fonctionnelle » au christianisme 

incitée par des mobiles pragmatiques et pour échapper à la 

pression permanente du milieu ambiant. Quoi qu’il en soit la 

situation qui en résultait tendanciellement, c’était la difficulté 

toujours plus grande à investir fonctionnellement la distinction 

théologique entre juifs et chrétiens comme un marqueur de 

ségrégation sociale et juridique. Ce fut particulièrement le cas, 

tout au long du XVe siècle, dans d’importants secteurs 

administratifs et économiques où les élites juives espagnoles 

remplissaient parfois depuis longtemps des fonctions notables – 

gestionnaires financiers, fermiers généraux, conseillers aux 

cours royales de Castille et d’Aragon –, phénomène que la 

réussite du processus d’intégration des conversos amplifia, 

ouvrant des trajectoires d’ascension sociale dans d’autres 

domaines d’activité qui leur était jusqu’alors interdits, carrières 

d’entrepreneurs, ecclésiastiques, universitaires, de professions 

lettrées ou de responsabilités dans les conseils municipaux. 

C’est dans ce contexte que se comprend pour Yerushalmi 

l’émergence d’une nouvelle logique ségrégative à laquelle 
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donnent sa forme juridique et institutionnelle les estatutos de 

limpieza de sangre, dont la multiplication tout au long du 

XVIe siècle apparaît comme une réaction de la société 

espagnole, à commencer par ses élites politiques et 

économiques, à cette nouvelle mobilité sociale, aux nouvelles 

concurrences qu’elle induisait et au ressentiment qu’elle 

provoquait. Face à la situation de dédifférenciation produite par 

les conversions de masse et « l’assimilation » des conversos, les 

statuts consistèrent à réintroduire un principe de 

différenciation permettant de les réidentifier distinctivement, 

de redéfinir des mesures légales pour les contenir 

discriminatoirement et, en leur barrant l’accès aux charges 

publiques, aux privilèges et aux honneurs, pour inhiber leur 

mobilité sociale là où les législations antijuives antérieures 

fondées dans l’argumentaire téléologique étaient devenues, du 

fait des conversions de masse, inopérantes. C’est le même récit 

de substitution d’un principe de discrimination à un autre, de 

certaines catégories par d’autres, ou d’une logique ségrégative à 

une autre dans les mêmes catégories, que l’on trouve sous la 

plume de David Nirenberg : 

 
« La conversion d’un grand nombre de personnes que les 

chrétiens percevaient comme profondément différentes 

transforma plutôt qu’elle n’abolit les anciennes frontières et 

les anciens systèmes de discrimination. Des catégories qui 

avaient auparavant semblé principalement juridiques et 

religieuses furent remplacées par la notion généalogique selon 

laquelle les chrétiens issus de convertis juifs (cristianos 

nuevos, confessos, conversos, marranos) étaient 

essentiellement différents des ―chrétiens par nature‖ 

(cristianos de natura, cristianos viejos, limpios). En outre, le 

fondement idéologique de ces nouvelles discriminations 

prétendait explicitement s’enraciner dans des réalités 

naturelles, comme on le voit le plus clairement dans la 

doctrine de la ―limpieza de sangre‖. Selon cette doctrine, le 

sang juif et musulman était inférieur au sang chrétien ; la 

possession de la moindre quantité d’un tel sang rendait 

vulnérable à l’hérésie et à la corruption morale ; par 

conséquent, tout descendant de juifs et de musulmans, si 

lointain fût-il, devait être écarté des charges ecclésiastiques et 

civiles, d’un grand nombre de corporations et de professions, et 
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surtout du mariage avec des vieux-chrétiens. » (Nirenberg 

2016, 75). 

 

Les royaumes péninsulaires donneraient à voir, en 

somme, une crise profonde des cadres symboliques, 

théologiques et ecclésiologiques de la conversion, due, non à 

l’échec des conversions forcées de masse, bien plutôt à l’échec de 

leur succès, dont l’ampleur et la systématicité avec lesquelles 

les conversions de masse y ont été orchestrées. C’est l’ambition 

d’« assimilation » systématique, formulée au seuil de la 

modernité dans le langage théologique et ecclésial de la 

conversion, comme elle le sera plus tard dans le langage laïc de 

l’émancipation et de l’acculturation, qui provoque, par sa 

prétention même à araser les discriminations anciennes, une 

rediscrimination interne d’autant plus anxieuse, obsessionnelle 

et violente, qu’elle doit s’exercer sur des « intégrés ». Un 

racisme moderne y émerge comme un racisme à la fois interne, 

réactif et fonctionnel, visant non les figures codées de l’altérité 

infidèle et non-chrétienne, au premier degré pour ainsi dire, 

mais des chrétiens dont la marque distinctive est désormais, 

précisément, d’avoir été convertis. Ce racisme prophylactique et 

auto-immunitaire est passion de l’indifférenciation 

assimilatrice, contrefinalité de l’universalisme missionnaire, 

surrection réactive à un régime de différenciations devenues 

illocalisables, issue phobique au devenir-imperceptible de la 

différence induit par le projet dédifférenciateur de la 

conversion, en réaction auquel les avocats des statuts 

discriminatoire de limpieza de sangre s’attacheront pendant 

deux siècles à produire leurs titres justificatifs et théoriques. 

Reste à situer alors plus exactement le contenu même de cette 

« théorie » par rapport aux cadres théologiques et 

ecclésiologiques de la chrétienté tardomédiévale, et aux cadres 

missiologiques du pouvoir de convertir. 

 

2. Pureté de la foi et pureté de sang, d’une 

controverse l’autre 

Mais c’est ici, à dire vrai, que tous les problèmes 

commencent ; en témoignent les formulations 

symptomatiquement sous-déterminées dans lesquelles est 
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souvent décrite, en termes de passage, ou de substitution, la 

transformation d’un régime discriminatoire à un autre : 

 
« si de nouvelles barrières devaient être dressées, elles ne 

pouvaient plus être fondées sur une différence de religion 

puisque cette différence avait été abolie, formellement, du 

moins. La seule justification possible d’une législation 

discriminatoire à l’encontre du converso et de ses descendants 

était nécessairement d’ordre génétique. Ce n’était plus la 

religion, mais bien le sang qui devait accéder au rang de 

facteur dirimant. […] Quiconque avait des antécédents juifs 

(ou maures) notoires tombait automatiquement et à tout 

jamais sous le coup de ces lois, quelque grande que fût sa piété 

chrétienne. La pureté de sang en vint à se substituer à la 

pureté de la foi. » (Yerushalmi 1985, 274-275). 

 

Ces formulations suggestives nous mettent de plein pied 

dans les controverses historiographiques sur les sources et la 

naissance d’un « racisme moderne » (Schaub & Sebastiani 2021, 

ch. II), et sur le rôle qu’y a tenu le passage d’un antijudaïsme 

théologique, fondant la répudiation des juifs dans l’histoire de 

la trahison du sauveur et du refus des juifs de le reconnaître 

comme messie, à un antisémitisme racial, justifiant leur 

discrimination et leur répression dans un langage biologique du 

sang, du lignage et des tares héréditaires qui s’y transmettent : 

passage, en somme, des décisions de la surnature divine aux 

déterminations de la nature des corps. Il n’est toutefois pas sûr 

que, posé dans ce contraste massif, le problème soit bien situé, 

et l’on peut tenter de le reformuler de façon moins téléologique, 

en cherchant moins à établir que le racisme biologicosocial qui 

apparaîtra en pleine lumière au XIXe siècle émergeait déjà dans 

l’Espagne du XVe siècle, qu’à interroger de façon généalogique 

la façon dont un plan d’objectivation « biologique » spécifique a 

pu se dessiner à l’intérieur même de complexe du pouvoir de 

convertir et de ses propres apories. Car après tout d’où 

viendrait que, sitôt que la différence de religion cesse de fonder 

une législation discriminatoire, « la seule justification possible » 

de la discrimination des nouveaux-chrétiens soit « d’ordre 

génétique », comme si ce dernier était déjà disponible et prêt à 

l’emploi là où la différence religieuse ferait défaut ? D’où vient 
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cette seule possibilité, et la nécessité censée en découler ? Que 

veut dire au juste Yerushalmi lorsqu’il écrit que « la pureté de 

sang en vint à se substituer à la pureté de la foi », ou David 

Nirenberg quand il écrit que des catégories auparavant 

« juridiques et religieuses furent remplacées par la notion 

généalogique selon laquelle les chrétiens issus de convertis juifs 

[…] étaient essentiellement différents des ―chrétiens par 

nature‖ », ou de même Peter Gose lorsqu’il écrit que dans la 

culture espagnole tardo-médiévale « la question des lignages 

s’est peu à peu substituée à celle de la grâce et de la rédemption 

dans une foi tendant à l’universalisme » (Gose 2003, 155-156), 

et Yerushalmi encore quand il souligne que dans ce passage ou 

cette substitution le sang n’a plus un sens « métaphorique » 

mais un sens biologique, physiologique ? 

La condition formelle d’une substitution, c’est-à-dire 

sémiologiquement d’une métaphore, est qu’un terme puisse 

venir « à la place » d’un autre, et ainsi en tenir lieu dans un 

espace rendu, par cette substitution même, équivoquement 

commun. Le problème n’est alors pas d’exagérer une 

discontinuité tranchée entre un antijudaïsme invoquant les 

mythes théologicohistoriques fondateurs de la chrétienté et un 

antisémitisme racial invoquant une biologie de la reproduction 

et de l’hérédité, et pas davantage de la dissoudre. Il est plutôt 

de la complexifier en réinterrogeant, de l’un à l’autre, des 

transformations qui impliquent des négations déterminées et 

des inversions plutôt que des solutions de continuité, des 

substitutions ambiguës et des resémantisations équivoques 

bien plus que des innovations radicales. L’éclairage de la 

sémantique historique est ici certain mais limité. Les 

dictionnaires castillans du tournant des XVIe-XVIIe siècles 

permettent de souligner comment s’intriquent dans un même 

réseau lexical du latinisme vernaculaire mácula, de la tâche 

mancha et de la souillure mancilla (avec les formes verbales) 

des significations matérielles (souillure, salissure, tâche), 

morales (péché, corruption, vice), éthicosociales et juridiques 

(opprobre, blâme, discrédit, infamia) : « Inficionado (infecté) ou 

manchado (sali) se dit également de celui qui procède d’un 

mélange ou une race de Maures ou de Juifs » (Oudin 1607, cité 

in Schaub & Sebastiani 2021, 124-127). Mais il ne permet 
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aucunement de donner un contenu à cette translation de 

registre qui ferait passer le terme de sang d’un sens théologique 

qui serait métaphorique à un sens non-métaphorique qui serait 

somatique et physiologique. Outre que le contraste pur/impur, 

même appliqué à des substances corporelles, conserve un sens 

théologicomoral obvie, et d’ailleurs parfaitement explicite tout 

au long des controverses sur les statuts visant les nuevos 

christianos, on fait surtout comme si une distinction 

métaphorique/littéral avait subitement éclipsé les maniements 

symboliques, rhétoriques, rituels et sociaux de « choses » ou 

« substances » que les modes de pensé médiévaux pensent à la 

fois comme des physicalités et comme des valeurs symboliques. 

« La chair et le sang dans la tradition savante du Moyen Âge », 

rappelle le médiéviste Simon Teuscher, « ne peuvent être 

assimilés ni à une métaphore ni à des faits biologiques au sens 

moderne. Ces concepts naissaient et fonctionnaient au sein d’un 

système de connaissances radicalement différent du nôtre, dans 

lequel les descriptions des entités naturelles (tels les animaux, 

les plantes, la chair, ou, à plus forte raison, le sang) n’étaient 

pas séparées des descriptions des significations symboliques qui 

leur étaient attribuées » (Teuscher 2013, 85, en référence à 

Foucault 1966, 170-176). De ce point de vue encore, il y a une 

présupposition téléologique à donner à l’explication de 

l’émergence d’une « modernité » – du concept de race, des 

représentations du sang, de l’idée d’hérédité, d’un racisme à 

fondement biologique plutôt que théologique, d’un usage 

référentiel-physiologique de la terminologie du sang et non plus 

symbolique-métaphorique – la forme d’un passage, d’un terme à 

un autre, ou d’un sens à un autre, que seule cette modernité 

distingue (du théologique au biologique, du métaphorique au 

littéral, du médiéval au moderne). 

C’est bien l’occasion de pointer, quitte à en mesurer plus 

tard les implications, un fait de structure symbolique qui 

devrait conduire à complexifier notablement les 

historiographies d’un « passage » d’un antijudaïsme théologique 

à un antisémitisme racial, de la métaphore du sang à la 

physiologie de l’hémoglobine, du camouflage religieux des 

discriminations sociales à leur naturalisation, de la culture 

chrétienne à la nature héréditaire. Car la pensée chrétienne ne 
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fait pas fond sur une séparation entre la nature et la culture, 

entre l’ordre inintentionnel des physicalités et l’inventivité 

symbolique des constructions du sens, mais sur une opposition 

du spirituel et du charnel, spiritus et caro, dont Anita 

Guerreau-Jalabert a souligné le fonctionnement radicalement 

analogiste qui en réplique et en fractalise le contraste en 

chaque domaine comme à tous niveaux du réel, de la société, du 

cosmos, de la matière, de la pensée. Entre anima et corpus, 

Dieu et homme, Dieu et diable, homme et animal, céleste et 

terrestre, intérieur et extérieur, ordre et anomie, unité et 

division, caritas et cupiditas, amor et concupiscentia, homme et 

femme, époux et épouse, clerc et laïc, chrétien et non chrétien, 

virginité-célibat et mariage, mariage et fornication, parenté 

spirituelle et parenté charnelle, engendrement spirituel et 

engendrement charnel, maigre et gras…, les deux termes en 

rapport, et la dominance axiologique de l’un sur l’autre, se 

déterminent dans des relations de formes variables, 

d’opposition, de conflit, de schismogenèse complémentaire, 

d’englobement hiérarchique du contraire, de correspondance ou 

homologie, de transformation – incarnation et résurrection en 

forment les « mystères » prototypaux (Guerreau-Jalabert 2015). 

Or dans ce dispositif, l’idée d’un sang porteur et véhicule d’une 

macule est tout simplement une contradiction dans les termes, 

et symboliquement parlant, une impossibilité de structure. La 

symbolisation chrétienne de base du sang se dit d’abord dans le 

cruor christique, le sang versé sacrificiel et rédempteur, qui 

remet les fautes et lave la mácula du péché originel inaugurant 

l’ordre de la chair comme tel. Le sang est ce qui lave la macule ; 

est maculée la chair que n’a pas lavé le sang rédempteur du 

Sacrifié. « Le sang – rappelle Teuscher –, contrairement à la 

chair, pouvait être envisagé comme pur ou souillé » : souillé, 

mais non pas souillant, et les détracteurs de la « théorie » de 

limpieza de sangre pourront lui reprocher, en niant l’efficacité 

baptismale, de renier la vertu rémissive du sang christique, 

quand les écrits anti-conversos trouveront l’un de leurs 

opérateurs les plus récurrents dans le renversement narratif du 

sang versé, du cruor donné par le Christ pour le salut des 

hommes, en sang homicide arraché au Christ trahi par les 

siens… Ce dispositif fait comprendre pourquoi l’autre signifiant 
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latin du sang, sanguis, resta fort peu investi, jusqu’au 

XIIIe siècle du moins, pour qualifier ce qui relève du charnel, et 

caractériser des liens, groupes ou transmissions attribués à la 

parenté charnelle (Guerreau-Jalabert 2013). 

Mais le problème peut-être le plus élémentaire que pose 

au fond la narration théorique du remplacement ou de la 

substitution de la pureté de sang à la pureté de la foi, tient 

simplement au fait que le soupçon, la certitude, l’incrimination, 

l’obsession de l’impureté de la foi demeureront, dans les 

argumentaires pro- et anti-estatutos, un mobile discursif 

omniprésent. La prolifération des statuts au cours du 

XVIe siècle coexiste avec la poursuite de virulentes controverses 

sur les raisons et déraisons des conversions forcées, sur les 

stratégies de conversion dans les nouvelles terres de mission 

ouvertes par les prises de terre ultramarines, sur les périls des 

cohabitations entre chrétiens et non-chrétiens. Ce sont de fait 

dans les mêmes villes, dans les mêmes institutions, émanant 

des mêmes autorités, que proviennent la poursuite des vieux 

débats sur la façon d’obtenir les conversions, et l’interruption de 

la raison missionnaire par le discours de l’impureté irrémissible 

des nouveaux-chrétiens au sang souillé par leur ascendance 

juive ou maure. Et c’est précisément la coexistence entre ce qui 

nous apparaît rétrospectivement comme des deux langages 

antinomiques, ou mutuellement exclusifs bien qu’occupant le 

même terrain (d’où l’idée d’une « substitution » de l’un à 

l’autre), qui rend possibles des objections théologiques et 

ecclésiologiques aux « statuts », comme elle rendra possible en 

retour l’exploitation par les avocats de la limpieza de sangre de 

thèmes venus du débat séculaire sur les conversions, et sur le 

temps problématique que le baptême forcé ouvre au devenir-

chrétien : les risques d’apostasie, de rechute dans l’impiété 

auxquels les nouveaux convertis sont exposés, l’aggravation des 

périls des conversions insincères du fait d’avoir été contraintes, 

les dangers que font peser les non-chrétiens sur les convertis 

récents, les convertis douteux sur les convertis sincères, et tous 

sur les vieux-chrétiens.  

Il importe d’autant plus ici de tenir compte du processus 

de transformation des argumentaires en faveur des statuts 

discriminatoire entre le milieu du XVe et le XVIIe siècle. On 
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souligne souvent la multiplication des statuts, l’extension des 

institutions et acteurs qui les réclament ou les promulguent, 

des autorités municipales aux ordres religieux, aux collèges et 

facultés, aux corporations de métier ; l’élargissement de leurs 

discriminations, de l’interdiction de charges civiles, la privation 

de droits de témoignage et de serment, puis la fermeture des 

bénéfices ecclésiastiques, à d’autres prohibitions, toutes 

anciennes et réclamées dans une justification en partie 

nouvelle, de professions, de résidence, de mariage entre vieux- 

et nouveaux-chrétiens ; l’élargissement de leurs cibles mêmes, 

des juifs aux morisques, des morisques à leurs enfants qui « ont 

tété [avec le lait de leurs mères] la haine de notre religion 

catholique et portent dans leurs entrailles une origine 

perverse » (Simón de Rojas cité in Vega y Toraya 1772, 209), des 

élites à la petite bourgeoisie urbaine, des nouveaux-chrétiens 

aux Gitans (Moncada 1618, 224), ou même à des personnes 

frappées de peines infâmantes ; enfin les évolutions des 

positions prises par les autorités royales et pontificales, 

hostiles, puis plus ou moins réticentes, et finalement validant 

les statuts. Importe tout autant l’évolution des argumentations 

qui leurs sont apportées, et de la théorisation d’une 

inconvertibilité que les critiques opposées à la discrimination 

des nouveaux-chrétiens contraindront à s’expliciter pour elle-

même au fil du XVIe et XVIIe siècles (Foa 2004). 

L’historiographie considère traditionnellement la Sentencia-

Estatuto promulguée en juin 1449, au lendemain d’une révolte 

antimonarchique et antifiscale à Tolède, par le châtelain de la 

forteresse Pedro Sarmiento, comme le premier statut de 

limpieza de sangre du genre, qui donnera son modèle aux 

suivants. L’historien Gérard Delille remarque toutefois que la 

Sentencia de Tolède « ne mentionnait pas explicitement le sang, 

mais parlait plutôt de transmission d’impureté (religieuse) et 

des conséquences sociales et administratives qui en découlaient. 

L’idée de sang fut ―greffée‖ ultérieurement à ce raisonnement 

pour justifier l’impossibilité d’effacer la tache juive ou 

mauresque » (Delille 2013, 131). Examinons donc de plus le 

régime épistémique de la déclaration de 1449. Son discours se 

place tout entier sous le signe du soupçon et du doute que des 

faits ostensibles multiples, passés et présents, récents et 
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antiques, disparates mais convergents accréditent et qui, en 

donnant à cette suspicion son objet, la fonde dans un savoir qui 

en rend raison. « Attendu qu’il est bien connu par le droit civil 

et canonique que les conversos d’ascendance juive, étant très 

suspects dans la foi de Notre Seigneur et Sauveur Jésus-Christ, 

la méprisent fréquemment en judaïsant… Attendu qu’il a été 

démontré qu’une grande partie des conversos de ladite ville, 

descendants de la lignée juive, sont des personnes très 

suspectes dans la sainte foi catholique, qu’ils professent et 

croient de grands errements contre les articles de la sainte foi 

catholique… selon les anciennes chroniques… comme il est bien 

connu… et en confirmation de cela, il est connu que lesdits 

conversos de cette ville se sont récemment soulevés, armé, et 

ont cherché à détruire tous les ―vieux chrétiens‖… ». 

Connaissances consignées dans le droit civil et le droit canon, 

connaissance commune de choses faites et de choses dites 

sédimentées à travers récits et témoignages, énumérations 

d’événements datables et de destructions trop nombreuses pour 

être datées, informations de la conjoncture récente et chronique 

séculaire des exactions de toujours, dessinent un savoir à la fois 

disparate dans ses provenances, cumulatif dans sa matière, et 

redondant dans son enseignement, suffisant à avérer la 

récurrence et la fréquence de pratiques coupables : 

perpétuation des croyances et des pratiques cultuelles de 

« l’Ancienne Loi », alliances perfides avec les ennemis mortels 

de jadis (« lorsque cette ville fut assiégée par nos ennemis les 

Maures sous la conduite de Tariq leur chef, après la mort du roi 

Rodrigue –, les Juifs qui vivaient alors à Tolède firent de même, 

concluant un traité, vendant ladite ville et ses chrétiens, et 

laissant entrer les Maures, après quoi 306 vieux chrétiens de la 

ville furent passés au fil de l'épée… »), intrigues contre les 

intérêts des chrétiens et détournement de biens et de titres 

(« parce que lesdits conversos, descendants des Juifs, ont par 

grande ruse pris et volé de grandes et innombrables quantités 

de maravedís et d’argent à notre seigneur le roi et à ses rentes, 

droits et taxes, et ont détruit et ruiné de nombreuses nobles 

dames, chevaliers et hidalgos… »), instrumentalisation des 

autorités civiles et même royales (« attendu qu’à leur 

instigation, une taxe royale fut imposée sur ladite ville par le 
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connétable don Álvaro de Luna et ses partisans et alliés – nos 

ennemis –, qui menèrent contre nous une guerre cruelle, armée 

de sang et de feu, infligeant massacres, dommages et vols, 

comme s’ils étaient des Maures, ennemis de la foi 

chrétienne »)… Dans la logique de ce texte, la généralité de ce 

qu’« une grande partie des conversos » disent et font 

« fréquemment » suffit ; peu importe de la rendre systématique, 

et rien ne rend encore nécessaire de fonder leur impiété dans 

une cause qui serait retranchée, en deçà des conduites 

publiques et des témoignages qui en sont faits, sur un plan 

d’objectivation distinct. Dans ce contexte, la mention formulaire 

de la « lignée juive » à la « descendance » de laquelle les 

conversos sont invariablement rappelés, ne marque pas 

l’inscription de l’infamie dans une hérédité racialisée avant la 

lettre ; elle dénote la continuité d’une histoire, que les faits 

allégués, par leur notoriété, leur accumulation et leur 

redondance, visent à saturer. À une date où les conversions de 

masse impulsées par les massacres de 1391 les font pourtant 

coexister, ce n’est pas le leitmotiv des contacts délétères entre 

convertis et infidèles refusant la conversion qui est mis en 

avant, mais la continuité historique des pratiques séculaires 

des juifs et des agissements contemporains imputés aux 

conversos. Les relations maintenues entre convertis et non-

convertis n’auraient, théoriquement parlant, rien de déroutant, 

du moins rien pour nourrir une rhétorique si rédhibitoire : elles 

sont connues, réfléchies de longue date, sources de méfiances 

multiples et de législations discriminatoires anciennes, et 

contenues dans un cadre de problématisation fondé dans une 

différentielle de conversion, entre l’incorporation dans l’Ecclesia 

scellée par le sacrement baptismale et le devenir-fidèle du sujet 

« régénéré » par la promesse du salut, une distinction qui 

donnait nécessairement place dans la societas à des gens 

reconnus chrétiens et pourtant de foi douteuse. Nous 

reviendrons sur ce point capital : c’est dans cet écart entre la 

marque communautaire de la chrétienté et le temps du devenir-

chrétien, que s’était développé, depuis Duns Scot au moins, un 

mode de computation du temps des transmissions 

intergénérationnelles, qui visait précisément à le rendre 

traitable comme un temps de transformation subjective par le 
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maniement, la modification ou l’interruption de ce qui se 

transmet d’une génération à une autre. Or c’est d’abord un tel 

comput générationnel qu’interrompt le texte de la Sentencia en 

conjuguant, dans la forme apparente de la chronique, l’infidélité 

générique de toujours et les exactions énumérables du temps 

présent, l’opiniâtre fidélité des juifs à l’Ancienne Loi et les 

manigances troublant la Tolède d’aujourd’hui. En 1449, la 

continuité, de pratiques, de mœurs, de rites et de ruses perfides 

entre juifs et conversos, suffit à baliser déjà deux problèmes qui 

resteront récurrents dans la controverse, l’un expresse et l’autre 

implicite. De cette continuité, la Sentencia tire un transfert de 

responsabilité, qui fonde les discriminations édictées, privations 

d’honneurs, de charges, de droit d’assermentation et de 

témoignage etc., non seulement sur les manigances imputées 

dans les événements récents, mais aussi sur toutes les vilénies 

passées remontant au déicide : la référence au « lignage juif » 

opère une collectivisation, et des tors, et des sanctions. Mais par 

là même cette continuité met implicitement en cause, et 

potentiellement désavoue radicalement, la discontinuité 

constitutive du sujet chrétien, c’est-à-dire la conversion, qui 

institue le devenir-chrétien comme l’événement et le processus 

même de cette discontinuité. Seulement le texte entretient 

l’ambiguïté entre le fait et le droit, entre l’énumération de récits 

et témoignages chroniquant la perpétuation de la trahison 

juive, et sa « conversion » en un mode d’être irrémissible et 

inamendable. C’est dans cette équivoque que se logeront les 

réactions elles-mêmes doubles : d’un côté celle des nouveaux-

chrétiens pensant encore possible d’opposer à des faits d’autres 

faits, des témoignages à décharge à des témoignages à charge, 

et des preuves de sincérité et de pureté de foi à des accusation 

d’hypocrisie et de foi insincère, et qui même réclameront des 

enquêtes, appuieront le rétablissement de l’inquisition en 1478, 

et l’enjoindront de trier le grain de l’ivraie (Yerushalmi 1985, 

274-275) ; d’un autre côté, celle des autorités ecclésiastiques 

percevant immédiatement la contradiction que la Sentencia 

introduit dans le transcendantal de la conversion, la regeneratio 

baptismale, la promesse de rémission, l’interruption de la 

parenté dans la chair et la réaffiliation spirituelle en Christ, 

mais aussi, et non moins profondément, le déplacement de la 
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contradiction sur le plan d’une théologie de l’histoire comme 

histoire de la grâce et du salut, qui met aux prises des façons 

conflictuelles de compter le temps et les générations. C’est le 

point que la seconde partie de cette étude aura pour objectif de 

clarifier. 

S’il y a bien une chose nouvelle avec la Sentencia et le 

texte de justification que les leaders de la révolte tolédienne 

confient aussitôt au « bachelier » Marcos García de Mora, c’est 

l’opposition forte qu’elle suscite d’emblée des autorités 

ecclésiastiques (Maryks 2010, ch. 1-2) : de la part du pape 

Nicolas V qui l’année même condamne la Sentencia de Tolède 

dans la bulle Humanis generis inimicus, et aussitôt, du cardinal 

dominicain Juan de Torquemada dans un Tractatus contra 

medianitas et Ismaelitas, et de l’évêque de Burgos Alonso de 

Cartagena dans son Defensorium Unitatis Christianae (1449), 

qui fournira pendant des décennies la trame argumentaire de 

base sur laquelle broderont les adversaires des statuts, mais 

par contrecoup aussi leurs défenseurs. Si bien que par la suite, 

lors même que les autorités ecclésiastiques finiront, face à la 

multiplication des proclamations de statuts discriminatoires, 

par en reconnaître la validité, comme le pape Clément VII en 

1531 pour les statuts de la Capilla de Reyes Nuevos, ou par en 

promulguer elles-mêmes, à l’instar de l’archevêque de Tolède 

Silecio qui s’en inspira en 1547 pour interdire aux nouveaux-

chrétiens l’accès aux bénéfices de la principale église d’Espagne, 

elles devront s’en justifier par des contre-argumentations en 

mesure de répondre, directement ou indirectement, au 

réquisitoire de Cartagena. Dans son étude de synthèse Albert 

Sicroff faisait à ce sujet cette remarque essentielle : tant que 

« les statuts furent présentés comme le résultat d’amères 

déceptions causées par les Nouveaux Chrétiens retombant dans 

le judaïsme, comme ce fut le cas de l’Ordre de Saint-Jérôme, il 

fut encore possible de réduire le conflit qui existait 

apparemment entre l’exclusion des Conversos à cause de leur 

origine juive et la croyance que le christianisme apportait à 

tous les hommes la possibilité de se racheter » (Sicroff 1960, 

170). Au demeurant « la façon désordonnée, sporadique, dont 

les communautés adoptèrent, chacune pour son compte, les 

statuts de pureté de sang, aida considérablement à les rendre, 
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dans la mesure du possible, compatibles avec le catholicisme 

espagnol. Un édit national, qui eût frappé tous les Conversos 

d’un seul coup et les eût chassés de toutes les communautés 

d’Espagne, eût été beaucoup plus difficile à accorder avec une 

religion qui se disait catholique et qui croyait au rachat de tous 

les hommes par le baptême chrétien… ». La généralisation des 

statuts, la multiplication des interpellations en direction des 

autorités royales et pontificale pour les ratifier, en viendront 

bien à rendre inévitable de justifier l’exclusion des nouveaux-

chrétiens des charges ecclésiastiques, et par conséquent de 

répondre aux objections théologiques, canonistes, 

ecclésiologiques et pastorales de leurs détracteurs sur leur 

propre terrain, celui balisé par le questionnaire d’Alonso de 

Cartagena : comment le régime discriminatoire des statuts ne 

dissuaderait-il pas les infidèles de se convertir ? Comment le 

droit de l’Église et la charité chrétienne toléreraient-ils qu’on 

impute à des convertis les péchés de leurs ancêtres, et 

contredise aussi frontalement l’efficacité du sacrement 

baptismal et sa regeneratio spirituelle ? Et comment les statuts, 

« en rejetant le sang juif, ne [porteraient-ils] pas atteinte 

également au sang juif du Christ et de Ses apôtres » ? Tout cela 

débouchera également sur des entreprises de compilations de 

toutes les recommandations et résolutions antérieures 

concernant la discrimination des conversos et des morisques, en 

un ensemble de théories doctrinales unifiées, dont les traités du 

juriste Juan Arce de Otálora (1559), du théologien Domingo 

García (1606), du juriste Juan Escobar del Corro (1623), 

donnent la mesure. Si l’on y voit une substitution de la pureté 

du sang à la pureté de la foi, c’est alors en grande part, encore 

et toujours, sur le terrain de la foi chrétienne et de ses idéalités 

fondatrices, de son Église et de son projet apostolique de 

conversion universelle, que sont argumentées la pureté du sang 

et les exclusions qu’elle fonde, et négociées les contradictions 

qu’y introduit l’idée de lignages identitaires radicalement 

exclusifs. D’un langage l’autre, il n’y a pas changement de 

thèmes ou de catégories, mais dynamique discursive de 

surenchère cumulative, marquée par des facteurs 

d’accélération, de bifurcation rhétorique, et de franchissement 

de seuil. Les accusations mettant en cause l’insincérité des 
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conversions des nouveaux-chrétiens, loin de disparaître, se 

poursuivent et même s’amplifient hyperboliquement, multiples, 

dispersées ou articulées, et faisant feu de tout bois, vieux fonds 

de la propagande antijuive et antimusulmane, mesures 

discriminatoires autorisées par les corpus canonistes et leurs 

commentaires, interprétations scripturaires, chroniques 

séculaires des croisades, des guerres wisigothiques contre les 

sarrasins, de la reconquista, débats sur la nature de la noblesse 

en ses espèces naturelle, civile et théologique… Mais cependant 

que l’Inquisition rétablie alimente en matériaux empiriques 

cumulables la production d’infamia, et avant même que la 

prolifération incontrôlable des accusations conduise à codifier 

plus strictement la procédure des probanzas, l’expulsion des 

juifs et des musulmans au tournant des XVe-XVIe siècles rend 

de facto caduque toute une strate argumentative qui 

soupçonnait les conversos de judaïser en secret avec les non 

convertis – puisqu’il n’y en a plus. Ou du moins plus 

visiblement. À moins que leur place ait changé… auquel cas 

leur mode d’indexicalisation devra être redéfinie, et la raison de 

la perfidie devra venir d’ailleurs : non plus des rapports 

horizontaux des alliances, des réseaux parentéliques et des 

socialités, mais d’une source à la fois plus individualisée et plus 

anonyme, à la fois étirée sur le temps transindividuel de 

l’ascendance et retranchée dans le silence des organes. La 

machine accusatoire y redéploie alors ses histoires, non plus 

comme des causes de doute, comme des raisons de douter de 

leur conversion, mais comme des effets intangibles d’une 

généalogie naturalisée qui rend superflu les doutes, comme elle 

rend vaine la conversion elle-même, et inutiles les débats sur 

les moyens de l’obtenir, sur les effets qui en sont attendus et 

ceux qui doivent inquiéter, sur la durée nécessaire pour la 

rendre effective. Dans ce franchissement de seuil, le soupçon 

d’insincérité et d’hypocrisie est donc simultanément hyperbolisé 

et annulé, exaspéré et résolu dans un savoir qui rend au fond 

inutiles le doute et les raisons de douter. La conversion n’est 

plus possiblement insincère tout en étant sacramentellement 

efficace, axiome n°1 de la théologie baptismale et de la raison 

missionnaire depuis des siècles : elle est devenue 

transcendantalement insincère si bien que son sacrement est à 
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la limite vain et inutile : cette limite se nomme sangre, mácula, 

linajes impuros, raza.  

 

3. Successions litigieuses et maladies de famille : 

l’hérédité en quatre générations 

Il faut réexaminer alors cette « greffe » après-coup d’un 

thème du sanguis ou sangre, souvent considérée comme la 

question dirimante, l’épreuve cruciale devant confirmer la 

tendance à biologiser la transmission de l’impiété par un sang 

souillé et souillant transmis, de génération en génération, le 

long de linajes héréditairement impurs. On a souvent remarqué 

qu’il fallait attendre la deuxième moitié du XVIe siècle pour 

commencer à voir ce thème prendre une fréquence significative 

dans une acception qui l’infléchit vers un registre nettement 

naturaliste et physiologique. Encore relèvera-t-on que cette 

inflexion ne sera jamais prise en charge par des naturalistes ni 

des médecins, mais toujours des juristes, publicistes, lettrés et 

autorités ecclésiastiques, moines, évêques, généraux d’ordre 

religieux. L’historien Henry Méchoulan donne le ton en citant, 

pour étayer le fait que « dès le début du XVIe siècle, une 

véritable théorie de l’hérédité charriée par le sang va se 

développer et prospérer », le traité de droit nobiliaire d’Arce de 

Otálora Summa nobilitatis hispanicae… (1559), dans lequel 

s’esquisse « une théorie qui s’affirmera au fil des ans pour 

atteindre au XVIIe siècle un niveau ―scientifique‖, ―anatomique‖ 

et ―biologique‖ » : « Les juifs, par leur crime de lèse-majesté 

divine et humaine, ont perdu toute sorte de noblesse et de 

dignité, et le sang de ceux qui ont livré le Christ est à un tel 

point infecté que leurs fils, leurs neveux et leurs descendants, 

tout comme s’ils étaient nés d’un sang infecté, sont privés et 

exclus des honneurs, des charges et des dignités. L’infamie de 

leurs pères les accompagnera toujours. » Et l’historien de 

commenter : « la mort sanglante du Christ nous fait assister à 

une véritable mutation psychosomatique : une tache indélébile 

souille désormais et le corps et l’esprit des juifs qui perpétuent 

leurs tares, même après la lustration baptismale. » (Méchoulan 

1995, 363-364). Pierre Savy, pour qui il faut attendre la 

deuxième moitié du XVIe siècle pour rencontrer des « textes 

savants [qui] envisagent [la macule] nettement comme une 
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donnée transmise par le sang, et qu’on ne peut laver », en prend 

pour témoin un extrait du Tractatus majoratuum et 

meliorationum Hispaniae du civiliste Melchior Pelaez, paru à 

Grenade en 1575 : « Quelqu’un qu’a anobli le prince en raison 

de ses hauts faits ou pour autre chose, si toutefois il tire son 

origine des Juifs ou des Sarrasins, il ne purge pas le vice et la 

mauvaise semence, qui est transmise à ses descendants à 

jamais ; et ainsi, bien qu’il soit anobli par le prince, la macule et 

le vice [mácula et vitium] adhèrent tellement aux os qu’ils ne 

peuvent être détruits par le prince, car c’est quelque chose de 

naturel et même d’immuable. » (Pelaez de Mieres 1575, cité in 

Méchoulan 1979, 127, et Savy 2015, 379). Gérard Delille 

reproduit quant à lui un énoncé d’un publiciste de la noblesse 

génoise, Leonardo Lomellini, dans les années 1570 : « les choses 

naturelles ne peuvent être changées par des inventions […] ; 

être patricien ou plébéien, ancien ou nouveau procède de la 

nature et du sang » ; les « distinctions » ne sont pas seulement 

civiles mais « viennent de la nature elle-même, qui ne peut être 

changée » (Delille 2013, 129). L’historienne Hélène Tropé lit de 

la même façon un passage déjà cité par Sicroff d’un traité de 

1645 de Diego de Castejón y Fonseca, que la carrière fera tour à 

tour évêque de Lugo, gouverneur de l’archidiocèse de Tolède, et 

président du Conseil royal de Castille : « Les inclinations 

proviennent des humeurs que nous recevons de nos aïeux, de 

n’importe laquelle nous pouvons recevoir ce venin » (cité in 

Sicroff 1960, 177) ; et d’en conclure : « L’idéal de pureté de sang 

fut sous-tendu par une pensée biologique. Ce ―biologicisme‖ 

fondait la prétendue basse condition morale des juifs et leur 

reniement de la foi chrétienne sur leur condition physique 

héréditaire, à savoir leur complexion humorale et en particulier 

leur sang » (Tropé 2024, renvoyant à son tour à Méchoulan 

1979, 126-129). 

 Ce florilège succinct appelle quelques remarques ; et la 

plus évidente est que les motifs physiologiques n’y supplantent 

aucunement le registre théologicomoral, mais condensent au 

contraire des signifiants relevant de registres hérésiologique, 

christologique, pastoral et pénitentiel qui ne sont aucunement 

camouflés, et ont d’autant moins besoin de l’être que leur 

implémentation dans le vocabulaire médical amorcé depuis au 
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moins deux siècles en a déjà généralisé les emplois 

catachrétiques. C’est patent pour le terme de mácula, dont 

l’usage peu différencié dans la médecine scolastique depuis le 

XIIe siècle n’a nullement effacé le sens qui en latin chrétien l’a 

attaché au péché originel, et que la première patristique 

déclinait rapidement au pluriel, à l’instar des péchés capitaux 

chez Tertullien (sept maculae). Mais ça l’est tout autant pour le 

réseau lexical de la contagio, du contagium (autre terme 

classique pour le péché originel transmis par la reproduction 

dans la chair), et de l’infectio, dont les discours de la limpieza de 

sangre réinvestissent, non leurs développements 

physiopathologiques récents et au demeurant embryonnaires, 

mais leur ancrage dans l’hérésiologie chrétienne qui est une 

longue une histoire de corps non-chrétiens, une histoire de 

somatisation de l’erreur et de l’infidélité, que n’ont pas manqué 

d’exploiter également les littératures polémiques antijuives et 

antimusulmanes. L’hérésie, l’apostasie, le péché et l’impiété ont 

toujours été liés à des malformations corporelles, difformités 

anatomiques ou même aberrations physiologiques (menstrues 

des hommes juifs, sécrétions odorantes…).  

 Mais ceci devrait rendre tout aussi obvie que la 

somatisation, et comme disait Foucault la « métasomatisation » 

transgénérationnelle, de l’impiété et l’infâmie, pour former une 

opération discursive récurrente des justifications des estatutos, 

ne proviennent pas pour autant directement, linéairement, de 

l’essor dans les discours savant du bas Moyen Âge de savoirs 

biologiques, embryologiques, physiologiques et 

physiopathologiques. L’idée d’une substitution d’un langage 

biologique à un langage théologique est, à nouveau, doublement 

insatisfaisante : elle les suppose incompatibles, et fait comme 

s’il ne s’était pas déjà développé depuis le XIIIe siècle, grâce aux 

corpus de philosophie et de médecine arabes, et aux traductions 

latines des textes d’Aristote, d’Hippocrate et de Galien, un 

discours naturaliste sur les transmissions congénitales 

dépendant des mécanismes de la reproduction sexuée (Van der 

Lugt et Miramon 2008, 3-40). Les problèmes devraient être 

alors déplacés pour mettre en examen les raisons pour 

lesquelles, dans la dynamique de multiplication des statuts, et 

compte tenu des controverses mettant aux prises leurs avocats 
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et leurs détracteurs, ce discours biologique et médical n’a pas 

été mobilisé expressément, bien qu’il y soit fait de différentes 

façons allusion, – comment donc ce discours naturaliste est à la 

fois présent, à l’état de traces iconiques ou indicielles 

récurrentes, et cependant contourné par les justifications 

théoriques des statuts. Non seulement il faut attendre la 

seconde moitié du XVIe siècle pour voir apparaître des référents 

physiologiques explicites dans le discours sur la maculation du 

sang juif ou maure, mais quand on les voit apparaître, cette 

naturalisation de l’infidélité, cette physiologisation de la 

transmission lignagère de la mácula, ne procèdent pas d’une 

translation linéaire des savoirs naturalistes et médicaux vers 

un discours ségrégatif de l’hérédité infâmante. Cela ne revient 

nullement à contester qu’y soit à l’œuvre une naturalisation de 

l’impiété et de la culpabilité théologicomorale ; cela signifie 

simplement que cette pseudo-biologie, cette quasi-biologie 

locale, opportuniste, sans prétention descriptive ni étiologique 

comparable à celle que la philosophie naturelle et la médecine 

scolastique élaboraient depuis déjà trois siècles, passe par 

d’autres voies que ces dernières. Donc biologisations multiples, 

notions d’hérédités multiples, hétérogènes, et en tension entre 

elles, et nullement problème du passage d’une théologie à une 

biologie, ni d’une « métaphore du sang » à une « véritable 

théorie de l’hérédité ». 

La naturalisation de l’hérédité qui s’opère au cours des 

XIIIe-XVe siècles ne suit elle-même pas une évolution simple. La 

recherche historienne des dernières années incite au contraire à 

dissocier au moins trois processus qui sont restés jusqu’à la fin 

du Moyen Âge largement indépendants les uns des autres (Van 

der Lugt et Miramon 2008). L’un concerne la médecine 

scolastique, les transformations du savoir médical, et le 

détachement d’une catégorie de morbus hereditarius, distinguée 

à la fois des maladies congénitales et des maladies contagieuses 

(Van der Lugt 2008 ; Loviconi 2019).  Un second, contemporain 

mais plus concentré dans le temps, concerne les mutations du 

discours juridique au cours du XIVe siècle, dès lors que le droit 

savant, mis en demeure d’intégrer les évolutions des habitus 

nobiliaires, a redéfini les normes de l’hereditas, de l’héritage et 

de la succession, en élaborant une catégorie de « sang 
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héréditaire » (Miramon 2008a ; Miramon 2008b). Un troisième 

processus, qui à son tour croise le précédent sur les 

conceptualisations de la filiatio, mais qui est d’une amplitude 

anthropologico-historique plus large, remonte au tournant 

grégorien, aux élaborations canonistes et aux commentaires des 

décrétistes puis des décrétalistes, et aux resémantisations qui 

s’y opèrent du vocabulaire des relations et groupes de parenté, 

donnant à voir une substantialisation croissante de la 

consanguinitas au prisme de laquelle l’historiographie a pu 

interroger une reconfiguration, relative ou radicale, de la 

structure symbolique générale qui avait dominé la pensée 

chrétienne médiévale de la parenté, articulée dans le contraste 

entre les registres du caro et du spiritus, et entre la parenté 

charnelle et la parenté spirituelle (Guerreau-Jalabert 1996, 

2013, 2015 ; Teuscher 2013 ; Roumy, 2008 ; Avignon 2019). Ce 

que Charles de Miramon, Maikke Van der Lugt et leurs 

collègues ont identifié comme un « tournant héréditaire » au 

XIVe siècle, dont témoignent l’essor de conceptions des maladies 

héréditaires qui restaient depuis le XIIe siècle allusives ou 

embryonnaires, et l’acclimatation au jus commune de nouvelles 

notions juridiques de sang héréditaire, d’héritier de sang et de 

jus sanguinis, trouve sans doute un fonds commun dans la 

tendance naturaliste stimulée par la scolastique, les recherches 

spéculatives et physiques impulsées par l’École de Chartres sur 

les structures de la causalité, la réception de la médecine 

arabes et du corpus zoologique d’Aristote, les développements 

propres du droit naturel. Reste qu’entre les trois processus 

susmentionnés, les voisinages, les emprunts ponctuels et les 

autorités textuelles partagées, se détachent sur fond d’une 

disparité nette des questionnaires engagés comme des 

remaniements conceptuels qu’ils ont provoqués. Ce qui confère 

à la notion de « naturalisation » une forte équivocité, et à l’idée 

de transmission héréditaire dans cette séquence un caractère 

clairement surdéterminé. Il suffira de revenir sélectivement sur 

certains de leurs aspects pour mettre en évidence deux points : 

les discours ibériques sur la pureté et l’impureté de sang ne 

sont passés par aucune de ces trois voix de naturalisation ; et 

l’eussent-ils jugé tactiquement opportun, ils ne pouvaient pas le 

faire, pour des raisons précises, assignables dans les questions 
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mêmes que se posaient respectivement savants naturalistes, 

médecins, civilistes et canonistes, et dans les solutions 

normatives ou les schémas étiologiques qu’ils élaborèrent pour 

y répondre, les unes et les autres incompatibles avec le type 

d’« hérédité », d’identité lignagère et de computation 

générationnelle que le discours de pureté et d’impureté du sang 

a eu besoin de produire.  

Commençons par l’élaboration d’une théorie du sang 

héréditaire, puisqu’on lui associe usuellement la recomposition 

des idéologies nobiliaires dont la théorie ibérique de la limpieza 

de sangre des linajes vieux-chrétiens serait un durcissement et 

une réification extrême. La catégorie juridique de sang 

héréditaire qui commence à être élaborée au XIVe siècle, ne 

visait pas à définir des groupes d’appartenance marqués par 

une identité exclusive fondée dans un généalogie antique, mais 

à normaliser des prétentions, à légitimer ou délégitimer des 

prétendants, à ordonner et hiérarchiser des vocations 

successorales sur des noms, des statuts, des prérogatives, des 

terres ou des fiefs, dans un contexte de renforcement d’une 

tendance à la patrimonialisation des moyens de domination, 

d’agnatisation relative des liens de parenté qu’avait préparée 

dans le droit savant du XIIIe siècle l’association du sang à la 

filiatio en ligne paternelle (Miramon et Van der Lugt 2019, 35), 

et d’essor de ce que des historiens ont appelé une véritable 

« bâtardocratie », qui voit s’intensifier dans les derniers siècles 

du Moyen Âge les préoccupations pour le rôle des enfants nés 

hors mariage dans les politiques familiales de nombreuses 

familles nobiliaires et princières, et les mécanismes sociaux et 

juridiques qui incitaient les pères à se soucier de leur destin 

social. Dans ce contexte, on voit, d’abord dans l’entourage de la 

cour des Valois, puis plus généralement dans les rivalités 

successorales des grandes familles laïques, une 

reconceptualisation s’amorcer de l’idée d’hereditas, pour 

distinguer deux façons d’y prétendre, comme héritier d’héritage 

(relevant du droit romain des successions), et comme héritier de 

sang, renvoyant aux iura sanguinis dont pourraient se 

revendiquer les successeurs par les mâles faisant état d’un 

rapport de filiation « naturelle ». La catégorie de sang 

héréditaire articule ainsi un discours sur la légitimité 
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dynastique et un problème de droit successoral, dont le hiatus 

avec le discours ibérique des lignages rendus purs ou impurs 

par le sang qu’ils transmettent, est patent à tous égards. Les 

concepts juridiques de sang héréditaire et d’héritage de sang 

visent à légitimer des prétentions et à ordonner, donc 

différencier et hiérarchiser, des vocations successorales 

litigieuses ; les notions ibériques de pureté et d’impureté de 

sang qualifient des indignités ou des infâmies, qui ne mettent 

pas en litige des transmissions successorales, mais qui 

présupposent des transmissions lignagères comme des quasi-

causes intangibles dans lesquelles les relations de parenté sont 

en fait, nous y reviendrons, très largement neutralisées. Elles 

ne conditionnent pas des transferts de biens matériels ou 

immatériels, mais font circuler des marques de dignité et 

d’infâmie le long de lignages indifférenciés et globalement 

qualifiables de purs ou impurs. Le droit successoral au 

contraire, indifférent aux catégories théologicomorales du pur 

et de l’impur, réfléchit en termes de liens de parenté distingués 

par cognatio de droit (pour les enfants légitimes), ou cognatio 

legalis (par l’adoption), ou cognatio naturalis (pour les enfants 

conçus hors mariage). Le « sang héréditaire » ne peut être 

souillé, il n’a pas à être lavé : il n’entre pas dans l’économie 

pénitentielle de la faute et demeure une métaphore juridique 

pour naturaliser un lien de parenté infléchi vers une 

patrilinéarisation de la succession. Emblématiquement, le 

grand problème autour duquel s’élabore la théorisation du sang 

héréditaire, le cas princeps de l’acclimatation de cette notion au 

droit civil par la distinction entre héritiers de droit et 

d’héritiers de sang, est la question du spurius, le « bâtard » non 

légitimé, qui ajoute aux cas connus – enfants naturels 

légitimes, adoptés, bâtards légitimés – un cas dilemmatique, à 

la fois naturel du point de vue du sang, contre-nature du point 

de vue d’une loi naturelle inclinant à la monogamie, et litigieux 

du point de vue du droit civil, tant au regard des règles de 

succession que des prohibitions matrimoniales. La tradition 

juridique le situait dans le droit des relations cognatiques, en 

ligne maternelle, et au milieu du XIIIe siècle le plus illustre 

décrétaliste, Hostiensis le définissait encore : « tel qu’il n’a pas 

de père » (Roumy 2008, 57). De là des questions d’école : le père 
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peut-il tuer son rejeton adultérin ? S’il l’a fait sans en avoir le 

droit, devra-t-il est puni avec la même sévérité que s’il avait tué 

son fils légitime ? S’il ne le fait pas le spurius pourra-t-il, étant 

sans père, épouser la fille ou la sœur du père (qu’il n’a pas) ? Un 

siècle plus tard, Balde change la donne : reprenant dans son 

commentaire du Digeste la distinction entre enfants avec et 

sans père, il en court-circuite l’implication cognatique : un 

enfant de père inconnu risque fort d’être abandonné, si bien que 

« s’il est sans père, il sera aussi sans mère. Le droit romain 

classique utilise l’exemple du bâtard pour expliquer les 

relations cognatiques, en ligne maternelle ; Balde replie la 

filiation sur le père. » (Miramon et Van der Lugt 2019, 36-37). 

Mais il ne fait pas pour autant de la filiation le noyau 

identitaire d’un groupe d’appartenance extensible comme 

identité de lignage, et moins encore le principe d’imputation 

d’une infamie héréditaire. Le jus sanguinis vise à légitimer une 

prétention successorale en faisant entrer des enfants naturels 

dans l’ordre de l’hereditas : il ne met pas au ban, il intègre au 

contraire dans l’ordre du droit. Il fixe à tous égard une 

condition bien trop contraignante pour pouvoir s’adapter à la 

représentation d’une transmission filiative d’une cause 

d’illégitimité que les doctrinaires de la limpieza de sangre 

feront passer par toutes les ascendances possibles, matri- 

comme patrilinéaires, en lignes directes comme collatérales, de 

manière, non à différencier et hiérarchiser des prétentions 

successorales, mais au contraire à homogénéiser un espace 

généalogique de propagation et de dispersion de la macule 

infâmante. Nous verrons qu’il y a bien une dimension 

profondément juridique dans les justifications des statuts anti-

conversos : elle n’emprunte pas à l’élaboration civiliste d’un 

héritage de sang, mais à un problème de transfert de culpabilité 

et d’« héritage » de châtiment entre ascendants et descendants, 

où se croisent dimensions judiciaires, pénitentielle, et 

théologicopolitique. Ce qui est transmis fondamentalement 

dans les lignages impuros, dit Arce de Otalera, c’est la mémoire 

d’« un crime de lèse-majesté divine et humaine », cause 

d’infamie sans fin… 

Créditant Balde d’avoir le premier réussi à intégrer 

l’idée royale de sang héréditaire dans le jus commune et à 
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formaliser une distinction entre héritier de droit et héritier de 

sang rapidement appropriable hors des controverses sur les 

règles de succession royale, par les milieux nobiliaires et au-

delà par les roturiers et le clergé, Charles de Miramon juge 

symptomatique que l’illustre juriste italien, fils de médecin, 

familier de la philosophie médiévale qu’il utilisait volontiers, et 

possédant dans sa bibliothèque le corpus aristotélicien, n’en fit 

strictement aucun usage, et n’adossa jamais aux théories 

aristotélogaléniques de la génération humaine la construction 

juridique à laquelle il devra sa longue notoriété dans le droit 

européen (Miramon 2008b, 209). Si le jus sanguinis a trouvé ses 

premiers développements systématiques dans la seconde moitié 

du XIVe siècle sans rien devoir à l’essor des sciences médicales, 

inversement la notion d’hereditas a joué au même moment un 

rôle bien circonscrit dans la nosologie, qui n’a eu aucun besoin 

de recourir à la théorisation juridique du sang héréditaire pour 

user analogiquement de l’idée de transmission patrimoniale de 

bien ou de statut d’ascendant à descendant2. Cette analogie a 

trouvé une fonction heuristique pour démarquer un type de 

pathologies qui ne trouveraient leur cause, ni dans des facteurs 

de la conceptio comme les maladies congénitales (mauvaise 

qualité du sperme, altération de la matrice due à une mauvaise 

alimentation etc.), ni dans des facteurs externes de type 

infectieux altérant l’organisme de la mère, le développement du 

fœtus ou même les premiers temps de la vie du nouveau-né 

(climat, corruption de l’air etc.), et pour distinguer nettement 

maladies héréditaires et contagieuses comme deux catégories 

nosographiques hétérogènes. Il convient de souligner à présent 

que le discours de limpieza de sangre n’a pu emprunter en fait 

aucune de ces deux constructions nosologiques. D’un côté, il a 

bien exploité un thème de la contagion, mais en réinvestissant 

sa matrice hérésiologique, pastorale et pénitentielle, et non sa 

translation dans la médecine savante ; d’un autre côté, il a bien 

branché cette contagio sur une idée de transmission, de 

propagation ou de contamination, mais qui n’est pas passé par 

la construction de l’idée de causalité héréditaire forgée par le 

discours médical et, à son voisinage, mais avec des enjeux en 

large part distincts, par une philosophie naturelle de la 

génération. 



Guillaume Sibertin-Blanc / Fragments d’archéologie de l’Occident missionnaire (I) 

233 

 

  

L’élaboration de théories naturalistes de l’hérédité, 

mettant une biologie des commixtions substantielles dans la 

reproduction sexuée au service d’une interrogation sur les 

transmissions à l’œuvre entre géniteurs et génitrices et leur 

progéniture, a trouvé dès le deuxième tiers du XIIIe siècle son 

principal attracteur textuel dans la quatrième partie du De 

generatione animalium (I, 11, 722a-b ; 13, 727as sq), où Aristote 

abordait la question des « ressemblances », ὁμοιότητες, entre 

parents et enfants. Autour de ce topos important de 

l’apprivoisement du naturalisme aristotélicien par les sciences 

scolastiques, s’organise rapidement la construction de ce qu’un 

médecin de la seconde moitié du XIIIe siècle qui aura une 

autorité durable dans la médecine parisienne jusqu’au 

XVe siècle, Jean de Saint-Amand, appelle une causa hereditatis. 

À cette « cause héréditaire », on demandera de rendre compte 

de ressemblances (assimilationes) très diverses : des 

ressemblances individuelles ou « propres », traits physiques ou 

mêmes moraux qui ne relèvent pas de la forme spécifique et que 

le Supplementum de la Somme théologique dit « accidentelles » ; 

des ressemblances qui sont plus qu’interindividuelles sans 

pourtant être spécifiques et qu’Albert le Grand dit 

« communes », esquissant des sortes d’ethnotypes (Albert le 

Grand 1920, XVIII tract. 2 cap. 9, 1241-1242) ; ou encore des 

ressemblances plus paradoxales parce qu’elles sont à la fois 

individuelles et non accidentelles, et dont le statut doit être 

précisé pour clarifier la spécificité de morbis hereditariis, des 

pathologies qu’on retrouve chez un parent et un enfant (lèpre, 

goutte, pour certains calculs et syphilis) et qui prennent chez 

l’un et l’autre une forme, non contingente et passagère, mais 

chronique et « indélébile » : radicatio ou indurata in membris 

(Jean Gaddesden, reprenant Isidore de Séville), fixus et 

permanens (Dino del Garbo), radicalis et essentialis et non pas 

accidentalis. 

Induratio est un équivalent latin de pōrōsis (πώρωσις) 

qui dit dans la médecine grecque le durcissement, la sclérose, la 

désensibilisation d’une chair pétrifiée, et dans le vocabulaire 

paulinien, l’endurcissement de cœur des juifs insensibles au 

message spirituel de l’Evangile (Rom 11, 26-27). Faut-il voir 

dans le morbus hereditarius le point de départ d’une translation 
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vers une conception de la transmission héréditaire de la mácula 

infâmante des lignages impurs ? Au tournant du XVIe et 

XVIIe siècle, le médecin des rois d’Espagne Philippe II et III, 

Luis Mercado, en donne dans son De morbis hereditariis la 

définition suivante : « Qualité, caractère (character), marque 

(sigillatio), mode de substance, une certaine proportion, 

disposition ou impression (impressio) imprimée de façon contre 

nature sur un, plusieurs ou tous les membres d’un être, dès son 

origine par la force de la semence des parents, grands-parents 

ou arrière-grands-parents, ou par une affection similaire 

préexistante chez certains de leurs membres, que la nature, ou 

une autre cause, utilise comme instrument pour produire des 

enfants semblables à elle-même et les souiller de la même tache 

(quo veluti instrumento natura, vel causa alia utitur, ut natos 

sibi similes gignat, et eadem labe foedatos). » (cité in Van der 

Lugt 2008, 293-294). La réserve, outre les causes naturelles, 

d’une causa alia, laisse une marge de manœuvre au châtiment 

divin, suivant une idée longtemps appliquée à la lèpre, 

justement l’une des maladies typiquement conçues comme 

héréditaires au Moyen Âge. On soulignera d’autant plus sa 

limite d’action – et a sui ortu ex viseminis parentum, avorum 

aut proavorum – dans une série ascendante finie qui transmet 

la maladie héréditairement, mais non indéfiniment. Maikke 

Van der Lugt relève pour sa part la terminologie qu’adopte 

Mercado dans tout son traité pour dénoter l’enracinement de la 

pathologie dans l’organisme : « caractère », sigillatio, 

impressio… Pour penser l’indélébilité, la fixité, l’essentialité de 

la maladie héréditaire, Mercado emprunte, non au modèle du 

péché originel transmis par la chair et la sexualité, mais au 

contraire au paradigme sacramentaire de l’irréversibilité : la 

marque du baptême. Ce n’est pas le seul, et la transmission des 

caractères acquis faisant consensus, un autre modèle sera celui 

de l’habitude contractée par la répétition, formatrice d’un 

habitus ou d’une aptitudo, une prédisposition 

physiologiquement déterminée à développer la maladie d’un 

parent ou grand-parent. On peut préciser davantage la 

structure de la causa hereditatis élaborée par la pensée 

médicale au fil des XIVe-XVIe siècle, dont les contraintes sont en 

partie communes aux ressemblances accidentelles et aux 
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ressemblances indura in membris, mais à tous égards 

incompatibles avec l’idée de transmission de la macule 

infâmante des lignages juifs et musulmans. Premièrement, 

cette causalité héréditaire est spécifique, redevable d’une 

catégorisation distinctive, et cependant n’agit pas seule, mais 

toujours en lien avec d’autres causes internes et externes, 

opérant dans la conception, ou dans ses suites in utero, ou 

encore postpartum. Deuxièmement, c’est une causalité qui rend 

compte de la probabilité de son effet, non de sa nécessité : tout 

comme les enfants ne ressemblent pas toujours à leurs parents, 

ils n’héritent pas toujours de leur maladie, quand certains 

n’héritent que de l’aptitudo à la développer éventuellement – 

dans les deux cas on a affaire à des ressemblances plus ou 

moins fréquentes, jamais systématiques. De ces deux premières 

propriétés découle déjà une conséquence thérapeutique : aussi 

« fixes » et essentielles » soient-elles, les maladies héréditaires 

n’échappent pas aux compétences du pouvoir médical, auquel 

contrôle des conduites, hygiène et diététiques, confèrent la 

capacité d’empêcher le développement de la maladie, ou même 

d’interrompre sa transmission. Troisièmement, la causa 

hereditatis doit rendre compte de ressemblances qui sont 

dissymétriques entre ligne paternelle et maternelle et sélective, 

et non pas intégratives et cumulatives : de même que l’on peut 

« hériter » de la pathologie d’un parent et non de l’autre, on 

peut ressembler à un parent plus qu’à un autre, et sans lien 

strict avec la différence des sexes, les ressemblances 

filles/mères et fils/pères souffrant de maintes exceptions qui 

interrogent par exemple un Albert le Grand. Quatrièmement, 

cette causalité doit pouvoir rendre compte de la discontinuité de 

ses effets, les ressemblances d’un enfant avec l’un de ses 

parents pouvant s’éclipser derrière des ressemblances de 

l’enfant avec l’un de ses grands-parents auquel ce parent lui-

même ne ressemble guère, ou avec l’un de ses arrières-grands-

parents. Enfin elle doit expliquer sa propre dissipation dans la 

dégradation de ses effets, c’est-à-dire des ressemblances à la 

fois graduelles et finies, parce qu’elles vont s’amenuisant 

jusqu’à disparaître tout à fait au bout de quelques générations. 

Jusqu’à, répète-t-on pendant quelques siècles, quatre 

générations, suivant un compte qui paraît trouver prétexte dans 
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un parti pris de traduction d’un passage du De generatione (I, 

11, 722b2) où Aristote évoque le fait qu’un trait de 

ressemblance peut relier un enfant, non avec son père ou sa 

mère, mais des ascendants plus éloignés, ἄνωθεν γονεῦσιν, 

locution qui sera explicité par proavus et proava (arrière-

grands-parents), puis par les médecins médiévaux par atavus et 

atava (arrière-arrière-grands-parents), ajoutant à l’idée de 

discontinuité des ressemblances à travers les génération celle 

de leur amenuisement progressif vers une limite d’extinction. 

Pourquoi quatre générations, au juste ? Ce numerus 

clausus prend pendant quelques siècles valeur d’axiome, et 

trouve des domaines de réalisation multiples. Dans la 

physiopathologie des morbis hereditariis, Mercado, nous l’avons 

vu, s’en fait l’écho. Un siècle plus tôt, le médecin du roi Edouard 

II Jean de Gaddesden, sitôt dit qu’une maladie ne saurait être 

dit héréditaire si elle est passagère ou accidentelle, et non pas 

chronique (diuturnitas) et ancienne (antiquitas), borne cette 

antiquité catégoriquement : « il faut que la maladie ait existé 

chez l’aïeul, le bisaïeul ou le trisaïeul, mais pas au-delà : en 

effet, au-delà de la quatrième génération ne subsiste plus la 

ressemblance de l’individu avec ses ancêtres. » (Gaddesden 

1492, II, 3 ; Van der Lugt 2008, 288-289 et n. 64). Au même 

moment, cette comptabilité décroissante des transmissions 

générationnelles circule dans un tout autre domaine, mais pour 

traiter un problème formellement analogue : dans son 

Nobiliario Vero Ferrán Mexía, retravaillant la distinction 

admise depuis le Du Dignitatibus de Bartole entre noblesses 

naturelle, théologique, et civile, redéfinit une noblesse de vertu 

conquise par un processus de purification physique et 

spirituelle qui permet aussi un dénombrement des générations 

au terme desquelles l’ascendance plébéienne disparaît « dans la 

nuit de l’oubli de son origine »… : « de même que l’homme 

plébéien souillé par la bassesse du sang de vilenie qui est la 

nuit, ténèbre de son vil lignage, il faut qu’il sorte des auberges 

où il demeure, qui sont les coutumes de ses pères, et qu’il se 

lave dans l’eau qui est la pureté des vertus ; et lorsqu’il 

parviendra au soir, qui est l’ordre de chevalerie ou les degrés de 

science, alors ses descendants entreront dans les auberges de la 

noblesse, après le soleil de son obscurité couché ; car ainsi que 
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le soleil couché toutes les choses se couchent et reposent, ainsi 

l’homme plébéien, et obscur, et sans lignage, entre en la nuit 

d’oubli car de son principe qui est en la quatrième génération 

(en la noche ovuidança ca de su prinçipio que es en la quarta 

generación), et se repose en se délectant auprès du souvenir 

d’être éloigné de son bas et obscur commencement. » (cité in 

Gonzalez 2015). 

Mais c’est dès le deuxième tiers du XIIIe siècle qu’on 

cherche à ce numerus clausus des explications physiologiques 

en mesure de le fonder dans la philosophie naturelle de la 

generatio. Et très rapidement, dans le De Animalibus d’Albert 

le Grand, dans le grand traité d’embryologie de Gilles de Rome 

De formatione corporis humani in utero, dans le Supplementum 

attribué à Thomas d’Aquin, le « quatre générations » se trouve 

justifié par des schémas de causalité, qui varient sensiblement 

selon les auteurs, mais qui au fond convergent dans le même 

résultat. Thomas prend appui sur l’idée aristotélicienne de 

premier moteur dont la force motrice se dégrade à travers les 

intermédiaires qui la communiquent (Suppl., Q. 54, s. 1). Chez 

le Grand, la même idée est ancrée de façon plus sophistiquée 

dans l’appropriation scolastique de la pensée aristotélicienne de 

la reproduction sexuée, pour parvenir à une corrélation exacte 

entre « des degrés des vertus génératives » (gradibus virtutum 

generationis) et le nombre de degrés où cesse la consanguinitas 

(quot gradibus deficit consanguinitas) (Albert le Grand 1920, 

lib. XVIII tract. 2 cap. 9, 1240-1244). Chez d’autres encore 

l’inspiration galénique conduira à approfondir la physiologie 

même des mélanges humoraux dont les proportions vont 

s’amenuisant, suivant un schéma de dissolution progressive, 

plutôt que de communication décroissante d’une force motrice. 

Mais toutes ces élaborations sont alors clairement 

surdéterminées par cette question majeure, théologiquement, 

ecclésiologiquement, socialement et politiquement, qu’est la 

question des « empêchements de mariage », c’est-à-dire des 

prohibitions d’alliance au motif d’une consanguinité 

incestueuse. 1215 : du concile de Latran IV, la constitution 

proclamée par Innocent III, entre autres choses, réaffirme la 

transsubstantiation eucharistique (canon 1), durcit la 

prohibition des mariages entre chrétiens et non-chrétiens juifs 
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et musulmans (les marques et restrictions vestimentaires qui 

leur sont imposées en sont un moyen, canons 68-70), et réduit 

la prohibition de l’inceste à l’empêchement du mariage chrétien, 

de sept à quatre degrés de « consanguinité » (canon 50). Tous 

ces éléments sont profondément liés : communication et 

présence réelle du corps et du sang christiques dans les 

« espèces » du vin et du pain rituels ; préoccupation inquiète des 

commixtions abritées par le commerce des couples mixtes ; 

assouplissement des règles de mariage entre familles 

chrétiennes elles-mêmes sur lesquelles le contrôle de l’Église 

est réaffirmé. Quant à la réduction des prohibitions 

matrimoniales au quatrième degré de consanguinité, le texte 

conciliaire allègue la composition physiologique du corps par les 

quatre humeurs hippocratiques, elles-mêmes dérivées des 

quatre éléments3. L’amplification analogiste de cette 

numérologie organico-cosmologique ne manquera pas, et un 

siècle plus tard le canoniste Johannes Andreae (1581) lui fera 

correspondre aussi bien les quatre saisons, les quatre 

évangélistes, les quatre fleuves du paradis et les quatre 

docteurs de l’Église. Mais c’est une autre translation de cette 

computation quaternaire qu’il importe de pointer avant 

d’interrompre provisoirement cette étude : elle nous ramènera à 

notre point de départ concernant le pouvoir de convertir, et au 

problème de la logique temporelle au moyen de laquelle, dans 

les derniers siècles du Moyen Âge, ce pouvoir a problématisé 

son domaine d’exercice et les effets qu’on devait en attendre. 

 

4. La différentielle de conversion et le calcul 

générationnel de Duns Scot 

Il faut, pour en saisir la portée, repartir d’un fait de 

structure, que rend particulièrement saillant, à partir du 

tournant grégorien, le recodage canoniste et théologique du 

sacrement baptismal, sous l’autorité du De Baptismo contra 

Donatistas d’Augustin dont, au milieu du XIIe siècle, le Décret 

de Gratien extrait l’essentiel des 156 canons sur le baptême, et 

dont Pierre Lombard, qui fixera le cadre de l’enseignement 

universitaire de toute la première scolastique jusqu’à d’Aquin, 

tire la grammaire de base des controverses qui courront 

jusqu’au XVIe siècle sur les conversions forcées et sur les 
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conditions de validité des baptêmes en fonction de la situation 

de celui qui le reçoit, notamment en cas de contrainte, et ce au 

moins jusqu’au Concile de Trente dans les années 1545-1563. 

Que trouvent le juriste Gratien et le théologien Lombard dans 

le traité augustinien contre les Donatistes ? Une formulation du 

fondement théologique du baptême qui, d’emblée, y loge une 

différence interne entre deux effets attendus de son rite : d’un 

côté le « caractère » de chrétienté, marque invisible que Dieu 

appose sur la créature et qui institue son entrée dans l’Église, 

donc son acceptation de l’appartenance qu’elle définit, de 

l’orientation éthicosociale qu’elle prescrit et des disciplines qui 

en découlent ; de l’autre côté, la « vertu » du baptême qui en 

constitue la « chose réelle » (sa res, écrit Lombard), la réception 

de la grâce divine par celui qui, embrassant la foi, est promis à 

la rémission de ses péchés et au salut par-delà la mort. Or entre 

l’efficace ecclésiologique et la portée sotériologique du baptême, 

entre l’entrée dans l’Église (comme nouvelle communauté 

d’appartenance) et la resubjectivation dans la fidélité à la 

promesse (comme devenir-sujet dans la foi), la différence 

potentialise immédiatement un champ de tension, entre 

l’unification idéale de ce qu’elle distingue, et les discordances 

qu’elle rend possible. Dans le cas idéal, la différence n’en est 

pas une : « le baptisé devient un membre du corps mystique du 

Christ et il obtient par la grâce la rémission de ses péchés » 

(Poutrin 2008, 838-839) ; lui correspond symétriquement le cas 

idéal négatif de l’infidèle, qui n’a ni embrassé la foi ni été 

baptisé, donc qui n’appartient pas à l’Eglise ni n’est promis au 

salut. Mais dès qu’on s’éloigne du cas idéal, la distinction 

autorisera bien des distorsions, qu’on les impute, selon les 

contextes, aux dispositions de celui qui administre ou de celui 

qui reçoit le baptême, ou aux circonstances qui en 

empêcheraient la collation, ou qui en compromettraient 

l’efficacité sacramentelle. Chez Lombard déjà, la distinction 

entre « caractère » et « vertu » du sacrement débouche 

immédiatement sur deux cas atypiques, en positions 

symétriquement inverses par rapport au cas idéal (Sentences, 

L. IV, dist. 4, cap. 26-27) : celles et ceux qui ont reçu la chose 

réelle mais non le sacrement, et qui seront sauvés sans être 

pourtant membres de l’Eglise (à l’instar des martyrs issus du 
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paganisme et morts pour leur foi avant d’avoir pu recevoir le 

baptême) ; et inversement celles et ceux qui ont reçu le 

sacrement mais non la chose réelle, et qui sont donc membres 

de l’Ecclesia sans pourtant avoir la foi, ou qui s’en sont écartés, 

ou l’ont reniée, sans cesser d’être soumis à la juridiction de 

l’Église. 

 La réflexivité de la mission universelle de l’Église 

comme l’exercice d’un pouvoir spécifique, nécessaire et 

périlleux, a trouvé dans cet intervalle un espace de 

problématisation particulièrement productif. Et dans la 

séquence ouverte par  l’élan réformateur monastique puis 

pontifical des XIe-XIIIe siècles, et marquée par l’intensification 

de la répression des communautés juives, la virulence de la 

propagande antimusulmane stimulée par les croisades, et la 

radicalisation de la lutte antihérétique face à des mouvements 

socioreligieux d’ampleur comme les Vaudois et les Cathares 

(Iogna-Prat 1998), ce sont les problèmes soulevés par les 

baptêmes et conversions forcés qui vont en intensifier les 

contradictions : entre condamnation ex ante du recours à la 

contrainte et validation ex post des sacrements administrés au 

mobile de leur irréversibilité, entre l’acte de la volonté dont 

dépend l’entrée dans la foi et la coercition qui peut la pousser à 

consentir au baptême, entre le sacrement jugé valide et 

irréversible et le soupçon d’hypocrisie que la différentielle de 

conversion, en dissociant l’incorporation communautaire et la 

redisposition subjective, et en mettant de ce fait l’Église en 

demeure de gouverner comme chrétiens des gens sans foi, ne 

cesse d’attiser elle-même.  

 Dans ces débats qui agitent l’Université du tournant des 

XIIIe-XIVe siècle, le franciscain Jean Duns Scot se distingue par 

sa défense intransigeante des conversions forcées, et des 

moyens les plus coercitifs de les extorquer. Aux nombreuses 

objections théologiques et morales soulevées par l’usage de la 

violence dite conditionnelle, il répondit par deux arguments. 

D’abord un argument du moindre mal, au bénéfice de l’Eglise 

comme au profit des baptisés eux-mêmes : mieux vaut vivre une 

foi peu sincère que dans le péché, et en mauvais chrétien dans 

la societas qu’en infidèle ennemi de l’Église. L’argument ne 

manquera de paraître arbitraire et réversible : d’autres, à 
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l’instar du franciscain Richard de Mediavilla, rétorquèrent que 

ces mauvaises conversions fragilisent tout autant la foi, parce 

qu’on est porté à haïr ce à quoi on est forcé, que l’Église, dont 

elles discréditent l’autorité tout en alimentant une réserve 

d’apostasie et de relapsité permanente. Toutefois cette 

réfutation resta relativement isolée tant que les conversions 

forcées ciblaient des communautés très minoritaires. 

L’inquiétude d’une contagio des chrétiens sincères par ces 

apostats clandestins ressurgit en revanche avec force dans les 

campagnes de conversions forcées de masse, des juifs espagnols 

au long du XVe siècle, comme des musulmans de Grenade et de 

Castille dès les années 1490, puis d’Aragon dans les premières 

décennies du XVIe siècle. Et pourtant la position scotiste y 

conserve une grande influence. C’est que Duns Scot lui-même 

avait déjà complété son argument par un second : les disputes 

sur la sincérité ou l’insincérité des baptisés de force restent 

abstraites tant qu’on ne prend pas en compte un facteur 

temporel essentiel à la conversion. L’écart entre le « caractère » 

et la « vertu » du baptême n’est pas seulement un risque 

assumé, c’est l’ouverture d’un intervalle de temps, d’une durée 

spécifique, sociale, pastorale et politique, qui doit être investie 

comme telle pour réconcilier la soumission à l’Église scellée par 

le baptême, et la transformation subjective qui s’ensuivra tôt ou 

tard, au moyen de l’éducation appropriée et de la participation 

à la vie commune de la chrétienté. Le ressort de l’argument de 

Duns Scot n’est pas sans précédent : Gratien avait déjà 

accentué l’idée de conversion comme processus dont la durée 

peut s’étendre sur une vie entière. Duns Scot, reprenant cette 

idée, la radicalise, par la portée inédite qu’il lui donne, et par 

les conséquences qu’il en tire : d’abord en la mettant au service 

d’une défense de la légitimité de la contrainte et de la violence, 

non seulement pour maintenir les néoconvertis dans 

l’obéissance à l’Église, mais pour amener les infidèles au 

baptême ; ensuite pour argumenter en faveur des conversions 

forcées de masse, qui fera son succès au XVIe siècle autant 

qu’elle focalisera les critiques de ses adversaires ; enfin, en 

calculant les bénéfices attendus des conversions forcées dans 

une durée qui n’est plus seulement celle d’une vie, mais un 

temps plurigénérationnel. Trois et quatre générations, précise 
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Duns Scot4, dont le décompte prend pour base ordinale la 

conversion des enfants d’infidèles : en les baptisant on escompte 

que, si faible soit leur foi, leurs propres enfants deviendront de 

bons chrétiens ; encore faudra-t-il pour cela baptiser les parents 

des premiers pour éviter qu’ils leurs transmettent leurs 

mauvaises croyances et leurs cultes impies. Trois générations, 

donc. Ou quatre : nonobstant la marge d’incertitude qui, 

désaturant symptomatiquement la maîtrise comptable des 

transmissions généalogiques, trouble la confiance qu’elle est 

censée garantir, le comput scotiste du nombre de générations 

nécessaires pour réconcilier le caractère de chrétienté scellé par 

le baptême forcé, et la vertu du baptême subjectivée par la foi, 

ne laissera d’être invoqué pendant plus de deux siècles. Et il est 

alors vraisemblable qu’il ait dû sa fortune, non simplement à 

l’autorité durable du Docteur subtil, mais aux surimpressions 

que son calcul tolérait avait d’autres dénombrements, à 

commencer par celui de Latran IV. Dans les deux cas on 

mettait en œuvre un calcul des générations dans un temps 

graduel et graduellement dissipatif : celui le long duquel des 

relations de consanguinitas sont suffisamment dissipées pour 

rendre un mariage chrétien possible, celui au fil duquel 

l’insincérité, les fausses croyances et les mauvaises pratiques 

disparaissent pour de bon. Seulement ce dernier a pour contenu 

des pratiques éducatives et sociales pour changer des habitudes 

et des dispositions subjectives, quand le premier se trouve 

rapidement interpolé dans la biologie aristotélicienne qui lui 

donne une tout autre portée, en agissant au sein du langage de 

la parenté comme telle. S’il en est ainsi, c’est alors dans l’entrée 

en crise de l’ensemble de ce diagramme articulant contrôle 

ecclésial de l’alliance, maniement du code généalogique, pouvoir 

de convertir et calculabilité du temps des transformations 

sociosubjectives du devenir-chrétien, que devrait être resituée 

l’émergence d’une logique raciale qui en capture et en subvertit 

profondément les implications : c’est ce que nous 

approfondirons dans la seconde partie de cette étude. Il suffira, 

en pierre d’attente, de signaler ici certaines traces du 

vacillement de la mathésis générationnelle scotiste. 

Au début du XVIe siècle déjà, le cardinal Cajétan, pour 

qui l’échec des campagnes de conversions forcées de masse des 
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musulmans est plus que probable, reprend le comput de Duns 

Scot, pour retourner contre l’optimisme scotiste l’argument du 

« péril de la foi » que Thomas d’Aquin objectait déjà aux 

conversions des enfants juifs contre la volonté de leurs parents : 

elles débrideront les transmissions de l’hypocrisie religieuse 

dans les familles des nouveaux chrétiens convertis de force, et 

pousseront les infidèles à « faire outrage aux sacrements afin 

que leurs enfants soient sauvés à la troisième ou quatrième 

génération. Car on doit craindre que, plus probablement, le 

contraire ne se produise, et que les parents convertis sans 

sincérité élèvent leurs enfants comme eux » (cité in Poutrin 

2012, 252). Domingo de Soto, dans les dernières années du 

règne de Charles Quint, comme Bañez au début du règne de 

Philippe III, raisonnent de même, et intègrent dans 

l’argumentation théologique les constats des acteurs de terrain 

des campagnes d’évangélisation, qui opposent au calcul scotiste 

un démenti empirique. C’est une « longue expérience » sur plus 

de trois générations qu’allègue Soto pour déclarer que les 

descendants des convertis restent attachés à leurs mauvaises 

croyances, et que les morisques continuent d’enseigner à leurs 

enfants l’islam qu’ils ont eux-mêmes appris de leurs parents 

pourtant déjà convertis à la foi chrétienne. 

Entre temps, le prédécesseur de Soto à tête de l’école de 

Salamanque, Francisco de Vitoria, innove. Au tournant des 

années 1530-1540, alors que la conversion forcée des 

musulmans aragonais se révèle un échec patent, il se montre 

encore relativement nuancé : sans rejeter un bloc la position 

scotiste, il constate combien la conversion a été peu efficace : 

« je ne sais si l’on a bien fait, à notre époque, de convertir les 

Sarrasins à la foi en leur ordonnant de se convertir ou de 

quitter l’Espagne. Ils se sont souvent convertis de leur propre 

mouvement et, parmi eux, beaucoup sont de mauvais 

chrétiens » (cité in Poutrin 2012, 256). Ce faisant le maître de 

Salamanque motive son doute par une considération 

remarquable, alléguant un rapport démographique entre les 

convertis volontaires et les réfractaires, ou traduisant un 

rapport de force en ratio démographique qui, en d’autres 

proportions, eut pu promettre des résultats plus probants : « Si 

une ville entière comme Constantinople se convertissait à la foi 
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et qu’il ne restait que trente ou quarante récalcitrants, je ne 

doute pas qu’on pourrait les forcer et les punir pour qu’ils se 

convertissent, car il est certain qu’on peut les forcer dans ce cas, 

puisqu’ils doivent obéir à la majorité de la communauté » (257). 

Or les royaumes ibériques ne sont pas Constantinople : par 

leurs décrets d’expulsions successifs poussant à la conversion, 

ils se sont mis en demeure d’intégrer une proportion de 

« nouveaux chrétiens » qui excédait largement ce qu’ils 

pouvaient forcer à se plier à la foi et aux coutumes de la 

majorité chrétienne. Au problème des transmissions 

générationnelles, il ajoute le poids du nombre ; dans cette 

combinaison se fixe une grammaire de l’acculturation 

constitutivement hantée par ce qu’elle ne peut acculturer et 

assimiler, c’est-à-dire une logique de l’assimilation culturelle 

comme moyen de discriminer les « assimilés » et comme raison 

d’expulser. 

 

 
NOTES 

 
 

1 Ce parallèle avait été risqué dès 1940 par Cecil Roth dans un essai intitulé 

« Marranes and Racial Anti-Semitism : A Study in Parallels ». Sur les débats 

qui s’ensuivirent, voir David Nirenberg 2016, 71-87.  
2 Suivant un exemple tardif, au milieu du XVe siècle : « ces maladies sont 

dites héréditaires parce qu’elles descendent des parents aux fils ou aux filles 

comme les héritages (hereditagia) des biens temporels » (Jacques Despars, 

Commentarius in Canonem Avicenne, ad I, 2, cité in Van der Lugt 2008, 285). 
3 Conciliorum oecumenicorum decreta, éd. Giuseppe Alberigo et al., 3e éd., 

Bologne, Istituto per le Scienze Religiose, 1973, pp. 240-241. 
4 « Plus encore, je crois qu’il [le prince] agirait pieusement si les parents eux-

mêmes étaient forcés par les menaces et les terreurs à recevoir le baptême, et 

à le conserver après l’avoir reçu. Parce que bien qu’eux-mêmes ne soient pas 

de véritables fidèles intérieurement, cependant c’est un moindre mal qu’ils ne 

puissent pas observer leur loi illicite, plutôt qu’ils puissent l’observer 

librement. De même, leurs enfants, s’ils sont bien éduqués, seront de 

véritables fidèles à la troisième et à la quatrième génération » (Item filii 

eorum si bene educarentur in tertia et quarta progenie, essent vere fidèles) 

(Duns Scott 2001, Ordinatio L. 4, 530).  
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Abstract 
Emile, Interpreter of Rousseau: Politics in the Face of  

History: A Book by Patrice Canivez 

This article is a critical reading of Patrice Canivez's book, Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau: Politics in the Face of History (PUF, 2025). I highlight several 

aspects that constitute the originality of Canivez's approach: philosophical 

discourse as action (a category from Eric Weil's logic of philosophy), the idea 

of a pragmatics of discourse in Rousseau, the unity of the work as a network, 

and the principle of discussion as a rule of writing. I propose that the author's 

hermeneutical tactic is to ascribe a meta-discursive function to Emile. From 

Emile's perspective, Canivez derives the principle that Rousseau becomes 

aware of the status of his own discourse and that he raises the question of 

discourse as action. This allows Canivez to demonstrate the importance of 

history for Rousseau, based on his conception of historical account. 

Occasionally I comment on his solutions and propose alternative paths, in 

line with the spirit of the discussion he proposes.  

 

Keywords: Rousseau, Patrice Canivez, politique et histoire, discours 

philosophique, action politique, discussion 

 

 

I 

Il y a deux manières de s'intéresser à la philosophie d'un 

philosophe. Soit on prend comme objet d'analyse l'œuvre dans 

son ensemble et on cherche le principe d'unité (les parties dans le 

tout), soit on procède par « coupe d'essence » (Althusser 1996, 

277) et on privilégie un aspect particulier susceptible de porter 

avec lui l'essence (le tout dans la partie). En ce qui concerne 

l‟exégèse de la philosophie de Jean-Jacques Rousseau, on dirait 

que c‟est la deuxième manière de procéder qui a été dominante. 

Cela apparaît comme évident si on considère l'intérêt pour 
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Rousseau à l'étranger (où manque la motivation de construire 

l'œuvre de l‟Auteur comme grand monument de la culture 

nationale). Prenons quelques exemples : en lisant Rousseau, 

Ernst Cassirer prend en considération tout ce qui peut avoir 

affaire à Kant (la raison), Judith Shklar centre sur la théorie 

sociale (la volonté générale), N.J.H. Dent s‟intéresse à la 

psychologie morale (l'amour propre) et Frederick Neuhouser 

privilégie la question de l'inégalité (le second Discours). Et même 

dans l'exégèse de langue française il existe peu de travaux 

significatifs pour la première modalité ; on préfère plutôt la 

technique des « coupes » qui offre plus de liberté dans le choix 

des principes. Le profit de cette méthode est incontestable sur 

le plan heuristique : elle permet de trouver l‟intéressant et de 

stimuler la production de discours. Toutefois, sur le plan 

strictement scientifique, les « principes » ont, souvent, une 

portée limitée. 

Prenons par exemple le livre de Victor Goldschmidt 

(1974). L‟auteur y soutient la thèse que la pensée de Rousseau 

fait système, puisque l‟anthropologie (des Discours) et la 

politique (du Contrat social) sont indissociables. Il utilise une 

méthode structurale, mais son idée de structure est très 

problématique, puisqu‟il se concentre sur l‟analyse du Discours 

sur l’inégalité dont il fait le noyau du système. On a fait 

remarquer à propos de sa méthode que, « au lieu de construire 

une „unité‟ de Rousseau soi-disant impossible, il nous la donne 

tout simplement » (Fontaine 1977, 523). Un argument factuel 

pourrait donner du poids à ce constat. Dans le livre de 

Goldschmidt on trouve 259 occurrences du mot « Emile » (concept 

+ titre). Pour comparer, il y a 392 occurrences du mot « contrat » 

(dont 191 sont de l‟expression « contrat social ») et 799 

occurrences du mot « Discours » (concept + titre) à quoi il 

faudrait ajouter 790 occurrences de l‟abréviation Disc. Dans la 

plupart des cas, l‟usage d‟Emile est seulement là pour rappeler 

que telle notion du second Discours sera présente un jour dans 

Emile – « comme Rousseau l‟explicitera », « comme l‟Emile le 

dira », comme telle notion se retrouvera etc. Cette manière de 

procéder par l‟envoi des flèches ne prouve rien quant à ladite 

unité de l‟œuvre. Il y a très peu de considérations concernant 

Emile seul, et très peu d‟occurrences des mots-clefs propres à cet 
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ouvrage (par exemple, il y a seulement 33 occurrences du mot 

« éducation »). En dépit des continuités lexicales, Emile n‟a pas 

de place dans le système, parce qu‟il n‟a pas de fonction ! Or, 

sans Emile, je dirai que même l‟anthropologie – qui est ici posée 

comme principe – manque sa véritable portée.  

Quant à l‟autre méthode, celle qui cherche l'unité de 

l'œuvre dans la personnalité de l'auteur, il faut préciser qu‟elle 

relève plutôt de l'analyse des littératures – elle ne mène pas trop 

loin, en philosophie. Dans la critique littéraire moderne, l'usage 

des catégories de vie et de personnalité constitue la voie 

dominante pour accéder à l'œuvre : on considère l'œuvre en tant 

qu‟expression de la vie et de la personnalité de l'auteur. C'est 

cette voie qui a été choisie par Jean Starobinski, dans son grand 

livre Jean-Jacques Rousseau : La transparence et l'obstacle 

(1971). Starobinski propose une vision complexe qui, partant de 

la méthode clinique et littéraire, interroge la conjonction de 

l'homme et du monde. Cette manière de procéder permet sans 

doute de construire une certaine unité, mais l'œuvre est vue 

comme l'expression d'une pathologie de la modernité (« le remède 

dans le mal »). La méthode de Starobinski est trop liée à la vie de 

l'homme pour être pertinente en philosophie. Elle ne conduit pas 

à une analyse systémique du discours. Par ailleurs, la 

philosophie considérée sous l'angle de la personnalité risque de 

produire le paradoxe bonne clinique, mauvaise littérature.  

Le livre récent de Patrice Canivez (2024), Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau. La politique face à l’histoire, constitue une innovation 

dans l'exégèse des œuvres de Rousseau. C'est un livre en trois 

parties, dont la première traite de la question du discours et de 

la constitution du corpus, avec une attention spéciale accordée à 

la question de l‟historiographie chez Rousseau. La deuxième 

partie est une analyse de la question de l'état de nature dans ses 

rapports avec l‟histoire, donc il s‟agit de reconstruire 

l‟anthropologie historique de Rousseau en tant que condition de 

possibilité de sa philosophie politique. Enfin, la troisième partie 

est dédiée à la théorie politique générale (la théorie du contrat et 

de la volonté générale) et à la politique concrète telle que 

Rousseau l‟avait développée au sujet de la Corse, de la Pologne, 

de la république de Genève et des relations internationales. 
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Je vois les trois parties du livre comme des positions 

stratégiques dans la discussion de Patrice Canivez avec les 

auteurs et les livres. Il développe ses idées sous la forme 

d'arguments, même lorsqu'il fait des simples présentations. Tout 

répond à quelque chose, sans laisser forcément des traces : il y a 

peu de marqueurs « idéologiques » pour colorer les arguments. 

Canivez essaye de récupérer les écrits de Rousseau dans la 

direction d'une philosophie sérieuse. Du coup, il y a deux niveaux 

de performance. Le premier niveau est pédagogique : on apprend 

la pensée de Rousseau sans avoir le sentiment de la partialité et 

de la distorsion. Au deuxième niveau, le connaisseur doit voir 

partout des flèches, et qui sont réelles : ça pique. Si on peut avoir 

un sentiment de sécurité herméneutique au premier niveau, c'est 

parce que le deuxième niveau est imprégné du principe de la 

discussion. Canivez présente assez souvent des positions 

critiques à l‟égard de Rousseau, prises par des auteurs de grande 

autorité. Il discute leurs positions en montrant comment ces 

auteurs ont perdu de vue la perspective d'ensemble (la vérité 

herméneutique), en raison de certaines pratiques 

méthodologiques inappropriées.  

On n'a pas fait toujours l'effort de construire l'espace de 

sens dans lequel Rousseau avait placé les différents lieux de son 

œuvre. Par exemple, Goldschmidt « élimine le temps de la 

conception du devenir historique » alors que, pour Rousseau, 

l‟action du temps est essentielle, explicitement (pp. 186 et sq.). 

Shklar pense que la théorie politique de Rousseau est 

« indifférente à l‟histoire », alors que Rousseau « s‟est posé la 

question de l‟action dans ses textes sur Genève, la Corse et la 

Pologne » (p. 35). Quant à Starobinski, « [il] met au centre le 

rapport de Rousseau à son destinataire […] en mettant l‟accent 

sur le narcissisme de Rousseau » ; mais le narcissisme, tout en 

étant réel, renvoie au plan secondaire les modalités de 

l‟argumentation et de la validation (pp. 58 et sq.) qui sont plus 

importantes [si on écrit des livres]. Cela vaut aussi pour 

l‟interprétation de Derrida : bien que non-psychologique et plus 

« immanente », cette lecture pose comme principe l‟existence d‟un 

écart entre le vouloir dire et le dit effectif de Rousseau (p. 62) ; 

cela bouleverse complètement « la dynamique de l‟adresse dans 

la progression de l‟argument » (p. 62), [si on écrit des livres].  
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Or, le principe de la bienveillance herméneutique exige 

que l'œuvre soit comprise à partir d‟elle-même, en faisant jouer 

la présomption que l‟auteur a eu ses raisons bien pesées de dire 

ce qu‟il a dit, à sa façon de le dire. Certes, tant qu‟on admet 

l‟existence d‟une œuvre, il est impossible de penser cette œuvre 

sans poser le principe de l'œuvre. Cette vérité banale indique 

simplement que, si on passe directement à l'interprétation des 

textes tels qu'ils sont (fragmentaires, inachevés, divers, 

contradictoires etc.), la tradition d'interprétation à laquelle on se 

rattache et la manière propre de formuler des problèmes 

constituent comme un horizon clos de discussion. Par exemple, si 

on se dit [en une seule phrase] que la pensée de Rousseau doit 

contenir en germe la pensée de Marx, on va proposer une lecture 

de 500 pages qui prouve que … la pensée de Rousseau contient 

en germe la pensée de Marx ! 150 années d‟exégèse seront 

ensuite nécessaires pour affirmer et pour nier cette « vérité ». 

Pendant ce temps, les écrits faisant résistance à l‟interprétation 

dominante seront dits « de second ordre », comme par exemple 

l‟Essai sur les origines des langues qui n‟a intéressé personne 

pendant 200 ans !  

Donc il faut trouver des stratégies de compensation. 

Canivez pose ses stratégies de compensation par l‟instauration 

d‟une méthode nouvelle. Cette méthode comprend deux volets : 

d‟abord, une métaphilosophie qui consiste à analyser la pratique 

du discours philosophique chez Rousseau et, ensuite, une 

philosophie qui interroge le rapport entre politique et histoire. Le 

volet métaphilosophique sert à construire le corpus et le sens 

qu'il faut donner à l'œuvre comme totalité ; il permet de 

comprendre le discours philosophique de Rousseau en tant que 

discours. Ainsi, l'idée de certains commentateurs (libéraux ou 

marxistes) que le discours de Rousseau serait l'expression de la 

révolte contre son temps manque de cible : tout discours 

philosophique important se constitue comme révolte contre son 

temps. Rousseau ne fait que suivre la règle ! D'où la nécessité de 

prendre en compte la manière dont Rousseau a saisi lui-même la 

mission et le statut de son discours. Le deuxième volet constitue 

le fil rouge qui permet à Canivez de voir l'œuvre de Rousseau 

comme projet de discussion de l'auteur avec lui-même. Ainsi, les 

différents écrits apparaissent comme les moments d'une telle 
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discussion. Chaque texte est susceptible de participer à la 

construction d'une théorie générale de l'action politique, selon la 

manière dont il touche à la question de l'histoire ; par la voie 

directe (le problème du récit historique) ou par la voie indirecte 

(le problème de l‟historicité comme conscience de la chute).  

La vision méthodologique de Canivez va donc dans la 

direction d'une analyse systémique, sans faire recours à l‟idée de 

structure. L‟auteur dépasse les enjeux psychologiques 

(Starobinski, Shklar) non par une approche logique et 

structurale (Goldschmidt), mais par une pragmatique du 

discours. Cela permet de poser comme principe l‟idée que l'œuvre 

relève d‟une catégorie philosophique spéciale qui est celle de 

l‟action. Pour expliquer cela il faut dire deux mots de la 

philosophie d‟Éric Weil, dont Patrice Canivez est spécialiste.  

Selon Weil, la philosophie peut se développer en tant que 

discours à partir d'une certaine attitude qui traduit la manière 

dont l'homme se présente au monde et comprend le monde. 

L'élaboration de cette attitude dans le discours se fait par le 

moyen d'une matrice dont le concept élaboré s'appelle 

« catégorie ». La catégorie constitue la règle de production et de 

circulation du discours philosophique à un certain moment de 

développement de la philosophie. En grande ligne, chaque 

philosophie importante développe une nouvelle catégorie car, 

mécontente de la tradition, elle exprime une nouvelle attitude. 

L'ensemble des catégories et leur développement constituent un 

système dont la science s'appelle logique de la philosophie. Voici 

quelques exemples de catégories : discussion, Dieu, personnalité, 

condition, conscience, absolu. Souvent, la correspondance entre 

une catégorie et une philosophie n‟est pas de l‟ordre de l‟évidence. 

Certaines correspondances sont évidentes (Kant pour conscience, 

Hegel pour absolu), mais ce n‟est pas le cas avec toutes les 

catégories. La raison en est que la logique de la philosophie ne 

part pas d‟une liste tout faite pour établir des correspondances 

avec les discours : c‟est le chemin inverse qui est parcouru 

(Canivez 1999, 31-36). Les discours philosophiques n‟ont pas tous 

la même pureté de la catégorie dominante : parfois la catégorie 

s‟élabore (comme l‟absolu chez Hegel), parfois elle constitue une 

tendance dominante du discours qui s‟imprègne de l‟esprit 

scientifique (condition), théologique (Dieu) ou littéraire 
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(personnalité). De plus, on peut reprendre l'œuvre d'un 

philosophe sous l'angle correspondant à une autre catégorie, par 

exemple lorsqu'on utilise la catégorie de l‟objet (Platon, Aristote) 

pour élaborer une théologie (Dieu) qui, en tant que discours 

rationnel, se comprend comme philosophie. Chez Weil cette 

technique de production du discours s'appelle reprise.  

Il n‟est pas évident d‟identifier la catégorie correcte pour 

comprendre le discours philosophique de Rousseau. Il y en a 

peut-être plusieurs, d‟où la diversité des points de vue. En tous 

cas, l‟interprétation de Starobinski, ainsi que nous l‟avons déjà 

dit, place intuitivement le discours respectif sous la catégorie de 

la personnalité (bien que Starobinski ne pratique pas cette 

logique de la philosophie). Cassirer avait placé le même discours 

sous la catégorie de la conscience, lorsqu‟il cherchait le lien avec 

Kant1. On peut rapporter ces interprétations à une catégorie plus 

fondamentale, celle de la discussion, afin de les mettre toutes en 

question. C'est précisément ce que fait Patrice Canivez lorsqu'il 

propose une reprise de la philosophie de Rousseau sous l'angle 

d‟une catégorie différente : celle de l‟action. Cette catégorie 

correspond à la phasis du philosophe qui agit par le discours. 

Weil, dans la Philosophie politique, avait montré comment cette 

catégorie de l'action peut se développer comme action politique. 

Le concept stratégique qui permet à tout discours raisonnable de 

se faire action politique – la philosophie n'en est que l'élaboration 

– est celui d'éducation. Le philosophe ne dispose pas d‟autres 

moyens pour agir. Nous sommes, donc, en plein Emile.  

La lecture d‟Emile joue un rôle très important dans 

l‟économie du livre de Patrice Canivez. Dans la première partie 

elle constitue comme une ligne de fuite pour la méthode de 

Canivez : c‟est son « contexte de justification », tout comme la 

Logique de la philosophie de Weil est le « contexte de 

découverte ». Cela peut constituer un beau paradoxe 

herméneutique – la « logique » constitue ici l‟horizon historique à 

partir duquel on formule l‟hypothèse, et l‟histoire d‟Emile 

constitue l‟argument rationnel qui permet de justifier un certain 

usage du discours. Ce renversement est possible en raison de la 

nature particulière des « faits » herméneutiques, qui sont à la 

fois dans l‟ordre de l‟histoire et dans l‟ordre de la « structure », 
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constituant un « doublet empirico-transcendantal » (Foucault 

1966, 329 et sq.).  

C‟est surtout à travers la lecture d‟Emile que se pose le 

problème de la valeur du récit historiographique, chez Rousseau. 

Canivez se pose la question (mais il ne la formule pas ainsi) : 

comment Rousseau se représente-il la valeur de son discours ? 

Quelle idée se fait-il de soi-même2 lorsqu‟il dit « je hais les 

livres » tout en publiant quelques-uns ? Cette formule paradoxale 

justifie parfaitement une herméneutique du soupçon : l'écriture 

serait, par exemple, le produit d'un inconscient névrotique 

blessant la conscience morale, avec la prise de conscience qui 

arrive toujours trop tard. Cela expliquerait l'absence d'œuvre – 

de cohérence – dans les diverses manifestations du langage, chez 

Rousseau. La perspective de Starobinski pourrait être considérée 

comme la version esthétisante de cette mécanique explicative, au 

bout de laquelle l'auteur apparaît comme un cas du docteur 

Freud, et les œuvres en tant que pièces d‟un dossier intéressant.  

 

II 

Dans la première partie du livre, Canivez propose une 

théorie du discours [de Rousseau], en deux moments distincts : 

« Penser avec les livres » (chapitre I) et « Ecrire l'histoire » 

(chapitre II). Concernant les livres de Rousseau, il y a sans doute 

une certaine évolution, mais Emile nous montre « l'usage qu'il 

faut faire des propres livres de Rousseau » (p. 25). La formule 

paradoxale « je haïs les livres » est performative : les livres ont 

plusieurs fonctions, mais la plus importante serait liée à « l'usage 

des livres dans l'éducation de l'être humain » (p. 29). Lorsque 

Rousseau se pose la question du récit historique, il se pose 

également la question de ce qu‟on peut retenir de ses propres 

livres, dans l'action de l'éducation (d'Emile). En ce sens, il y a 

une « reprise par Rousseau de ses propres livres » (p. 35). Mais il 

ne s'agit seulement de la valeur éducative des livres : « c'est 

également une philosophie de l'argumentation au moyen de la 

lecture » (p. 37) par laquelle Rousseau éclaircit sa manière 

d'écrire. Le modèle judiciaire de l'écriture de Rousseau, analysé 

par Goldschmidt, retient l'attention de Patrice Canivez. Chez 

Goldschmidt, l'analyse du modèle judiciaire concerne seulement 

le premier Discours. Canivez, en revanche, montre comment ce 
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modèle a été développé dans d‟autres livres, en diversifiant le 

modèle argumentatif en fonction du public. Il y aurait chez 

Rousseau une conception de la lecture et une pratique de 

l'écriture qui comprend non seulement l'argumentation 

rationnelle, mais aussi l'argumentation affective. En effet, 

Canivez prend au sérieux la question du sentiment : si on 

compte, dans son livre, les occurrences des mots « raison », 

« sentiment » et « passion », on obtient un rapport équilibré : 

291 occurrences pour “raison” versus 257 occurrences pour 

“sentiment” et “passion”. Juste pour comparer : dans le livre de 

Goldschmidt le rapport est de 702 occurrences (sic !) pour 

« raison », à 343, pour “sentiment” et “passion”.3 

Ce n'est pas que Rousseau ait été le philosophe du 

sentiment ; c'est que le sentiment fait partie d'une stratégie 

d'écriture qui est susceptible de passer par le calcul : « le 

sentiment appelle toujours une réponse », dit Patrice Canivez (p. 

45). En fait preuve « le dialogue intersubjectif » de la Profession 

de foi du vicaire savoyard. Mais l'usage du sentiment ne cherche 

pas seulement à séduire (cf. le « séducteur séduit » chez 

Starobinski 1971, 209), car il y a une « élaboration du sentiment 

en discours argumentatif, [ce qui] fait intervenir la discussion » 

(p. 49). La discussion exige l'affirmation d'une position, mais, 

en ce qui concerne le sentiment, cette affirmation ne peut se 

faire que par la négation de toutes les positions qui nient le 

sentiment. Prouver le sentiment, c'est une difficulté très 

sérieuse dans le discours ! C'est encore plus difficile lorsqu'on 

écrit [aux élites] “pour le peuple”. Par conséquent, l'écriture 

“psychologique” (cf. Starobinski) de Rousseau n'est pas auto-

référentielle : c'est une forme d'action.  

Patrice Canivez le montre davantage dans le deuxième 

chapitre du livre, par l'analyse d'un élément nouveau : 

l'intertextualité. C‟est là qu‟il se pose la question de l'histoire. 

L‟auteur montre que l'intérêt de Rousseau pour l'histoire du 

genre humain (lecture et écriture) répond à un objectif 

particulier : « Rousseau attribue à l'histoire un pouvoir de 

dévoilement » (p. 76). Dans la société présente, les hommes se 

dissimulent, et la principale leçon morale de l'histoire est la 

suivante : « pour connaître les hommes, il faut les voir agir » (p. 

76). D'où l'importance du récit historique. En dépit de ses limites 
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– le récit n'est pas adéquat pour traduire la longue durée – il 

raconte les événements, les catastrophes, les révolutions. Sa 

force provient de la négativité (il n'y a pas d'histoire du paradis 

ou de l'état de nature originel). Le récit doit avoir une certaine 

fonction pour l‟homme qui, soumis à toute sorte de limitations, 

cherche un sens pour son existence. Donc, on peut se faire une 

idée de l'importance de l'histoire pour Rousseau si on analyse le 

statut qu‟il donne à l‟historiographie et à son propre discours, 

dans lequel se pose le problème de l‟historiographie. On apprend 

ainsi que, chez Rousseau, « le texte est fait pour l'action » (p. 98). 

Le philosophe peut bien ne pas être un homme d'action, mais son 

texte doit agir pour lui, afin de réveiller la conscience morale du 

public. La tâche du discours philosophique c‟est l‟éducation de 

l‟homme à la liberté.  

Dans cette première partie, l‟importance de l‟histoire chez 

Rousseau est prouvée de manière indirecte, par la négative. 

L‟argument de Canivez peut se formuler de cette façon : si 

Rousseau n‟accorde aucune importance à l‟histoire (thèse de 

Goldschmidt et de Shklar), pourquoi donne-t-il une si grande 

signification au discours historiographique, dans l‟Emile ?  

 

III 

La deuxième partie, intitulée « Les ambivalences de 

l'histoire » comprend 4 chapitres : « De la critique sociale à 

l‟anthropologie historique », « La temporalité des débuts », « Les 

logiques du récit historique », « La question du jugement ». Cette 

partie pourrait être vue comme réponse stratégique à 

l'interprétation de Goldschmidt, qui pose comme principe du 

système de Rousseau l'anthropologie des deux Discours (dont le 

Premier s‟intitule Discours sur les arts et les sciences ; et le 

Deuxième, Discours sur l’inégalité).  

Dans ces deux Discours, Rousseau (1965, 1987) s'est posé 

la question de l'histoire à partir d'un problème spécifique. Dans 

le Premier Discours, il établit « une corrélation constante entre le 

déclin moral et le progrès [intellectuel] » (Canivez 2025, 105) ; 

l'histoire se montre comme ambivalente, à la fois comme progrès 

(de la civilisation) et comme régression (des mœurs). Mais ce 

constat concerne seulement les sociétés avancées ! Dans le 

Second Discours, Rousseau rend compte de l'ambivalence de 
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l'histoire en étudiant non seulement les sociétés à Etat, mais 

« toute l'évolution du genre humain » (p. 107). Ici, Rousseau pose 

comme principe analytique de l‟histoire humaine le 

développement – le « progrès » – de l‟inégalité. 

Selon Patrice Canivez, il serait faux de déduire, à la 

manière de Goldschmidt, que l‟usage d‟un principe analytique 

signifie l‟absence de l‟histoire chez Rousseau. Contre cette vision 

« statique », Canivez montre que la possibilité de l‟histoire réside 

dans « deux traits distinctifs de l‟être humain, la liberté de choix 

et la perfectibilité » (p. 107). Cette idée nous mène à la 

compréhension du fait que, d‟une part, la chute est « libre » (la 

première loi de l‟histoire) et que, d‟autre part, il y a 

« irréversibilité du processus historique » (la deuxième loi de 

l‟histoire). L‟histoire est irréversible parce que la 

transformation de l‟être humain est continuelle dans les deux 

sens, du déclin moral et du progrès intellectuel.  

Mais en quoi consiste la perfectibilité, la plupart des 

exégètes ne l‟expliquent pas. Certains essaient d‟esquisser une 

explication, mais de manière assez problématique : cela devient 

plus confus par l‟explication. Selon Goldschmidt la perfectibilité 

se caractérise ainsi : 1) elle est réservée à l‟homme 

seul (Goldschmidt 1983, 242) et s‟oppose à l‟instinct animal ; 2) 

son progrès est infini (illimitation) et ne concerne que le seul 

esprit (ibid., 259, 288) ; 3) elle n'agit pas dans l‟état de 

nature [qui est affaire du corps] (ibid., 259) ; 4) elle exige la 

méditation, car « elle seule peut ressaisir l'existence d‟une 

qualité dont l‟observation ne perçoit pas encore les effets » (la 

liberté ne pourrait être saisie autrement) (ibid., 289) ; 5) sa 

manifestation est liée à des circonstances extérieures (aux 

besoins) « qui joueront le rôle de causes occasionnelles et de 

déclenchement » (ibid., 289) ; 6) elle réside à la fois dans l‟espèce 

et dans l‟individu, étant parfois « cause de décrépitude » parce 

qu‟elle fait jouer les contraires (lumières et erreurs, vices et 

vertus, grandeur et décadence) (ibid., 292) ; 7) elle s‟oppose à la 

sociabilité – elle « permet de résoudre le problème de la 

différence entre l‟homme et l‟animal, sans s‟embarrasser du 

problème supplémentaire de la distinction entre le primitif et le 

civilisé » (ibid.).  
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Or, c‟est précisément ce problème « supplémentaire » qui 

devrait être au cœur des préoccupations, me semble-t-il. Car, si 

on ne tient pas compte des résultats, des actes et des étapes, 

donc de la performance, à quoi bon et comment analyser la 

compétence ? L‟exégèse monumentale de Goldschmidt ne prend 

pas le temps d‟expliquer que la perfectibilité ne serait que « la 

capacité de self-improvement » (Dent 1988, 96), celle d‟apprendre 

par la correction des erreurs. L‟auteur français pense, au 

contraire, que « la perfectibilité, dans l‟état de nature, restera 

[…] sans emploi, faute de besoins qui puissent en déclencher le 

mécanisme » (Goldschmidt 1983, 298) ; « dans l'état de nature, 

elle ne rencontre donc aucune cause naturelle qui puisse la 

mettre en marche et l‟amener à prendre la relève de l'instinct 

[…] elle laisse inemployées les facultés d'invention » (ibid., 306). 

Mais cela peut vouloir dire que l‟être humain serait incapable 

d‟apprendre dans l‟état de nature, ce qui est absurde.  

Il semble parfois que le texte du Second Discours justifie 

ce type de lecture ; en effet, on peut trouver des phrases très 

convenables chez Rousseau, qui disent la même chose. Il 

convient pourtant de faire quelques remarques. D‟abord, il ne 

faut pas perdre de vue que le texte de Rousseau est une stratégie 

d‟argumentation par la négative. Rousseau ne donne pas une 

description rigoureuse de l‟état de nature, à la manière de 

Hobbes. Il ne fait que déconstruire les conceptions de l‟état de 

nature précédentes (Hobbes, Locke, Puffendorf), afin de proposer 

une autre vision de la société. Dans son texte, on peut bien 

trouver d‟autres phrases qui vont dans le sens contraire de ce qui 

a été retenu par tel interprète (Goldschmidt, en occurrence). 

Ensuite, la psychologie proposée par Rousseau est très peu 

crédible. Si on l‟accepte, c‟est à titre provisoire et seulement 

parce qu‟on veut suivre son raisonnement, afin de discuter sur la 

même base que lui ; on cherche donc un accord préalable. Mais 

prenons, par exemple, la description de la sexualité de l‟homme 

naturel et de la génération des enfants, dans le Second Discours : 

il n‟y a rien qui soit cohérent ou raisonnable, ni dans l‟ordre de 

l‟humanité, ni dans l‟ordre de l‟animalité. Rousseau construit 

une hypothèse qui n‟est acceptable que pour le jury provincial de 

l‟Académie de Dijon : un peu catholique, un peu naturaliste et un 

peu plus bourgeois. Enfin, il serait risqué de prendre 
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scientifiquement au sérieux – même dans le sens de la science du 

XVIIIème siècle – des textes qui sont des machines 

d‟argumentation polémique. La notion d‟état de nature est 

particulièrement problématique, comme le montrent les 

inconsistances de la notion de perfectibilité qui semble très claire 

chez Rousseau – c‟est « la faculté de se perfectionner » – mais qui 

perd sa clarté dès qu‟on commence à l‟expliquer.  

Patrice Canivez, en revanche, insiste beaucoup sur l‟idée 

que nous devons comprendre les textes de Rousseau comme des 

stratégies d‟argumentation. Concernant cette notion de 

perfectibilité, il montre qu‟elle est obtenue par réduction : elle 

n‟est que le dernier élément qui doit être maintenu pour que 

l‟animal dont on parle « soit encore un être humain. La 

perfectibilité est le caractère qu‟il faut accorder à l‟être humain 

de l‟état de nature pour que cet être se qualifie comme ancêtre de 

l‟être humain moderne. C‟est le point d‟arrêt de la régression » 

(Canivez, 133). Parlons de behaviorisme : la perfectibilité, c‟est la 

capacité d‟apprendre de l‟expérience. Ainsi, Canivez se range du 

côté de ceux qui, comme N.J.H. Dent, pensent que la possibilité 

de l‟histoire réside dans la capacité de l‟homme de développer ses 

potentialités [disons] dans la nature de l’état de nature4.  

Si je propose cette expression, c‟est pour souligner que la 

définition de l‟état de nature chez Rousseau n‟est pas fondée sur 

une description de la nature en tant que paradis. Rousseau avait 

remplacé l‟idée de perfection humaine par celle de perfectibilité, 

comme l‟indique Léo Strauss (1984, 94). Cela est évident dans la 

saisie du paradoxe de l‟état de nature par Rousseau, qui dit : on 

aurait pu nier l‟existence de l‟état de nature si on avait saisi 

« par la lecture des Livres Sacrés, que le premier homme, ayant 

reçu immédiatement de Dieu des lumières et des préceptes, 

n'était point lui-même dans cet état, et […] il faut nier que, 

même avant le déluge, les hommes se soient jamais trouvés dans 

le pur état de nature, à moins qu'ils n'y soient retombés par 

quelque événement extraordinaire » (Rousseau 1965, 45). Si la 

nature de l‟état de nature n‟est pas le paradis terrestre, on peut 

supposer que l‟état de nature respectif est passager, vu que les 

circonstances extérieures ont poussé assez vite l‟animal solitaire 

à apprendre de l‟expérience, en actualisant ses potentialités.  
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Cette affirmation est fausse selon les règles de l‟exégèse 

rigoureuse. Mais elle me semble exacte selon les pratiques d‟une 

herméneutique projective (à l‟écoute du texte). Il y a une 

tendance d‟expliquer la mise en œuvre de la perfectibilité par des 

circonstances extérieures extraordinaires, qui provoquent une 

sorte de révolution dans le développement intellectuel de 

l‟homme naturel. Mais on peut formuler l‟objection : si l‟être 

humain avait été mis dans des situations catastrophiques 

majeures, sans avoir exercé auparavant ses facultés 

d‟adaptation, il aurait tout simplement disparu de la surface de 

la Terre. On peut donc supposer que, lorsque les catastrophes de 

la nature sont venues, l‟homme de l‟état de nature était déjà 

préparé pour répondre à des situations catastrophiques. 

Rousseau dit que les hommes [déjà !] dispersés dans l‟état de 

nature imitent les animaux « et s'élèvent ainsi jusqu'à l'instinct 

des bêtes, avec cet avantage que chaque espèce n'a que le sien 

propre, et que l'homme n'en ayant peut-être aucun qui lui 

appartienne, se les approprie tous ». (Rousseau 1965, 48). Or, il 

se pose la question du choix de la bonne stratégie d‟action, 

lorsque la situation se présente, car il n‟y a pas de critère pour 

savoir si l‟homme de l‟état de nature doit, face à un loup, faire 

comme un ours ou comme un lièvre. Cela exige la faculté 

d‟apprendre et même un certain jugement. (Mais, bien 

évidemment, la théorie de l‟état de nature de Rousseau n‟est pas 

précédée par un certain Essai on Human Understanding, ce qui 

nous oblige à une certaine prudence herméneutique). Il s‟ensuit 

que, avant l‟arrivée des catastrophes – mais la dispersion dont 

parle Rousseau vient après la catastrophe (Canivez 2024, 144) – 

l‟observation des phénomènes naturels « normaux » avaient 

entraîné l‟usage quotidien des facultés, de sorte que « le spectacle 

de la nature [qui] lui devient indifférent, à force de lui devenir 

familier ». Rousseau dit qu‟il a fallu des « milliers de 

siècles » pour cela (Rousseau 1965, 63). Peut-être que les choses 

sont allées un peu plus vite, vu que l‟état de nature n‟est pas le 

paradis et que la perfectibilité ne doit pas attendre la venue des 

catastrophes. L‟idée d‟un état paradisiaque n‟a d‟autre origine 

que la religion, elle est posée par le seul principe de la croyance 

en la vérité des livres sacrés. Mais Rousseau évite avec diligence 

de dire si l‟homme de l‟état de nature est avec Eve dans le jardin 
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d‟Eden ou avec Caïn dans cette nature seconde qui, bien avant le 

déluge, exige le travail. Si on prend au sérieux les origines 

théologiques de la notion d‟état de nature, la nature de l‟après-

déluge serait donc la troisième nature (sur la Terre). Lorsque 

Rousseau renverse les concepts d‟état de nature de Hobbes et de 

Locke, il ignore consciemment l‟argumentation théologique de 

ces auteurs et se range du côté des conceptions populaires et 

bourgeoises, à mi-chemin entre la religion et l‟histoire naturelle. 

Il en résulte une idée de l‟état de nature qui est assez loin de ce 

que l‟exégèse classique de l‟œuvre de Rousseau cherche, pour sa 

gloire, à savoir une « théorie ».   

En pratiquant une herméneutique projective, Patrice 

Canivez dépasse cette impasse : il me semble qu‟il voie l‟œuvre 

de Rousseau comme une sorte de réseau. En tout cas, il pratique 

une herméneutique en réseau. Ainsi, la question de l‟état de 

nature (comme par ailleurs toute l‟anthropologie rousseauiste) 

est incomplète tant qu‟on laisse de côté la lecture de l‟Essai sur 

l’origine des langues (et l‟Emile, qui joue d‟un statut spécial). 

Dans cet écrit, Rousseau « distingue nettement deux états de 

l‟humanité, l‟un atemporel et l‟autre temporel. D‟un côté, il y a le 

printemps perpétuel et, de l‟autre côté, les premiers temps » 

(Canivez 2025, 142). Le premier état est une « hypothèse de pure 

fiction » qui permet de poser tout ce qui n‟est pas admissible dans 

le deuxième : c‟est un « état d‟équilibre initial » qui entretient la 

nostalgie des origines (l‟avant-déluge dont parle le second 

Discours). Le deuxième état correspond à l‟entrée dans l‟histoire 

à la suite d‟un événement astronomique, l‟inclinaison de la Terre, 

qui a provoqué des changements climatiques et géologiques 

importants. Ces changements ont entraîné la dispersion du 

genre humain et, par la suite, la formation des sociétés.  

Ensuite, Canivez dit que la distinction des deux moments 

permet de faire une meilleure lecture du second Discours. J‟ai 

souligné auparavant que les deux états sont présents dans le 

Discours plutôt comme difficulté, mais, selon Canivez il ne s‟agit 

que d‟un « langage conceptuel différent ». En effet, cela pourrait 

être la même chose, car – dit-il – « l‟état de nature initial du 

Discours sur l’inégalité […] remplit les deux fonctions à la fois » 

(p. 143). Une analyse plus détaillée des différences entre les deux 

textes doit suivre, ce que Patrice Canivez exécute avec rigueur. Il 
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précise entre autre que les deux Discours utilisent des méthodes 

différentes : récurrences versus généalogie. Les récurrences 

cherchent, par la voie de la comparaison, à établir des régularités 

historiques, comme les lois de l‟histoire « à partir d‟inductions 

tirées de l‟exemple de différents peuples » (p. 122). En revanche, 

la généalogie cherche le commencement et la succession des 

diverses formes de sociétés (il y en a cinq, dont quatre sont pré-

étatiques) et des diverses formes de régimes politiques à 

l‟intérieur de l‟Etat. A la base de ce développement on trouve le 

principe de l‟inégalité, avec l‟institution du régime de la propriété 

qui n‟est pas un événement, mais un processus.   

L‟étudiant ou le jeune chercheur apprend beaucoup de 

choses en lisant cette deuxième partie du livre de Canivez. Par 

exemple, on apprend que, dans l‟exégèse du Second Discours, il 

faut tenir compte du fait qu‟il y a une version du texte sans 

notes, et une autre version, avec des notes. La différence est 

importante, semble-t-il, car il s‟agit de « deux lignes 

d‟argumentation […] il y a deux textes en un dans le même 

livre » (p. 141). On apprend aussi la réponse à la question : y-a-t-

il une dialectique de l‟histoire chez Rousseau ? La problématique 

me semble essentielle pour éviter le malentendu marxiste qui 

cherche, partout où il est question d‟histoire, les signes du 

matérialisme dialectique en tant que loi de l‟histoire : la 

négation de la négation et la fin de l‟histoire (l‟histoire est une 

pour tous). On ne trouve pas, chez Rousseau, une telle 

conception, car « il évite de réduire cette histoire à l‟unilinéarité 

d‟un seul et même récit » (p. 192). La révolution peut se 

produire dans certaines conditions, mais elle n‟est pas la seule 

issue ; l‟histoire reste un « entonnoir de choix », comme dirait 

Joseph S. Nye (2007, 81). En revanche, on peut trouver chez 

Rousseau un type spécial de dialectique : une « logique faite 

d‟interactions, c‟est-à-dire de relations de causalité réciproque » 

(p. 194).  

Dans le chapitre 6 du livre (intitulé « La question du 

jugement »), le dernier de la deuxième partie, Patrice Canivez 

prépare le passage vers la question politique analysée dans la 

troisième partie. Le problème du Discours sur l’inégalité étant 

celui de l‟inversion des valeurs dans le domaine de la morale, 

« de l‟égalité en inégalité, de la liberté en servitude », le 
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Contrat social posera le même problème au niveau politique : 

« le renversement de la hiérarchie entre le peuple et son 

gouvernement, l‟usurpation de la souveraineté par l‟exécutif » 

(p. 215). C‟est dans ce contexte que l‟auteur dit que le 

problème du récit historique comprend une dimension critique 

et normative. Raconter des histoires sur la liberté et l‟égalité 

c‟est une manière de juger la situation historique et le présent, 

sur le fond d‟une conception de la justice. La théorie de la 

justice de Rousseau comprend beaucoup d‟éléments qui seront 

repris par John Rawls, dans sa théorie libérale. Cependant, la 

théorie de Rousseau ne peut recevoir cette caractérisation. En 

effet, la théorie de Rousseau est plutôt républicaine, car elle 

définit la liberté naturelle comme liberté-indépendance, 

conditionne la liberté-autonomie à l‟exercice d‟une volonté 

générale et maintient l‟idéal de l‟indépendance sous la forme 

de l‟exigence de l‟unité avec soi-même. C‟est par ailleurs un 

problème débattu dans l‟Emile : comment préserver l‟unité de 

l‟être humain (p. 217).  

En lisant le chapitre on se rend compte que la tactique 

herméneutique de Patrice Canivez consiste, partout dans le livre, 

dans l‟opération subtile d‟imaginer un dialogue entre les textes 

de Rousseau à travers la figure d‟Emile. Si l‟œuvre est un réseau, 

l‟Emile est le nœud du réseau. Dans la négociation du sens, 

Emile est présent à chaque fois comme médiateur. C‟est comme 

si Rousseau avait lui-même investi la figure d‟Emile en tant que 

magister ludi.5  

Mais le problème central du chapitre concerne la justice 

dans ses rapports avec le droit naturel. C‟est ici que l‟on trouve 

l‟explication des notions « droit naturel », « loi naturelle », « loi de 

nature » qui sont présentes partout dans l‟œuvre de Rousseau, 

soit de manière explicite, soit de manière implicite. Canivez 

montre comment la question de la justice doit se comprendre à 

partir des passions naturelles : amour de soi, amour propre, 

pitié, commisération, dont la description a été faite dans les 

chapitres antérieurs dédiés à l‟analyse de l‟état de nature (je ne 

l‟ai pas signalée, mais il va de soi que cela fait partie de la 

matière). L‟auteur montre que, dans ses Lectures, Rawls s‟est 

trompé lorsqu‟il a dérivé la question de la justice de l‟amour 

propre. En fait, Rousseau avait tiré la condition de 
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l‟intersubjectivité, dont relève la justice, non de l‟amour propre, 

mais de l‟amour de soi. L‟amour propre peut s‟éduquer « vers des 

buts civiques et moraux » (p. 231) lorsque ses effets négatifs et la 

violence potentielle servent l‟intérêt public (le patriotisme étant 

de cette espèce), mais il n‟est pas la source de l‟intersubjectivité.  

Concernant cette question (que je n‟ai pas analysée pour 

elle-même) je pense que le lecteur doit confronter lui-même les 

textes de Rawls, de Rousseau et de Canivez, afin de décider lui-

même quelle est la bonne lecture au sujet de ce problème 

particulier. Quelque chose me dit que Patrice Canivez comprend 

la question de la justice, chez Rousseau, dans la tradition néo-

hégélienne, centrant la question de la justice sur la 

reconnaissance. La tradition républicaine française, qui se 

confond avec la tradition d‟interprétation de Rousseau, va en ce 

sens. C‟est-à-dire, il faut que l‟intersubjectivité soit fondée dans 

le sentiment de justice et qu‟elle ne soit pas seulement 

procédurale. Néanmoins, l‟auteur saisit une autre nuance : 

« Rousseau semble avancer parallèlement une théorie toute 

différente » (p. 232) selon laquelle « il y a un sentiment inné de la 

justice […] qui relève de la conscience ». L‟objet de cet « instinct 

de l‟âme », c‟est « l‟ordre sur tous ses aspects ». Mais Patrice 

Canivez « oublie » de préciser si cette deuxième théorie donnerait 

plus de poids à l‟interprétation [kantienne] de Rawls face à 

l‟interprétation précédente. Le texte va dans une autre direction. 

Mais on peut se substituer à la place de Canivez, pour dire que 

« l‟amour de l‟ordre » peut tirer profit de l‟amour propre lorsque 

we are ready to accept and to act on a principle of reciprocity 

whenever our culture makes it available and intelligible to us 

(Rawls 2007, 199). A part cela, l‟interprétation libérale de la 

justice, chez Rawls, repose sur l‟idée – étrange pour Rousseau, 

mais pas absurde – que les parties dans la position originaire 

sont capables de strict compliance : The special assumption I 

make is that a rational individual does not suffer from envy. […] 

The parties are presumed to be capable of a sense of justice (Rawls 

1971, 143 et 145). Ce principe relève d‟un désir d‟agir en accord 

avec les principes de l‟éducation morale (ibid., p. 138) dont la 

source, chez Rousseau, pourrait être l‟amour propre « au sens 

large » (Rawls 2007, 199).  
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IV 

La troisième partie du livre, intitulée « Les Etats et 

l‟action », comprend cinq chapitres qui traitent du rapport entre 

le rationnel et l‟historique (du point de vue de l‟Etat et du point 

de vue de la législation), de l‟histoire de l‟Etat, de l‟application 

de la théorie du contrat social et de la question de l‟éducation à 

l‟action (Emile). On peut voir cette troisième partie comme une 

réponse aux interprétations qui ont reproché à Rousseau 

l‟absence de l‟histoire. Par example, Judith Shklar avait dit de 

Rousseau: he was the last great political theorist to be utterly 

uninterested in history, past or future, the last also to judge and 

condemn without giving any thought to programs of action. 

(Shklar 1969, I) Cette vision de Shklar s‟accompagne d‟une 

méthode de lecture « logique » et utopisante, qui considère la 

volonté générale (donc le Contrat social) comme clé de voûte du 

système de Rousseau. Cette thèse de Shklar ne tient pas, si on 

se rapporte au livre de Patrice Canivez.  

Dans sa lecture du Contrat social, Canivez montre que la 

notion de volonté générale doit être construite de manière 

relationnelle : c‟est un concept-réseau qui se constitue en relation 

avec d‟autres éléments de la théorie politique (histoire et action, 

entre autres). Sa constitution est génétique et généalogique : ce 

n‟est pas une structure de relations. Il y a une « élaboration de la 

volonté générale » par laquelle se constitue un peuple capable de 

consensus moral et de jugement politique. Il y aussi une 

détermination historique de la volonté générale, dans la mesure 

où « les jugements par lesquels se détermine la volonté générale 

sont le fait d‟un sentiment collectif » (p. 276). Ce sentiment ne 

peut arriver qu‟à un certain moment de l‟existence d‟une 

communauté, lorsque cette communauté devient capable de 

s‟exprimer, de discuter et de prendre des décisions en vue de 

constituer l‟intérêt public. Canivez analyse en détail les 

conditions de la discussion politique, en montrant comment 

Rousseau utilise des exemples historiques (Rome, en particulier) 

pour consolider les articulations de sa théorie du contrat. Il y a 

une « effectivité du contrat social » qui prouve sa réalité 

historique : d‟une part, il s‟agit de toute action politique par 

laquelle l‟homme est transformé en citoyen ; d‟autre part, il s‟agit 
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du consentement des citoyens qui se lient d‟une amitié civique. A 

la limite, la simple existence des institutions politiques et 

administratives de l‟Etat produit des effets éducatifs.  

Cette « structure » nécessaire qu‟est le contrat social 

n‟est pas suffisante pour fonder un Etat : il faut qu‟elle se 

concrétise à l‟aide d‟une série de « médiations », dans « une 

forme historiquement déterminée de régime politique » (p. 300). 

Il s‟agit du processus historique par lequel un certain régime 

politique se réalise en tant que forme mixte des trois types de 

gouvernement : monarchie, aristocratie, démocratie.  Il s‟agit 

aussi de la manière dont les conditions géographiques, 

démographiques et culturelles (la religion, par exemple) jouent 

un rôle décisif dans l‟organisation des institutions politiques et 

administratives. L‟analyse de Canivez est si complexe et si 

riche dans la description des conséquences, que ceux qui 

soutiennent l‟absence de l‟histoire chez Rousseau devraient 

reconsidérer leurs arguments.  

Le chapitre sur l‟histoire de l‟Etat prouve davantage que 

l‟histoire est essentielle pour Rousseau, et dans un sens nouveau. 

Cette fois il s‟agit de l‟histoire dans un sens plus moderne, car il 

est question de l‟évolution des institutions et des régimes 

politiques. Il y a un certain schéma d‟évolution des régimes 

politiques : chaque type idéel de régime peut avoir ses 

variantes « naturelle, élective ou héréditaire », mais il y a aussi 

les formes dégénérées de chaque type. En ce qui concerne les 

formes « droites », elles sont toutes « républicaines : le 

gouvernement respecte la loi qui est la volonté du peuple 

souverain » (p. 342). Canivez évite de poser la question du 

rapport entre la typologie de Rousseau et celle de Kant, mais la 

flèche imaginaire existe et elle doit se concrétiser dans une 

analyse à part. Cette analyse pourrait être faite par lui-même, ou 

par quelqu‟un qui serait prêt à reprendre le problème et à le 

discuter sur la même base. La conclusion sur l‟histoire des 

régimes politique en est que la typologie de Rousseau « permet 

de mener une analyse géopolitique et historique » : d‟une part, on 

peut concevoir un tableau des régimes politiques « sur toute la 

surface de la Terre », d‟autre part, on peut élaborer un « schéma 

complexe qui rend compte de l‟évolution historique des différents 

Etats » (p. 343).  
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Mais ce n‟est pas tout ! Car il y a aussi la différence entre 

les Etats qui sont bien fondés et ceux qui sont mal fondés. La 

question n‟est pas sans intérêt, car elle concerne fortement la 

justice politique (au sens de la « structure de base » de Rawls). 

Ainsi, on peut avoir des Etats fondés sur l‟idée rationnelle de 

contrat social, mais il se peut que cette idée soit conçue pour des 

mauvaises raisons. Donc une idée rationnelle qui ne soit pas 

raisonnable ! C‟est le cas du contrat entre les riches et les 

pauvres dont parle le Discours sur l’inégalité, et qui constitue la 

première version de la théorie du contrat. Par ailleurs, 

l‟existence de l‟injustice politique dans les sociétés modernes et la 

mise en question des différentes formes d‟organisation politique 

constituent par elles-mêmes une preuve de la présence du sens 

historique chez Rousseau.  

Dans le chapitre « Usages du contrat social » Patrice 

Canivez fait l‟analyse des différents écrits dans lesquels 

Rousseau propose des applications de sa théorie politique à des 

réalités historiques différentes : Genève, la Corse et la Pologne, 

les grandes monarchies européennes (France, Angleterre), les 

relations internationales. Il convient de noter que « le rapport 

entre histoire et politique concerne l‟histoire au sens de l‟époque 

présente. La question politique dont il s‟agit est celle de l‟action 

dans le temps présent » (p. 375). Le lecteur qui s‟intéresse à la 

théorie politique de Rousseau ne doit pas rater la lecture de cette 

partie du livre, qui analyse [ce que j‟appellerais] la vraie théorie 

politique de Rousseau. Si on accepte la distinction de James 

Buchanan entre philosophie politique, théorie politique et science 

politique (Buchanan 1999, 3) on se rend compte que le Contrat 

social relève de la philosophie politique, alors que les écrits sur la 

Corse, la Pologne, la Genève etc. constituent une théorie 

politique en conjonction avec une science politique6. Cette 

distinction n‟est pas faite pour mettre en question l‟unité de 

l‟œuvre, concept qui relève d‟un autre plan. Mais elle permettrait 

de prouver davantage la thèse de Patrice Canivez, que certains 

écrits de Rousseau sont comme des études d‟expert, faites pour 

être mises à l‟œuvre sur le terrain. Raymond Aron (1967) a 

montré que Montesquieu a été l‟un des sept fondateurs de la 

pensée sociologique. On peut dire de Rousseau, de la même façon, 

qu‟il a été le fondateur de la science politique moderne, car ses 
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études de politique théorique reposent sur l‟intérêt pour « ce qui 

se passe aujourd‟hui » (Foucault 1994, 679). Avant Marx, aucun 

autre théoricien de la politique moderne n‟a donné tant 

d‟importance à la question de la réalité présente. 

J‟ai laissé de côté la présentation du dernier chapitre 

intitulé « Emile et la politique ». J‟ai assez souligné l‟importance 

de l‟Emile pour l‟entreprise de Patrice Canivez – et de telle sorte 

que même l‟auteur en sera peut-être surpris. Le public 

comprendra que c‟est par la lecture de ce dernier chapitre qu‟il 

faut commencer ce livre dont le principe « secret »  s‟énonce 

ainsi : Emile, lecteur de Rousseau ! 
 
 

NOTES 
 
 

1 Peu importe que Weil, l‟élève de Cassirer, n‟avait pas encore élaboré sa 

logique: cette logique était en exercice depuis toujours, c‟est seulement son 

élaboration qui manquait.  
2 Cette question est reprise d‟un texte d‟Althusser qui l‟avait formulée pour 

Marx : « quelle représentation Marx se fait-il, nous donne-t-il de la nature de 

son entreprise ? » (Althusser 1996, 249).  
3 Ces chiffres risquent d‟être inexacts en raison de la qualité des documents 

PDF avec lesquels j‟ai travaillé, mais une dénombration plus précise ne 

changera pas les raports. Pour une vérification simple, il faut procéder ainsi: 

ouvrir le PDF avec Google Chrome, passer la commande FIND et chercher le 

mot souhaité. L‟outil de recherche affichera automatiquement le nombre des 

occurences.  
4 Afin de saisir une possible asynchronie entre la nature et l‟état de nature, on 

peut se rapporter à ce passage du Premier Discours: « Avant que l‟art eût 

façonné nos manières et appris à nos passions à parler un langage apprêté, 

nos moeurs étaient rustiques, mais naturelles [...]. La nature humaine, au 

fond, n‟était pas meilleure [qu‟aujourd‟hui] » (Rousseau 1987, 47).  
5 Si je mets une note ici, c‟est juste pour ne pas oublier dans l‟avenir 

d‟analyser la possibilité d‟un parallèle entre l‟Emile de Rousseau et Le jeu des 

perles de verre de Herman Hesse.  
6
  „Political theory has concerned itself with the question: What is the State? 

Political philosophy has extended this to: What ought the State to be? 

Political "science" has asked: How is the State organized?” (Buchanan and 

Tullock 1999, 3).  
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« Il n’y a pas de faits, seulement des interprétations » 

disait Friedrich Nietzsche (1978, 304-305), au début du XXe 

siècle. Cette affirmation a été considérée par certains comme le 

signe de l’essor du relativisme dans le monde occidental. 

Toutefois, elle se rattache mieux au perspectivisme, selon lequel 

il n’existe ni des faits objectifs, ni des vérités absolues : il y a 

seulement des perspectives subjectives façonnées par 

la « volonté de puissance ». Cette conception soutient que 

l’interprétation dominante est le produit des dynamiques du 

pouvoir, et non d’une réalité immuable. Ainsi, la compréhension 

du monde relève plutôt d’une construction que d’une 

découverte. Dans une certaine mesure, la position de Friedrich 

Nietzsche est prolongée, entre autres, par Abel Günter (1984). 

Mais ce n’est pas une invention du XXe siècle que les 

êtres humains ne font qu’interpréter. Certains se penchent sur 

les textes, d’autres s’attachent à déchiffrer les messages 

véhiculés par les œuvres d’art, tandis que d’autres encore 

s’intéressent à la compréhension des phénomènes sociaux, 

économiques, politiques etc. Ainsi, tout ce qui est porteur de 
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sens peut être soumis à l’interprétation. Néanmoins, si l’art 

d’interpréter est ouvert à tous, cela ne veut pas dire que tous 

ceux qui interprètent saisissent correctement ce qu’ils ont à 

interpréter. Le principe que l’incompréhension est un 

phénomène universel et que la compréhension ne constitue 

qu’une situation particulière est reconnu est admis, de manière 

tacite, par tout le monde. Dans l’optique de Friedrich 

Schleiermacher – qui reprend une idée d’Immanuel Kant –, 

l’incompréhension (Nichtverstehen) surgit « d’elle-même » et 

constitue un phénomène général, tandis que la compréhension 

véritable doit être recherchée de manière intentionnelle, au 

terme d’un effort soutenu d’interprétation. En ce sens, dès la 

première moitié du IIIᵉ siècle, Origène soulignait qu’il n’existe 

pas de compréhension exhaustive des textes, mais seulement 

des « occasions de compréhension » – occasiones intelligentiae  

(In Numeros homiliae XIV, 1.2).  

Récemment, les éditions Vrin ont publié le volume 

collectif L’interprétation. Dictionnaire des auteurs, sous la 

direction de Christian Berner, Jean-Claude Gens, Johann 

Michel, Denis Thouard. L’ouvrage se propose d’offrir une 

cartographie compréhensive de la réflexion sur l’interprétation, 

à travers de multiples traditions et paradigmes culturels. À la 

différence des dictionnaires philosophiques classiques, centrés 

exclusivement sur des concepts, ce travail met l’accent sur les 

auteurs et les écoles qui ont façonné la pensée herméneutique, 

allant des philosophes antiques et médiévaux aux théoriciens 

contemporains. Aussi, le volume comprend des domaines 

variés : philosophie, théologie, anthropologie, droit, 

psychanalyse, sciences sociales etc.  

Bien qu’il ne puisse se substituer à un manuel 

systématique d’herméneutique, l’ouvrage en question constitue 

un outil de référence solide pour des explorations académiques 

approfondies, dans les divers domaines d’intérêt. L’ouvrage 

réunit 56 spécialistes qui rédigent 98 articles, sur des auteurs 

qui ont contribué de manière décisive au développement de la 

théorie et de la pratique herméneutique. Dans l’ensemble, le 

projet réussit à offrir une perspective rigoureuse et plurivalente 

sur le thème analysé. De plus, cette collaboration étendue 

confère à l’ouvrage une solidité académique considérable. 
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Comme dans toute entreprise de ce type, quelques questions 

méthodologiques se posent naturellement. D’une part, comme il 

s’agit d’un dictionnaire collectif, les interprétations peuvent 

varier en style et en profondeur, d’une entrée à l’autre. D’autre 

part, l’éventail des auteurs inclus dans le projet est à la fois 

vaste et partiel. Par exemple, certaines traditions ou figures 

représentatives à un moment donné peuvent être sous-

représentées (on en reviendra par la suite). Mais ces aspects 

sont pleinement reconnus et assumés par les réalisateurs du 

projet, ainsi qu’ils l’annoncent dans l’Introduction (p. 9). Dans 

ce qui suit, je m’attarderai sur quelques points précis qui ont 

retenu mon attention. 

En général, l’ouvrage essaye de trouver un certain 

équilibre dans l’exploration des différentes traditions : juive, 

grecque, latine et arabe. Cependant, les auteurs modernes et 

contemporaines l’emportent visiblement, étant privilégiés par 

rapport aux Anciens. La riche tradition herméneutique du 

Moyen Âge, qui avait été traitée de manière exemplaire par 

Henri de Lubac (1959-1964) entre autres, n’est que faiblement 

représentée. Par exemple, la théorie médiévale des « quatre 

sens de l’Écriture » n’est mentionnée qu’une seule fois, et c’est 

dans l’article consacré à Luther (p. 246). Ou, encore, le principe 

fondamental de l’exégèse chrétienne dans le monde 

latin, Divina eloquia cum legente crescunt (« la sainte Écriture 

grandit avec celui qui la lit »), formulé par « le père de l’exégèse 

biblique médiévale », Grégoire le Grand (1971, 87), ne figure 

point parmi les entrées. On voit très bien que le dictionnaire en 

question, n’étant pas une œuvre de théologie, peut se passer de 

telles références, qui ne sont pas jugées nécessaires – elle se 

retrouvent de toute façon dans les ouvrages spécialisés 

d’herméneutique biblique. Mais il ne reste pas moins que les 

fondateurs de l’herméneutique modernes, tels Dannhauer1 et 

Schleiermacher, ont pensé le projet d’une herméneutique 

générale en partant de la tradition d’interprétation de la Sainte 

Écriture. Il se comprend aisément que toute herméneutique de 

la période médiévale – juive, grecque, latine ou arabe – s’inscrit 

dans un projet théologique. Après tout, ne dit-on pas que 

« l’herméneutique définie comme ”art de comprendre” est 
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d’abord pour Schleiermacher une discipline enseignée dans le 

cadre des études de théologie » (p. 342) ? 

Ensuite, on nous informe dans l’introduction (p. 7) que 

des écoles herméneutiques y seront également analysées. À 

proprement parler, une seule école est étudiée de manière 

explicite : le fameux « Cercle de Göttingen » parfois appelé 

« l’École de Dilthey ». Mais il n’y a pas de références à ces deux 

écoles fondamentales – celle d’Alexandrie et celle d’Antioche – 

qui, à l’aube de l’herméneutique (et de la pensée) européenne, 

ont posé les principes de base de toute compréhension du sens. 

Sont mentionnés en guise de compensation certains 

représentants de ces écoles, comme Origène pour l’école 

d’Alexandrie et Théodore de Mopsueste pour l’école d’Antioche. 

En revanche, bien que l’École de Francfort ne soit pas tout à 

fait une école d’herméneutique, son représentant Theodor 

Adorno semble bénéficier d’un statut important.  

Le volume comprend certaines sections consacrées aux 

grandes traditions d’interprétation : juive, grecque, latine et 

islamique. La tradition exégétique juive est représentée par R. 

Itsh’aq Alfassi (surnommé le Rif), Maïmonide, Rabbi Yosef Caro 

et Philon d’Alexandrie. La tradition exégétique grecque est 

représentée par Origène (traité en deux ou trois pages), 

Grégoire de Nysse et Théodore de Mopsueste (l’École exégétique 

d’Antioche). La tradition exégétique latine est faiblement 

représentée dans ce dictionnaire : seul Augustin est mentionné. 

Jérôme, qui est au moins aussi important qu’Augustin pour le 

paradigme latin, et Grégoire le Grand ne sont pas mentionnés 

par le dictionnaire. La tradition exégétique islamique est, quant 

à elle, beaucoup mieux représentée par quelques auteurs 

anciens et contemporains, tels qu’Averroès, ʿÂmilî Abū al-

Hasan Al-, dit aussi Al-Ișfahânî, Haydar Âmulî (près de six 

pages lui sont consacrées !), et Abû Zayd Nasr Hâmid. 

On dit que, chez Friedrich Ast (1778-1841), on rencontre 

in nuce une « anticipation de la compréhension ». À mon sens, 

cette problématique pourrait être mise en relation avec la 

recherche des données préalables (ou présuppositions). Dans 

cette perspective, R. G. Collingwood (1889-1943) aurait dû être 

intégré dans le volume, étant donné que « tout effort de 

compréhension, toute construction théorique ou tout 
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développement de nos connaissances s’appuie sur des 

présuppositions que cet idéal ignore, mais qu’une 

phénoménologie herméneutique du comprendre tâchera 

d’expliciter » (p. 166).  

Sur les traces de Wilhelm Dilthey, Otto Friedrich 

Bollnow distingue entre herméneutique philosophique et 

philosophie herméneutique. A son tour, Paul Ricoeur (1969) 

« oppose l’herméneutique dite méthodologique et 

épistémologique d’un côté, et l’herméneutique dite ontologique 

de l’autre » (p. 330). Quant aux écrits de Martin Heidegger, ils 

nous font comprendre que l’herméneutique est « un mode d’être 

plutôt qu’un mode de connaissance » (Introduction, p. 8). Cette 

idée n’est pas nouvelle : on la retrouve déjà chez Friedrich 

Nietzsche, pour qui « le processus d’interprétation fait partie 

des conditions fondamentales de la vie elle-même » (p. 278). Ces 

auteurs, auxquels il faut ajouter Hans-Georg Gadamer, sont les 

représentants du courant ontologique de l’herméneutique. 

Pourtant, il faut signaler que nous pouvons parler d’une 

« condition herméneutique » de l’homme dès les débuts du 

christianisme (Giraud 2013, 17)…  

Etant « l’un des plus grands représentants de 

l’herméneutique contemporaine » (p. 328), Paul Ricœur 

bénéficie d’une attention spéciale dans ce dictionnaire (on lui 

accorde plus de six pages). On souligne la contribution 

essentielle du philosophe Paul Ricœur à la mise en œuvre d’une 

herméneutique du soi, « qui ne signifie donc nullement un 

retour au ”sujet” fondateur, mais présuppose encore le long 

détour par les médiations de la culture à la faveur desquelles le 

sujet peut se comprendre lui-même » (p. 333). Pour reprendre la 

formule d’un exégète : « l’herméneutique du soi est l’opération 

par laquelle un sujet prend connaissance de soi médiatement 

non seulement à travers la personne d’autrui mais aussi par les 

signes, les langages, les symboles et les mythes. Pour se 

comprendre lui-même, le sujet doit donc accepter le long détour 

par l’interprétation des signes, des symboles et des mythes qui 

forgent une culture car il n’y a pas d’identité réfléchie sans 

détour par l’altérité. L’autre est indispensable à la connaissance 

de soi » (Davy Kacou 2014, 16).  
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En ligne générale, l’ouvrage accorde en moyenne 3-4 

pages à chaque auteur, à l’exception de certains philosophes 

importants, tels Wilhelm Dilthey, Martin Heidegger et Paul 

Ricœur, qui sont traités en des articles qui dépassent 6 pages. 

De manière surprenante, certains auteurs importants ont reçu 

très peu de place, comme par exemple Umberto Eco. D’autres, 

comme Sigmund Freud, ont « mangé » 8 pages, alors que Hans-

Georg Gadamer a reçu seulement 5 pages et demie ! Et 

pourtant, on dit noir sur blanc que « l’œuvre de Gadamer a 

fortement contribué à un élargissement de la réflexion 

herméneutique au-delà des méthodes ou comprendre comme 

mode d’être de l’humain en général » (p. 167). 

Michel Foucault est l’un des auteurs qui « refuse 

l’herméneutique, puisque l’archéologie ne suppose à l’égard du 

discours « nul excès, nul reste en ce qui a été dit, mais seul fait 

de son apparition historique » (Foucault 1963, XIII) » (p. 152) ; 

et pourtant, près de 5 pages lui sont consacrées dans le 

dictionnaire, quelques lignes de moins que celles consacrées à 

Friedrich Nietzsche. 

Quel que soit le domaine dans lequel l’interprète 

s’exerce, il est condamné à vivre dans un espace intermédiaire, 

à une intersection des sens. Par excellence, « l’interprète est un 

médiateur qui dégage le sens authentique et vrai des phrases 

obscures » (p. 267). La diversité des domaines dont relèvent les 

auteurs du dictionnaire permet au lecteur de comprendre que 

l’interprétation n’est pas seulement une technique ou un 

concept abstrait, mais une pratique omniprésente dans 

différentes formes de connaissance. Par cette pluralité, 

l’ouvrage constitue l’illustration de l’idée que l’herméneutique 

n’a jamais été monolithique, mais reste inscrite dans des 

contextes historiques et disciplinaires très variés. 

En conclusion, le volume L’interprétation. Dictionnaire 

des auteurs offre une présentation large et interdisciplinaire de 

plusieurs traditions interprétatives qui, à côté du volume 

consacré aux notions clés de l’herméneutique (publié chez Vrin 

en 2015), constitue un instrument utile non seulement pour les 

spécialistes, mais également pour ceux qui s’intéressent à 

l’interprétation, dans l’acception la plus large du terme.  
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NOTES 

 
1 Le terme herméneutique apparaît pour la première fois dans le titre d’un 

ouvrage de Johann Conrad Dannhauer (1603-1666), Hermeneutica sacra sive 

Methodus exponendarum S. [Sacrarum] literarum proposita et vindicata, 

Strasbourg, J. Städel, 1654. Il convient de souligner qu’avant Schleiermacher, 

Johann Conrad Dannhauer élabore « une véritable herméneutique générale » 

(p. 114). 
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