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Editorial

his is the second volume of the new transdisciplinary review: “Transdisciplinarity in Science and Religion” (TSR). Of course, there are
several transdisciplinary magazines in the world, but this is the first one
completely dedicated to the dialogue between science and religion. Also,
in comparison with the multi- and interdisciplinary magazines in the
field, the present one is focused on the transdisciplinary methodology of
the dialogue: the identification of the levels of Reality, the use of the logic
of the included middle and full consideration of complexity.
Homo religiosus probably existed from the beginnings of the human
species, at the moment when the human being tried to understand the
meaning of its life. The sacred is its natural realm. Homo economicus is
a creation of modernity. He believes only in what is seen, observed, and
measured. The profane is his natural realm. The transdisciplinary hermeneutics, a natural outcome of the transdisciplinary methodology, is able
to identify the common germ of homo religiosus and of homo economicus
and to engage them in a constructive dialogue.
The transdisciplinary dialogue between science and religion cannot
be conceived in isolation from other fields of knowledge, such as arts,
poetry, architecture, mass-media, economics, social life and politics, so
crucial in the science/religion debate. This is the reason why our magazine
will also be open to contributions concerning other fields of knowledge.
Our magazine is peer-reviewed. We aim at gradually introducing
high standards in the acceptation of contributions. However, at the same
time, we wish to keep an accessible level for any cultivated reader and for
students from different areas of expertise.
TSR comports five sections: Research Works, Studies, Interviews,
Events and Book Reviews. The magazine has the form of a book; therefore it does not have a given periodicity. However, our aim is to publish
at least two issues per year.
Contributions can be presented in two languages: English or French.
English is, beyond doubt, the dominant language today. French is very
important in Europe and in the French-speaking areas of the world.
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In making such a magazine possible, we acknowledge support
from the Templeton Foundation in the United States, the Association for
the Dialogue between Science and Theology in Romania (ADSTR), the
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The Quest for Wholeness
ERIC WEISLOGEL
Executive Director of Metanexus Institute, USA

ometimes at Metanexus we say that we’re after “the whole story of the
whole cosmos for the whole person”. We say we’re after it because we
do not possess anything like the whole story. We say it, though, because
the whole story is more like our motivating hope, our “regulative idea”,
so to speak, that informs our thinking and our work, even though we do
not possess it. It’s what gets us up and moving in the morning. There are
plenty of stories — good stories — but we want the whole story.
What goes into the makeup of a whole story? Something like completeness or at least comprehensiveness, perhaps? And it would have to
be about the whole of all that is, from the tiniest particle to the vastness
of the universe, from the subjective to the objective, the inner and the
outer, the physical and the metaphysical, the I and the We and the It. And
why do we want this story? In order to be whole persons, to fulfill all that
we might become.
Let me quickly say that the whole story is impossible. It’s not just
that we do not happen to have the whole story, that we could get it if only
we worked long enough and hard enough. No. The whole story is impossible.
But that’s exactly why it is our hope. We hope for a future of wholeness; that would require the whole story, and the whole story is impossible.
But because it is impossible, we can still have hope. And hope (along with
faith and love) can transform the world. Let me explain.

S

The Impossible

I

n his book On Religion, John D. Caputo helps us understand the meaning of the impossible. He writes that to speak of the impossible, we first

* Originally published in the Global Spiral, Vol. 8, Issue 9 (2007) http://www.metanexus.
net/magazine/tabid/68/id/10021/Default.aspx © 2007 Metanexus Institute. All rights
reserved. Reprinted by permission.
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have to understand what we mean by the possible and to understand what
we mean by the possible, we have to think about the future. Caputo says
there are two ideas of the future, two futures. One is what he calls the
“future present”, or the “relative present”, the future relative to the present
and its possibilities. This is the future you plan for, the future that follows
on from the present. It is the present that is not yet, but one day will be.
It is, more or less, a foreseeable future. It is the coming together of the
possibilities.
On the other hand, Caputo writes,
“there is another future, another thought of the future, a relation to
another future, which is the future that is unforeseeable, that will take
us by surprise, that will come like a thief in the night (I Thess., 5:2)
and shatter the comfortable horizons of expectation that surround
the present. Let us call this the ‘absolute future’. When it comes to
the relative future, the future present, we have ‘reasonable expectations’, ‘cautious optimism’, ‘bulls and bears’, but as regards the
absolute future we must be like the lilies of the field who sow not,
nor do they reap, but who are willing to go with what God provides,
which also means that they are ready for anything. For the relative
future, we need a good mind, a decent computer, and horse sense,
those three; for the absolute future, we need hope, faith, and love,
[Caputo, 2001, pp. 7-8]
these three.”

The impossible is that which is completely unforeseeable. Thus it is
a function of the absolute future, the future you cannot plan for or take
precautions about. For Caputo, “the impossible is a defining religious
category… the stuff of which religion is made”.
Caputo writes:
“When the Latin comic poet Terence wrote that since what we wish
for is impossible, we would have more peace if we sought only the
possible, he was advising us to give up religion. For with God, as
Gabriel told a very surprised virgin, everything is possible, even the
impossible. That is what we mean by God. The impossible, if I may
be so bold, is all part of a divine day’s work for God, part of God’s
job description. […] The name of God is the name of the chance for
something absolutely new, for a new birth, for the expectation, the
hope, the hope against hope (Rom., 4:18) in a transforming future.
[…] With the absolute future, there are no guarantees, no contracts
or warranties. With the absolute future, there is a lot of risk, so faith,
hope, and love have to work around the clock.”
[Caputo, 2001, pp. 10-11]
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Much more could be said about Caputo’s story of religion, but let us
take what we have from him so far. A whole story is impossible, and it is
thereby a religious story. By religious story, I do not mean that the whole
story will be provided by any particular religion. Every religion or worldview or ideology, of course, offers what may look like a whole story, but
it is rather a particular story, a possible story (however impossible some
of the elements of that story may be — virgin births, multiple universes
etc.), a partial story. We know that beyond every particular story there is
some other particular story. The whole story — wholly impossible —
would be a story of all stories.
Paradoxically, a whole story could only arise at the point where
particular stories breakdown. Wholeness is not opposed to fragmentation;
it is the breakdown of fragmentation. The fragments do not add up to a whole
(which would seem the only possibility); rather, a whole only comes in
fragments, precisely where they fragment, where they breakdown, where
the silos burst their seams, where the disciplines become undisciplined,
where the rules become unruly, where our practices become “unhinged”.1

1. “The present and the future-present fall under the range of our powers, our potencies,
our possibilities. Here things are manageable, cut to size and proportioned to our
knowledge, so that we know what to do in the present situation and what to expect in
the future. Here we are self-possessed and we have our bearings. This is the sphere of
what the medieval theologians called ‘cardinal’ virtues, the four strictly philosophical
virtues of ‘prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance’, upon which human life is
propped up as upon the four hinges (cardines) of a table. These are the virtues of the
self-possessed, of the best and the brightest, what Aristotle called the phronimoi, the
men (and he meant men) of practical wisdom, of insight and practical know-how, the
well-hinged who know what is what, the men of means who went to all the best schools
and set the pace for the rest of us who are lower down on Aristotle’s very aristocratic
list. But when we come unhinged, when our powers and our potencies are driven to
their limits, when we are overwhelmed, exposed to something we cannot manage or
foresee, then, in that limit situation of the possibility of the impossible, we experience
the limits, the impossibility, of our own possibilities. Then we sink to our knees in faith
and hope and love, praying and weeping like mad. These are what the theologians call
(somewhat chauvinistically) the ‘theological’ virtues, by which they mean that we have
come up against the impossible. […] So the unhinged life of love and hope and faith
is saltier and more passionate and more worth living than that of Aristotle’s wellhinged phronimoi who swing back and forth effortlessly and make it all look easy (even
if it takes a lot of training). […] Religion, I say, at the risk of being misquoted, is for the
unhinged (that is, for lovers)”. [Caputo (2001), pp. 12-13] Caputo is insinuating that the
person of practical wisdom cannot be religious, or at least is not religious insofar as
that person is being practically wise. The reader should be aware that Caputo is not the
most sensitive reader of Aristotle and often sets him up, unfairly in my view, as a straw
man to his argument. Being able to hold in tension both the Aristotelian (and perhaps
Thomistic) approach and the postmodern (and deconstructive) one is of the greatest
importance for one seeking a whole story, impossible though it is.

14

ERIC WEISLOGEL

Hope or Nihilism?
whole story would be a complete speech, a last word, a final solution,
and no one needs to be reminded of the horrors of any final solution.
We are supposed to be living in postmodern times, defined by JeanFrançois Lyotard as “an incredulity towards over-arching metanarratives”.
That is a fancy way of saying that no one can believe — not if they are
honest — in the Big Picture anymore. This claim is not obviously warranted. In fact, it seems untrue that there is any such incredulity. There is,
on the contrary, ample evidence of allegiance in nearly all quarters to
absolutes, principles, essences, grands récits, verities, dogmas, home truths, and
all manner of ‘-isms’ which give meaning and succor to their adherents,
and which exercise serious political, ethical, and spiritual influence in the
world, not all of it good. It is likely that the claim of incredulity applies
only for those Western intellectuals who find (what they take to be) the
particular exhaustion of the Enlightenment story to imply the untenability
of all metanarratives. Why this implication? Because the Enlightenment
championed the cause of certainty, one defined in terms of a Cartesian
conception of universalizing Rationality — with a capital R —, and the end
of all mythologies. When the mechanism of attaining certainty (this idiosyncratic flavor of certainty, I hasten to add) comes up short, the sense,
apparently, is that the trustworthiness of any universalizing claim is at risk.
A more theoretical way of putting this would be in terms of deconstruction, the idea (it is not quite an idea) that animates Caputo’s thinking.
On this view, deconstruction applies to any and all discourse, meaning
that all “texts” and “contexts” are constructions and are therefore exposed
to deconstruction — which is thought not so much as something one does,
but rather something that happens or might happen to texts and contexts.
In other words, there is no medication for the “Cartesian anxiety” regarding certainty. There is no place to stand to get it, no absolute point of view,
no “view from nowhere”.
If we grant that — and we have to grant that, I think — the problem for us will be the danger of nihilism. If there is no absolute certainty,
is truth even possible? And if not truth, what about value? It would seem
that the admission of the omnipresent possibility of deconstruction means
nihilism. At least, that has been the popular knock on deconstruction or
Derridean philosophy.
Let us explore the concept of nihilism before we pass any judgment.
Philosopher Stanley Rosen gives it the following definition: “Nihilism is
fundamentally an attempt to overcome or repudiate the past on behalf of
an unknown and unknowable, yet hoped-for future” [Rosen, 1969, p. 140]. Surely

A
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this resonates with Caputo’s description of the impossible, that which allows
for hope. But Rosen issues a warning:
“The danger implicit in this attempt is that it seems necessarily to
entail a negation of the present, or to remove the ground upon which
man must stand in order to carry out or even merely to witness the
process of historical transformation. […] The attempt to overcome
the past is necessarily rooted in a judgment upon the past; the nihilist inevitably and rather inconsistently asserts that, at the present
moment, the past is worth less than the future. Because of the complex character of the instructions for overcoming the past, whether
by political revolution, creative will, or ontological Gelassenheit 2, we
often fail to recognize the undefined character of the hoped-for future.
The nihilist invokes us to destroy the past on behalf of a wish which
he cannot articulate, let alone guarantee fulfillment. The classless
society, the superman, the next epoch of Seinsgeschichte 3, so far as
we in the present are concerned, are extreme revisions of the kind
of wish described by Socrates in the Republic. […] One cannot understand the Republic by means of popular political categories like ‘conservative’ and ‘reactionary’. Plato, like every philosopher, whatever
his politics, is a revolutionary: he wishes to ‘turn men around’ (the
famous BgD4"(T(Z), to make them face in a direction different from
that of tradition.”
[Rosen, 1969, pp. 140-1]

However, according to Rosen, there is an illusion of identity here:
“The difference between Plato and the nihilists, however, is this:
whereas nihilism points us toward the historical future, Plato turns
us neither backward nor forward in a historical sense. The Platonic
BgD4"(T(Z is directed upward. Plato wishes us to take our bearings
in time by a vision that remains free of the transience of temporality.
If such a vision is possible, then and only then has one acquired a
‘steadfast’ or secure ground for the present. Only then may one overcome not merely the past, but the dangers inherent in the undefinable character of the future.” [Rosen (1969), p. 141, emphasis added]

The trouble (for the non-Platonist, that is) is that “since temporality
is the only substratum common to both past and future, the one steadfast
2. Referring, in the order of their appearance, to ideas of Marx, Nietzsche, and Heidegger.
Gelassenheit is a Heideggerian term meaning “letting be”, the state in which things are
stripped of their historical “enframings”.
3. Again, in order, referring to Marx, Nietzsche, and Heidegger. Seinsgeschichte is another
Heideggerian term meaning, roughly, the historical sending of being, or the way being
is or is appropriated in this or that historical epoch.
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characteristic that may be attributed to the future is transience, negativity,
or imminent worthlessness” [Rosen, 1969, p. 141]. In other words, nihilism.
But is such a vision as Plato calls for possible — in Caputo’s sense
that we can plan for it, make plans for getting at it? Certainly, we (if we
have not persuaded ourselves to be finally suspicious of “metanarratives”)
desire a whole story. What is the relationship between this desire and the
possibility of a whole story, a complete speech?
Rosen writes: “Desire, though not the same as speech, is completed
by it; completely satisfied desire entails the complete speech. However,
the completion of speech and the complete satisfaction of desire define
a god, rather than a man. To achieve godhood is to cease to be a man, and
so not to speak, but to be silent” [Rosen, 1969, p. 209]. According to Rosen,
a complete speech — the whole story — would be impossible in that it
could not be distinguished from silence. Put differently, it is not for us
mortals to have a whole story. If we had a complete speech, we would not
be men, but gods. But we are not gods. Thus,
“there is no complete speech (since it would then be the same as,
or indistinguishable, from silence), but only speech about complete
speech, or speech which articulates, renders intelligible, and is
accompanied by desire”.
[Rosen, 1969, p. 209]

The quest for wholeness is a desire, one that cannot be ultimately
fulfilled because its fulfillment would require the complete speech, the
speech that constitutes the satisfaction of all desire. We can talk about this
desire, however. Rosen:
“Again, this does not mean that desire is the same as speech, but
only that it is rational, i.e., capable of explication by speech. Desire
is a mark of imperfection; ‘satisfaction’ does not and cannot mean
simply ‘the fulfillment of this desire or that,’ but makes sense only
when applied to the fulfillment of desire altogether. A desire may
therefore be defined as ‘base’ when it interferes with the goal of
complete satisfaction, and ‘noble’ when it advances that goal. A base
desire stands in essential contradiction to the ultimate object of every
desire, and so to itself. Unfortunately, a correct distinction between
base and noble desires is as difficult as self-consciousness about
desire altogether, or the construction of an adequate speech about
the complete speech. Hence the difficulty of distinguishing between
the philosopher and the sophist. The speech of the philosopher is an
anticipation of, but not the same as, the complete or circular speech
of the sage or god; as an anticipation only, it is easily confused with
the infinite chatter of the sophist.”
[Rosen, 1969, pp. 209-10]
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A further complication: as we cannot possess the complete speech,
it is difficult to tell whether our speech about the complete speech counts
as philosophy or mere sophistry, just idle chatter, simple cocktail party
pleasantries. Our desire for a complete speech, for a whole story, might
have us wind up spouting gibberish. And some think that it inevitably will,
that what we at Metanexus refer to as “transdisciplinary” work will end up
either superficial or gibberish in its quest for completeness. Rosen writes:
“In sum, one might well claim that philosophy is as dangerous as, or for
all practical purposes indistinguishable from, sophistry, and this is to say
that speech is as dangerous as silence, or that man’s natural condition is
nihilism. The standard of a permissible speech is then the warning against
the dangers of speech.” [Rosen, 1969, p. 210] There are the postmodernists who think this is exactly the case, that the upshot of deconstruction is
reticence, the fear of saying too much, of straying too far into the enemy
camp of “metaphysics” or other purported complete speech because that
is at best meaningless and at worst dangerous (totalitarian).
But Rosen sees those who talk like this as missing something: “Such
a warning is pointless if taken as an invocation to silence, since it then
becomes indistinguishable from an invocation to bestiality, or the impossibility of satisfying our desires as men”. [Rosen, 1969, p. 210] Rosen would
have us draw a different lesson:
“The most one can say is this: man is by his nature forever intermediate between speech and silence. As a consequence, he must conform
to his nature by engaging in an intermediate or moderate speech,
one which says enough to preserve his humanity, but not so much
as to obfuscate the difference between the human and the divine.
Speech which preserves the difference between the human and the
bestial by a recognition of the difference between the human and
the divine is prayer, or the speech of religion.” [Rosen, 1969, p. 210]

In this case, nihilism would be thought of as brought about by the
philosophers’ desire of getting the religious to be immoderate, that is to say,
getting the religious to become irreligious. The intellectuals against the
pious! The solution seems to be to remain in prayer (and perhaps tears).
Yet troubles remain, because even the partial, moderate speech —
religious speech, Rosen sees it — will be evaluated in its very being grasped.
What if there is false prayer or a false prophet? From what vantage point
would this problem for humans be solved?
But Rosen has been arguing all along that
“there cannot be any final solutions to man’s problems, that man is
a problem (or paradox), however little this may appeal to common
sense, and that to ‘solve’ the problem would be to dissolve man.
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This dissolution, or nihilism, arises precisely from the exaggerated
attempt to enforce a simple solution, or to reduce complexity to unity
in opposition to a more or less unstable harmony. Unity, or a nonarticulated monad, is unspeakable and unthinkable. It is therefore
true that, in order to exist, man must successfully combine the traits
of conservatism and radicalism, but not that he must unify them.
As both radical and conservative, man is neither one nor the other.
In this vein, it makes sense to say that man is a harmony of opposites. Thus man can know the truth about himself with respect both
to his end and his incompleteness, but he cannot, by virtue of the
nature of that truth, possess a ‘systematic’ or ‘complete’ account of it.
The truth is that, instead of solving his problems and thereby incurring the disaster of a ‘final solution’, man must reconcile himself
to a perpetual process of approximations, of prudential adjustments
and accommodations, sometimes in the direction of daring, sometimes in the direction of caution. But these approximations are not
directed toward an infinitely distant, and so infinitely inaccessible,
goal of progressive perfection, for that would amount to having no
goal at all, and so to approximate nothing, or to nihilism. The goal
is accessible but unaccomplishable; man can understand that his
nature would be fulfilled in a completely rational speech satisfying
his desires as such, if it were not the case that such a speech, when
completed, would destroy his nature.”
[Rosen, 1969, pp. 216-17]

I should note that at Metanexus we sometimes talk about the “unity
of knowledge”. We do so because that is sort of an intellectual “term of art”,
and we mean it in counter-distinction to the fragmentation of knowledge.
But Rosen is right. “Unity” is not meant in a reductive sense, for instance
à la E.O. Wilson’s “consilience”. Instead, we should talk (as we often do,
in fact) of a “harmony” of knowledge. But this harmony is possible, however unstable, given the relation of the part to the whole, as we shall see.
To be complete, a human being must always be partial, must stand
apart from beasts and gods and all things in order not to be confused or
lost in them. Rosen writes:
“To be complete, man would have to be simultaneously partial. If this
is impossible, there is nevertheless an imitation or surrogate form
of completeness available to him, namely, to speak in the light of,
and so about, completeness Speech that is genuinely about completeness and not about something else — that is, speech which has
grasped the truth about human nature, and so which functions in a
healthy or sane way to articulate desire, guided by the ideal of perfection, but which, for that reason, avoids pressing any element in
the situation beyond what it can bear, or which is guided by the ideal
to avoid all unbalanced attempts to achieve it — is philosophy.”
[Rosen, 1969, pp. 217-18]
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The problem — the perhaps impossible problem — is for us to be
simultaneously whole, while remaining partial. We can only be wholly
what we are so long as we are not submerged into all else that is, i.e., the
whole. That is the “problem”. The “solution” — which is in no way a final
one — is for us to be philosophers. This does not mean academic philosophers, card-carrying members of the American Philosophical Association,
but to be philosophical in the way Rosen described. And it is only in that
way that we can determine how to evaluate other partial speeches, ones
about the various parts of our world and experience, speeches one finds,
for instance, in academic disciplines, in the various sciences, humanities,
and world religions.
Philosophy, in this precise sense, is, for human beings, supreme.
Rosen writes:
“Other modes of speech, such as art and science, are reasonable or
unreasonable, and so ‘good’ or ‘bad’, as they do or do not participate
in philosophy in the genuine sense of the term. It is therefore nonsense to judge philosophy in terms of art, science, political ideology,
or any other secondary (because detached) form of speech, which
itself implies prior philosophical decisions, whether known to the
speaker or not. Philosophy can submit to no judge but itself, which
is of course to say that it submits not to self-indulgence or pride,
but to the standard of things, desires, and fundamentally to the desire
for a complete interpretation of things, desires, speech, or itself.”
[Rosen, 1969, p. 218]

The philosophy Rosen refers to is never ultimately escapable. It is
intrinsic to every form of speech, and therefore to every discipline or field
of knowledge. Rosen summarizes that to speak is to philosophize, and the
“philosopher” is the one who can understand speech and give an account
of it, i.e., who can speak about the complete speech: “If it is not the complete speech about or toward which we speak, we are not philosophers;
if our speech is the complete speech, then we are not men, which is to say
we are not speaking” [Rosen, 1969, p. 218]. The upshot is that “if speech
radically understood is philosophy, it follows that men lose their roots
when they cease, or attempt to cease, to philosophize” [Rosen, 1969, p. 219].
One consequence of this is that
“there are not several or indefinitely many ‘philosophies’ or ‘conceptions of philosophy’, but only one. There are, however, indefinitely many philosophical speeches, certified as philosophical by
the criterion just mentioned, indefinitely many because coextensive
with human existence or with ‘history’ in the vulgar sense of the term.
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Philosophy is always the same, but circumstances vary constantly,
as they must by the nature of temporality and so of the dialectic
between memory and forgetfulness. Every new circumstance
demands a new philosophical speech. But just as memory provides
the thread of continuity to circumstance, so the nature of desire and
speech provides the double-thread of continuity to philosophy. Those
who forget too much, and specifically this, break the thread of continuity, and of circumstances as well as speech. Speech becomes
unending chatter, however analytically proficient, since the principles
of analysis are themselves discontinuous speeches, beautiful maybe,
but like scattered pearls when the string of a necklace snaps.”
[Rosen, 1969, pp. 218-19]

The complete speech, or to say the same thing, wisdom, is both the
beginning and the end of all partial speeches (all the disciplines, all the
prayers). If this were not so, then no part would be intelligible at all. “The
intelligibility of a part, or of a partial speech, cannot be identical with that
part as partial, for if it were, there would be as many principles of intelligibility as there are parts, and these would be mutually self-contradictory.
To be radically partial is to be unintelligible, or not even an identifiable
‘part’.” [Rosen, 1969, pp. 221-2] Rosen concludes that:
“either each part is in principle unintelligible (and hence a part in
name only), so that what we at any moment think of as intelligible
is merely local superstition, a kind of epistemological patriotism,
or else the intelligibility of any part, even the most ordinary one, is
a manifestation of the accessibility or intelligibility of the whole —
of the ideal condition for the possibility of partial intelligibility, a
condition which is evident in, and inferable from, but necessarily
independent of each and every part. This condition is the arche [the
beginning] and telos [the end] by which and toward which philosophical speech is directed.”
[Rosen, 1969, pp. 222]

The whole (the impossible, at least in speech) is the condition of
possibility of partial intelligibility. Rosen comes to two conclusions:
“First, philosophy is an inescapable consequence of rational speech;
every effort to prove that speech is irrational terminates necessarily
in self-contradiction or, perhaps more strongly put, in self-cancellation. Second, the inescapability of philosophy means the accessibility or intelligibility (but not necessarily the achievement) of wisdom.
That is, philosophy ‘begins’ with the recognition of the accessibility
or intelligibility of that whole within which we are but a part —
a part, however, that is not merely ‘open’ to the whole, but that in
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some sense circumscribes or reflects it. The sense in which we circumscribe the whole is itself reflected in the different conceptions of
the determinate structure of the whole. The difference between those
conceptions is intelligibility, that is, the common properties of each
determinate conception, through which each is visible or intelligible,
in and through which rational argument concerning these conceptions is possible. It is a failure to appreciate the force of this difference… which leads some thinkers to a doctrine of radical, and radically incompatible, Weltanschaungen, that is, of beginnings irrational
because indefensible, each distinct from and excluding others,
among which no genuinely philosophical dialogue is possible. This
doctrine, which even in its ‘historicist’ form is closely related to the
emergence of modern epistemology, results from a common human
failure to remember that a refusal or inability on our part to discuss
our presuppositions makes them neither secure nor undiscussable.
If we can identify our presuppositions and thereby distinguish them
from other presuppositions, then there must be a common environment of intelligibility within which this determination takes place.”
[Rosen, 1969, pp. 225-6]

Rosen’s insights bring us back from the brink. While a complete
speech for us mortals is impossible, as we are neither gods nor beasts, but
humans, the whole is nevertheless intelligible and accessible. It must be;
otherwise, the “parts” of the whole could not truly be (or seem as) parts.
Parts presuppose the whole. The whole, for us humans, comes in parts.
Being after the “whole story” is a built-in desire for us human beings;
thinking we have it in some form we can articulate is hybris, mistaking
ourselves for gods (which almost always means we’ll act like beasts). As
humans, we cannot live with it and we cannot live without it. A speech
about the whole informs all other partial speeches, i.e., all the various
fields of knowledge and belief. The various sciences are only intelligible
insofar as there is access to an (intelligible) whole, however impossible
it may be to fully articulate that whole. Religion — all our prayers and
tears — are what they are in relation to the whole; in fact, they embody
and circumscribe the whole. Otherwise, it would all just be “a tale told by
an idiot, full of sound and fury and signifying nothing”. But it cannot be
that, not ultimately. We can only talk and act as if it were. The fact is that
the thesis of “radical incommensurability” (the idea that there are always
only partial stories that have different roots and origins and aims and,
importantly, cannot finally come to a “fusion of horizons”) fails, and we
can have hope that we can engage together in a quest for wholeness.
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The Quest for Wholeness
arl G. Vaught, author of The Quest for Wholeness, wrote that “the quest
for wholeness has a mystery, a power, and a structure of its own, and
it is one of the fundamental tasks of philosophical reflection to understand
its significance” [Vaught, 1982, p. ix]. Vaught was “convinced that all of
us know what human wholeness means and that we have all endured
periods of disruption in between our moments of fulfillment” [ibidem].
The question is, given Rosen’s insight into the animating force of the
whole for speech, how we are to speak and act, indeed, live. How are we
to pursue and perhaps fulfill our quest for wholeness?
Certainly, we must address the Socratic imperative that we should
know ourselves, our human condition, our situatedness, and our limitations. Vaught’s book tells us a story — in the form of a set of stories — on
how we might proceed. He writes that philosophy — and here he might
mean something different from Rosen’s description, something more “academic” — will not be sufficient, however philosophical the imperative
that drives us may be:

C

“Though abstract reflection might permit us to grasp the generic
structure of human existence, it is not sufficiently rich to encompass
the quest for wholeness as it unfolds within direct experience. For
reflection of this kind to be possible, the concreteness of art and
religion, and the human drama which they often express, must be
blended with the discipline and the precision of philosophy, giving
us access both to the depth and to the intelligible structure that the
quest for wholeness always exhibits. […] In the early stages of the
philosophical tradition, Plato warns us against ever writing our
deepest thoughts, and in the more recent past, Wittgenstein has
claimed that philosophy is more an activity than a doctrine, more
a way of thinking than a set of propositions. Separated so widely in
philosophical history, and separated as well by the basic thrust of their
philosophical commitments, both thinkers recognized a common
problem: How can we speak discursively about the most important
issues without our words degenerating into frozen letters on a
printed page?”
[Vaught, 1982, p. x]

Vaught concludes that “abstract reflection can never exhaust the
richness of the quest for wholeness; it demands reflection from the reader
that will never come to an end; and if it is not too paradoxical to say it,
the ‘categories’ of depth and mystery must always remain a crucial element in any attempt to articulate the meaning of the quest for unity”
[Vaught, 1982, pp. x-xi]. Vaught asks us to ponder how a philosophical
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system — what Rosen would call a complete speech — would even relate
to our lived lives:
“Suppose a philosophical system could be constructed that described
the world as a whole and gave an adequate account of the place of
the human soul within it. What would be the relationship between
a system of this kind and the concrete situations from which we come
and to which our philosophical reflections must finally be related?
Is the richness of our origins contained within the Whole we attempt
to understand, or do the concrete contexts from which we spring
resist incorporation into a larger unity? Can the quest for wholeness
be satisfied by generating a philosophical system, or is it equally
concerned with a real ground that imagination makes accessible and
that can never be included in a wider context?” [Vaught, 1982, p. xiv]

Carl Vaught autobiographically relates the nature of his own quest.
It began, however inarticulately, as a child, with stories — stories meant
to convey truths about the nature of things, about life and his place in it.
Telling stories is the first way human kind simultaneously pursued and
manifested wholeness, and these stories were fundamentally religious.
They were religious, for Vaught, in the simple sense that they were Bible
stories — just the kind my mom read to me as I drifted off to sleep. But
these stories are “religious” in both Caputo’s and Rosen’s sense. In Caputo’s
sense, they are stories in which even the impossible is possible. (“Mom —
read me about the burning bush again!”) In Rosen’s sense, they are not
attempts to be complete speeches, they are not attempts at philosophical
systems, they convey the fact that humans are neither gods nor beasts,
but humans, they are moderate, they are prayers. My bedtime stories
always came with prayers.
But Vaught, as he grew older, began to evaluate these stories, to try
to analyze them, even to rationalize them, to determine more precisely
what the stories were “trying to say”. A second step in the quest for wholeness, beyond telling stories, is what Vaught calls “the articulation of abstract
distinctions”. And it was just this that led to the third stage, the attempt
to construct a philosophical system. This flow mirrors in an essential sense
the way our educational system is structured. We go from stories in kindergarten to unpacking all these stories in terms of different categories, different fields of knowledge, and then go on to systematize at least some of
these into various fields.
One of these fields or disciplines has even come to be called “philosophy.” It has its own history (or at least an indefinite number of histories),
its own canon, its own professional associations, academic methodologies
and standards, and so on. But insofar as it does, it loses the thread of the
quest for wholeness. Vaught writes that he
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“finally realized that there is a fourth level of experience and reflection, and that it lies beyond the telling of stories, the articulation of
abstract distinction, and the building of a philosophical system. It is
the standpoint from which the reflective individual looks back at the
place where he began and asks: ‘How can the quest for wholeness
be affirmed as it is rooted in direct experience and as it is expressed
in richly human language, and at the same time, how can it become
the subject-matter of philosophical reflection?’ In order to answer
this question, I have developed a concrete way of thinking that stands
in between imagination and reflection, experience and system,
story-telling and reflective discourse and that attempts to make the
quest for wholeness accessible by weaving these elements together.
As I have suggested already, the quest for wholeness demands
concrete reflection…”
[Vaught, 1982, p. xiv, emphasis added]

By “concrete reflection”, Vaught reminds us that we are never isolated, that run-of-the-mill philosophical work is “autistic”, closed in upon
itself, and that to attain, however imperfectly, towards wholeness, we must
remember we are in community. Vaught writes,
“Wholeness can never be found apart from the community, for the
meaning of human existence is partly constituted by the human
bonds that tie us together, first as members of an individual family,
then as citizens of cities, states, and nations, and finally as members
of the wider context that includes mankind as a whole. The fragmentation we experience is often caused by separation from others,
and it is fragmentation of this kind that drives us toward the community to seek the fulfillment that can never be found in isolation.
The person is what he is because of his relations with others, and it
is relations of this kind that the quest for wholeness attempts to
develop.”
[Vaught, 1982, p. 3]

And yet, just as Rosen warned us, Vaught tells us that we must not
become submerged or lost in community, our surroundings, our world,
as we would cease to be what we are:
“On the other hand, the individual must not lose himself in the larger
world, for to do so would be to lose the center of the fragmented self,
and to abandon the hope that wholeness can be found in a fashion
uniquely appropriate to oneself. If wholeness is to be accessible, it
must be relevant to our particular condition, not only allowing us to
be a part of something larger, but also permitting us to be ourselves
as unique individuals. The quest for wholeness involves a delicate
interplay between the individuality we express and the communities
in which we participate, and it is the harmonious interconnection
between individuation and participation that those who undertake
it must attempt to achieve.”
[Vaught, 1982, p. 3]
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Our wholeness can only be attained — if it be attained at all — in
our partialness. The whole only comes for us — if it comes — in fragments.
But fragments without a whole are no longer even fragments but nothing.
For us, it means that we are persons in community. We can only be whole
persons in community, but should we lose ourselves in the mass or the
collective, we are lost indeed. But there is more to the quest for wholeness.
In the paradox just described, Vaught recognizes that
“in the final analysis, the quest also requires that we move beyond
the finite order and that we stand face to face with what is ultimate
and unconditioned. As the word itself suggests, the quest for wholeness is a quest for salvation; but what can salvation mean apart
from a source of power and meaning that can sustain our existence?
This source of significance can be symbolized by the communities
of which we are a part, and it can be made relevant to our particular condition. But the ground of our existence transcends the human
community, and it can never be reduced to the uniqueness of the
individuals within it. Though the quest for wholeness spreads outward toward the whole of humanity, and though it reaches down to
the particularity of the individuals who undertake it, it also seeks
a source of meaning that lies beyond the human realm. In doing so,
it generates a three-dimensional space in which human beings can
live. […T]his framework is constituted by the human community,
by the uniqueness of the individuals within it, and by the ultimate
source of significance that sustains our existence. In the final analysis, it is the interplay among all of these elements that makes human
wholeness accessible.”
[Vaught, 1982, p. 3-4]

Vaught’s metaphorical cartography of wholeness consists not only
of the inward movement of self-understanding authenticity and the outward
movement that connects us with community and tradition, but also of a
vertical movement (BgD4"(T(Z): “downwards” to the roots or fundament
of being and “upwards” towards the “divinity” (if that’s the right word).
The “upwards” movement can be that which uproots the roots, that which
causes transformations in traditions. It is often that which makes the possible no longer possible and the impossible “possible.” But it is the “downwards” movement that makes the “impossible” possible, understandable,
systematizable, institutionalizable.
Vaught’s point is not that there are three possible directions of reflection; rather, concrete reflection requires engagement with and account of
these three intimately bound dimensions of our being human. They are
distinguishable, but inseparable.
There is also a temporal dimension that is equally inextricably woven
into to the fabric of wholeness. The quest for wholeness
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“moves in two directions; not only driving us toward the future
[telos], but also requiring us to make contact with the past [arche],
and pointing to the possibility of a positive relationship with the
sustaining ground of our existence. The quest for wholeness moves
forward toward a larger, more inclusive unity, but it also leads us
back to the origins of our individual existence. In doing so, it attempts
to overcome fragmentation by allowing us to stand at the midpoint
between an unbounded future and a determinate past that has left
its individuating mark upon us.”
[Vaught, 1982, p. 4]
The quest for wholeness always exhibits a “crucial bi-directionality”
that is “inherent” in the human situation. [Vaught, 1982, p. 5] Altogether,
Vaught conceives a “Newtonian” wholeness, consisting of the move inward (individuality), the move horizontally (community), and the move
vertically (divinity, fundament), coupled with bi-directional temporality
— both ahead to a future fulfillment and back to the rootedness to origin
and ground (three dimensions plus time).
Vaught notes that we characteristically encounter two problems or
obstacles in our quest for wholeness. This first is what he refers to as a
“preference for immediacy” [Vaught, 1982, p. 8], for doing rather than
saying, acting rather than thinking, for dissociating thought and actions.
“The conflicts between knowing and doing, and between life and reflection, involve a degenerate conception of all these notions, and to succumb
to it is to embrace a way of thinking that places fragmentation at the
center of human existence. We cannot be whole unless we find a way of
holding experience and reflection together, and this can be done only be
developing a way of thinking that moves beyond the limits of abstraction.“ [Vaught, 1982, p. 8]
The second problem Vaught calls the “philosophical tendency to
demand complete comprehension” [Vaught, 1982, p. 8]. This is, again, the
same warning that Rosen sounded regarding the complete speech:
“From this second perspective, fragmentation is identified with the
finitude of partial understanding, and human wholeness is equated
with the capacity to give a comprehensive account of the world as
a whole and of the place of the human soul within it. According to
this approach to the problem of fragmentation, the quest for wholeness is primarily a reflective activity in which the mystery and the
power of the quest are subordinated to our demand for absolute
comprehension. As a result, the earlier opposition between experience and reflection is replaced by the conviction that reflection can
comprehend experience with perfect adequacy and that the quest for
wholeness can be brought to completion at the distinctively reflective level.”
[Vaught, 1982, p. 8]
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But this is to misunderstand what wholeness really is:
“Wholeness is not to be equated with completeness, and fragmentation is not a problem that can be dealt with at the exclusively
reflective level. Human wholeness is finite, and it is finite precisely
because it is human. But finitude must not be confused with fragmentation, and the finite character that wholeness exhibits should
not force us to transform the quest for wholeness into a quest for
complete comprehension. Our reflective task is not to develop a
comprehensive system, but to find the midpoint between fragmentation and completeness and to articulate a conception of wholeness
that is an intelligible response to the human predicament. What is
needed is a way of thinking that acknowledges the integrity of the
quest for wholeness within direct experience; that understands the
need for a description of it within the context of reflective discourse;
and that attempts to connect the two levels without subordinating
experience to reflection, and without holding these two dimensions
apart in absolute isolation.”
[Vaught, 1982, p. 9]

Another way to think this is to recognize that the goal of the quest
for wholeness is not to develop another academic discipline. It is about
a life lived, a life of reflection lived in community.
With these introductory considerations, Vaught’s book returns to
stories, stories of Abraham and Isaac, of Melville’s Ishmael, of Plato’s
Socrates and Euthyphro, and even of Hegelian dialectics. Each of these
stories is a manifestation of the quest for wholeness, and each exhibits
wholeness, but none is a “complete speech” or an adequate philosophical system. Each such particular quest exhibits or demonstrates all the
Newtonian dimensions, its inwardness, its connectedness, its rootedness,
its temporality, and its self-transcendence. Vaught sees the chapters of his
book — his stories — as something like holographic versions of the whole,
rather than parts of the whole; they cannot be assembled into a system.
Rather, each is a system of a sort. He writes:
“I agree with Leibniz that the perspectival character of discourse
prevents us from constructing a system that can transcend the point
of view from which it is articulated. I am also convinced that there
is no a priori limit to the number of different perspectives from which
the world can be depicted and that experience has a depth and a
richness that articulation can never exhaust. The holistic character
of each perspective and the fact that there is a potentially infinite
number of points of view from which the quest can be described are
dual reflections of the infinite richness of the phenomenon before us.
Taken together, these considerations should prevent us from trying
to encapsulate the quest for wholeness in a completed system.”
[Vaught, 1982, p. 10]
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Yet these stories themselves are not in isolation from each other. Each
manifests a whole, and together they manifest a whole. Vaught writes
that even though the stories and reflections he relates
“are unique and irreducible perspectives on an inexhaustible phenomenon, they also form a community of images, giving us a plurality
of interconnected approaches to the issues in question, and pointing
in different ways to the ultimate dimension of experience that the
quest for wholeness presupposes. The individual chapters are spaces
in which the quest for wholeness unfolds, but the book as a whole
is a world of different spaces, held together as a community of images.”
[Vaught, 1982, pp. 10-11]

So the book exhibits what the it wants to say. There is individuality
and community, and that which transcends, constituting an “unbounded,
but unified totality” [Vaught, 1982, p. 11]. A systematic unity cannot fully
be systematically articulated. But it opens up the space to pursue the quest.

A “Whole” Story
ven though these present pages represent a philosophical, even a (more
or less) professional philosophical, reflection on the notion of wholeness by way of a close reading of exemplary texts by professional philosophers, some of which might have been a little hard-going, there is also
a story here. In fact, this is a sort of “whole” story, an example of a story
about the whole.
The three thinkers whose works I have treated — each with very
different perspectives, personalities, and philosophical views — all happened to have been my teachers. I sat in their classes, I read their books,
and I know their voices, their mannerisms, their expressions. Even though
it was a long time ago now that I was a professional student, with these
teachers (along with some others) I have always been a student and, in this
life, always will be. These teachers have very different “personalities” —
in the aggregate, at least, they have been both admired and despised.
They have different religious roots: one is a Catholic, one is Jewish, and
one is a Protestant. And they are very different sorts of philosopher: one
is a Derridean, one is a Straussian, and one is, well, a Baptist. Collectively,
their political views span the spectrum from radical to conservative. But
none is or was any of these things — spiritual, philosophical, political —
in any orthodox way. I do not think they would mind my saying that each
of them is a little “unhinged”. All were professional philosophers, but all
were just philosophers, too, and in their way (notwithstanding possible
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protests to the contrary), theologians in an equally non-academic sense. But
not at all the same sort of philosopher or theologian, under any definition.
I should also note the obvious: none is a woman, none is a nonWesterner. We are taught as much by absence as by presence. However,
everything these teachers said and wrote has, for me, been filtered through
the presence of the women who have raised, and who are continuing to
raise, me, and everything they taught has passed through (what passes
for) my experience with non-Western thought and cultures.
I have presented a close reading of very small portions of texts
from each. These selections and readings are, themselves, saturated with
my own experiences, questions, reflections, fears, and hopes. They are filtered and flavored by other teachers I have had (and have), other books
I have read, places I have gone, people I have met, games I have played,
illnesses I have suffered, jobs I have held, loves I have had and lost, prayers
I have offered. My teachers’ own influences wrote in Hebrew, Greek,
Latin, German, French, English, and even Danish. And my teachers read
whatever books they read and learned from the teachers they had, filtered analogously to the way I’ve read and learned from them. They and
I also studied other subjects, had other teachers, worked alongside those
with other expertise and with other avocations. Each of us come from and
have families. Each of us has worked in a variety of institutions. Each has
been to many parts of the world.
How can I take into account all of this? How can I begin to get the
whole story of just my own philosophical education, let alone education
in general? How would I get the whole story of, say, philosophy — or even
just “Western” philosophy — if it always comes in this way? And then,
how could I get the whole story that would include not just “philosophy”
but all the disciplines of the university, all the diverse fields of knowledge? How would tell a story about how I incorporate — embody — in my
story my biological, ecological, economic, cosmological situation. How
could I get this transdisciplinary story, a story that goes through, between,
and beyond the “disciplinary”?
My story, my little story consisting of a close reading of three tiny
snippets of texts from three of my many teachers, is going to be partial,
idiosyncratic, fragmented. So long as I am on this quest myself, my
prospects are not good.
But what if we undertook this quest together? Derrida would then
ask: “But who, we?” If there is an us, there will almost surely be a them.
And so whatever we find along the way will be from a perspective, from
a point of view, just the way we see it.
But what if, by some miracle, all of us could quest together? Again,
some of this “us” are alive, some have died, and some are yet to be born.
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What would we do about time? And even if we could have a parliament
of all souls who are and were and ever will be, what about where we all
came from and where we are all headed? And what about everything in
all the cosmos that is not us? Is there a story that could hold all of that?
No. It is impossible. It is impossible if what we mean by “wholeness”
is completeness or comprehensiveness, the complete speech, the fully
adequate system. Wholeness is not that. The whole is that in which we
live and move and have our being, but it is not something we can put
under the microscope or “get our arms around”, so to speak. The whole
is in and through and between and beyond.4
And yet, as Caputo and Rosen and Vaught have taught us (like it or
not), we are driven by the whole, by the impossible. And the impossible,
as they also taught us, is fundamentally religious.
For me, the work (and even the parts of the work) of each of these
thinkers constitutes a story in Vaught’s sense, one that conveys — without
comprehending — the whole. And each story, singly and in combination,
is (in the sense described) a religious story in that each manifests that to
which I am “bound”, “tied back”, (re-ligare), or perhaps constitutively
“religated” in the (difficult) terminology of Xavier Zubiri.5 These stories
4. That is why transdisciplinary studies do not constitute yet another discipline. Transdisciplinary work operates on another level altogether. As Basarab Nicolescu defines it
in his Manifesto of Transdisciplinarity [trans. Karen-Claire Voss, Albany: State University
of New York Press, 2002, p. 44.], “as the prefix ‘trans’ indicates, transdisciplinarity concerns that which is at once between the disciplines, across the different disciplines, and
beyond all discipline”. When we get to the “department of transdisciplinary studies”,
we have hit a dead-end.
5. “This seizure by the power of the real is not a relation into which I, already constituted
a reality, enter with respect to the power of the real; but it is an intrinsic and formally
constitutive moment of my personal reality. It is a constitutive respectivity. I am a personal reality thanks to this seizure in such a fashion that the power of the real is a kind
of support a tergo, not in order for me to act as a living being, but for me to be real. Not
only is man nothing without things, he needs them to compel him to make himself.
Being able to and having to make himself is not sufficient; he needs an impulse to actually make himself. And this impulse is an intrinsic and formal turning towards the
power of the real. Man is not a personal reality except when he actually depends upon
the power of the real, so that in virtue of the aforementioned seizure we are not extrinsically subjected to anything. We do not “go to” reality as such, but on the contrary we
“come from” it. The seizure implants us in reality. This paradoxical seizing when it
seizes me, makes me to be constitutively separate “when facing” that very thing which
has seized me. Therefore, the seizing occurs by ligating us to the power of the real in
order to be relatively absolute. This peculiar ligature is just what I term religation.
Religated to the power of the real is how we are sustained on it, in order to be relatively
absolute. Put differently, the formal subject of religation is not nature, but the person,
or better still, it is personized nature. In itself, religation affects man not as separated
from things, but insofar as it affects everything. However, only in man it is formally
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(and more) both make and unmake me (they are deconstructible), but
I am always bound to them, bound by them, bound to be the way I am
because of them. These stories are not simply aural stimulation or a series
of small markings on a page. They are parts in which the whole is made
manifest (to those with ears to hear).
So I have tried to talk about the whole (which is impossible) by way
of a story, “my” story, one sort of story among many possible stories, that
is meant to make manifest or indicate or disclose the whole in, of course,
only a partial, a fragmentary way. The whole comes in fragments… but
it comes, nevertheless.
Yet, the whole is always “to come”, on its way but never arriving.
Its arrival is impossible (and unbearable for us humans). This Derridean
idea of the “to come” 6 is mirrored in stories such as the Book of Exodus 7
and Plato’s Phaedo.8 It means we cannot be quick to think we actually have
religation; only in man it is the formal occurrence of fundamentality. A person is not
simply linked to things or dependent upon them, but is constitutively and formally
religated to the power of the real. This is not a mere theoretic conceptuation, but an
analysis of facts. Religation is above all else a fact perfectly verifiable. Moreover, religation is something which affects the totality of my human reality, from my most modest physical characteristics to my most elevated mental traits. And this is true because
what is religated to the power of the real is not just one aspect or another of my reality,
but my own personal reality in all its dimensions; indeed it is through all of them that
I make myself a person. Religation, consequently, is not only a verifiable fact, but a
complete, integral fact. Finally, religation is something basic and radical. Religation is
the very root of this personal reality of mine. It is not only a verifiable and complete
fact, but is above all a radical fact. Therefore, religation is not one function among a
thousand others of the human life, but is the root from which each life may become,
physically and really, not only an I, but my I.” (Xavier Zubiri, El Hombre y Dios, Madrid:
Alianza Editorial, 2005, pp. 92-93. This unpublished translation by Joaquín A. Redondo
is available at: http://catholic-philosophy.com/sys-tmpl/chapter289112/.
6. And the whole is always “to come” (a viens), as Derrida’s messianism reminds us. See
John D. Caputo, Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida, New
York: Fordham University Press, 1997, pp. 156 ff.
7. “Moses said: ‘Please show me your glory’. And he said: ‘I will make all my goodness
pass before you and will proclaim before you my name: The Lord. And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.
But’, he said, ‘you cannot see my face, for man shall not see me and live’. And the Lord
said: ‘Behold, there is a place by me where you shall stand on the rock, and while my
glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with my hand
until I have passed by. Then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back, but
my face shall not be seen.’” (Exodus, 33:18-23)
8. “Socrates proceeded: I thought that as I had failed in the contemplation of true existence,
I ought to be careful that I did not lose the eye of my soul; as people may injure their
bodily eye by observing and gazing on the sun during an eclipse, unless they take the
precaution of only looking at the image reflected in the water, or in some similar medium. That occurred to me, and I was afraid that my soul might be blinded altogether

32

ERIC WEISLOGEL

the whole story, that we could even withstand the whole story. It teaches
that we must be patient, indeed, that we must have the patience of a saint.
So perhaps, by way of conclusion, it would help if we were to consult a saint. Benedict of Nursia, in his Rule for Monastics, chapter 68, addresses what to do “if a brother is commanded to do impossible things”.
“If, perchance, any difficult or impossible tasks be enjoined on a
brother, let him nevertheless receive the order of him who commandeth with all meekness and obedience. If, however, he see that the
gravity of the task is altogether beyond his strength, let him quietly
and seasonably submit the reasons for his inability to his Superior,
without pride, protest, or dissent. If, however, after his explanation
the Superior still insisteth on his command, let the younger be
convinced that so it is good for him; and let him obey from love,
relying on the help of God.”

Benedict counsels us that if we, in fact, have to do the impossible,
then we have to do the impossible. And, as it is the impossible, we shall
never be done doing it. We will not get the impossible to sit still. We will
not be able to shoe-horn it into a book or corral it into a discipline. You
cannot finally discipline the impossible.
But to forget is perilous. If we think we have cornered the whole,
that we have made the complete speech, that we have figured out the
“final solution”, we shall think we are gods and act like beasts. If we give
it up simply because it is impossible, in other words if we lose hope in the
wholly impossible, then we will have lost ourselves all together.
In an earlier essay, I contended that
“the challenge of the 21st century will be to integrate or synthesize
the exponential growth in human knowledge into a meaningful
whole. It is not that specialization needs to be overcome; it is that
individuals, communities, and civilization in general will need to
develop the complementary means by which to appropriate and take
the measure of all particular expertise. We must attempt to follow
the imperative of one of the seven sages of ancient Greece, Periander (ca. 625-585 BC): :g8XJ" J` B"<, which the German philosopher
Martin Heidegger translates as: ‘Take into care beings as a whole’.
if I looked at things with my eyes or tried by the help of the senses to apprehend them.
And I thought that I had better have recourse to ideas, and seek in them the truth of
existence. I dare say that the simile is not perfect, for I am very far from admitting that
he who contemplates existence through the medium of ideas, sees them only ‘through
a glass darkly’, any more than he who sees them in their working and effects.” (Phaedo,
99 d-e — Jowett translation)
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We must regain our ability, a facility, an adeptness, at taking the
whole into our most profound concern.”9

When we say that we are after “the whole story of the whole cosmos
for the whole person”, we mean that unless we exercise this profound
concern we can never have hope in the quest for our own wholeness.
A complete and comprehensive story of the whole is impossible for us
mortals, but its very impossibility — which we must never forget —
makes hope possible. And if hope, perhaps faith and love.
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The War of Definitions
How transdisciplinarity was born
ransdisciplinarity is a relatively young approach: it emerged seven
centuries later than disciplinarity, due to the Swiss philosopher and
psychologist Jean Piaget (1896-1980).
The word itself first appeared in France, in 1970, in the lectures of
Jean Piaget, Erich Jantsch and André Lichnerowicz, at the international
workshop “Interdisciplinarity — Teaching and Research Problems in
Universities”, held by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD), in cooperation with the French Ministry of National
Education and the University of Nice [Apostel et al., 1972].
In his contribution, Piaget gives the following description of transdisciplinarity: “Finally, we hope to see the stage of interdisciplinary relations succeed to a superior stage, which should be “transdisciplinary”, i.e.,
it will not be limited to recognize the interactions and/or reciprocities
between the specialized researches, but will locate these links inside a
total system without stable boundaries between the disciplines” [Piaget,
1972, p. 144]. This description is vague, but has the merit of pointing to
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a new space of knowledge, “without stable boundaries between the disciplines”. However, the idea of a “total system” sets the trap of transforming transdisciplinarity in a super- or a hyperdiscipline, a kind of “science
of sciences”. In other words, Piaget’s description leads to a closed system,
in contradiction with his own requirement of the instability of boundaries
between disciplines. The key-point here is the fact that Piaget retained only
the meanings “across” and “between” of the Latin prefix trans, eliminating
the meaning “beyond”. In such a way, transdisciplinarity is just a new,
but “superior”, stage of interdisciplinarity. I think that Piaget was fully
conscious of such an alteration of transdisciplinarity, but the intellectual
climate was not yet prepared for receiving the shock of contemplating the
possibility of a space of knowledge beyond the disciplines. The proof is that,
in his introduction to the workshop proceedings, Pierre Duguet honestly
admits that some experts wanted, in preliminary meetings, to see the
word transdisciplinarity in the title of the workshop, but the authorities of
the OECD refused to do so, being afraid that they might sow confusion
among the representatives of the member countries. [Duguet, 1972, p. 13.]
In his contributions, Erich Jantsch, an Austrian thinker living in
California, falls into the trap of defining transdisciplinarity as a hyperdiscipline. He writes that transdisciplinarity is “the coordination of all
disciplines and interdisciplines of the teaching system and the innovation
on the basis of a general axiomatic approach”1. He clearly situates transdisciplinarity in the disciplinary framework. However, Jantsch’s historical
merit was to underline the necessity of inventing an axiomatic approach
for transdisciplinarity and of introducing values in this field of knowledge.
Finally, the approach made by André Lichnerowicz, a known French
mathematician, is radically mathematical. He sees transdisciplinarity as
a transversal play, in order to describe “the homogeneity of the theoretical
activity in different sciences and techniques, independently of the field
where this activity is effectuated” [Lichnerowicz, 1972, pp. 130-1]. And, of
course, this theoretical activity can be formulated, he thinks, only in
mathematical language. Lichnerowicz writes: “The Being is put between
parentheses and it is precisely this non-ontological character which confers mathematics its power, its fidelity and its polyvalence” [ibid., p. 127].
Lichnerowicz’s interest in transdisciplinarity was accidental, but his remark
about the non-ontological character of mathematics must be remembered.
I have described in some detail the three different positions of
Piaget, Jantsch, and Lichnerowicz concerning transdisciplinarity, because
they can be found again, a quarter of a century later, in what I call “the
war of definitions”.
1. Jantsch, 1972a, p. 108. The same ideas are expressed in Jantsch, 1972b.
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Beyond disciplines
I proposed the inclusion of the meaning “beyond disciplines” in 1985
[Nicolescu, 1985] and I have developed this idea over the years in my
articles and books and also in different official international documents.
Many other researchers all over the world have contributed to the development of transdisciplinarity. A key date in this is 1994, when the Charter
of Transdisciplinarity was adopted by the participants at the First World
Congress of Transdisciplinarity (at the Convento da Arrábida, Portugal).
This idea did come from my long practice of quantum physics. For
an outsider, it might seem paradoxical that it is from the very core of exact
sciences that we arrive at the idea of the limits of disciplinary knowledge.
But from the inside, it provides evidence of the fact that, after a long time,
disciplinary knowledge has reached its own limitations with far reaching
consequences not only for science, but also for culture and social life.
The crucial point here is the status of the Subject.
Modern science was born through a violent break with the ancient
vision of the world. It was founded on the idea — surprising and revolutionary for that era — of a total separation between the knowing subject
and Reality, which was assumed to be completely independent from the
subject who observed it. This break allowed science to develop independently of theology, philosophy and culture. It was a positive act of freedom.
Today, however, the extreme consequences of this break, incarnated by
the ideology of scientism, become a potential danger of self-destruction
of our species.
On the spiritual level, the consequences of scientism have been quite
remarkable: the only knowledge worthy of its name must therefore be
scientific, objective; the only reality worthy of this name must, of course,
be objective reality, ruled by objective laws. All knowledge other than
scientific knowledge is thus cast into the inferno of subjectivity, tolerated
at most as a meaningless embellishment or rejected with contempt as
a fantasy, an illusion, a regression, or a product of the imagination. Even
the word spirituality has become suspect and its use has been practically
abandoned.
Objectivity, when set up as the supreme criterion of Truth, has one
inevitable consequence: the transformation of the Subject into an Object.
The death of the Subject is the price we pay for objective knowledge. The
human being became an object — an object of the exploitation of man by
man, an object of the experiments of ideologies which are proclaimed
scientific, an object of scientific studies to be dissected, formalized, and
manipulated. The Man-God has become a Man-Object, of which the only
result can be self-destruction. The two world massacres of the 20th century,
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not to mention the local wars and terrorism, are only the prelude to selfdestruction on a global scale.
In fact, with very few exceptions — Husserl, Heidegger, Gadamer
or Cassirer — modern and postmodern thinkers gradually transformed
the Subject into a grammatical subject. The Subject is today just a word in
a phrase [Descombes, 2004].
The quantum revolution radically changed this situation. The new
scientific and philosophical notions it introduced — the principle of the
superposition of quantum “yes” and “no” states, discontinuity, non-separability, global causality, quantum indeterminism — necessarily led the
founders of quantum mechanics to rethink the problem of the complete
Object/Subject separation. For example, Werner Heisenberg, winner of
the Nobel Prize in Physics, thought that one must suppress any rigid
distinction between the Subject and Object, between objective reality and
subjective reality: “The concepts of ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ designate
[…] two different aspects of one reality; however, we would make a very
crude simplification if we wanted to divide the world into one objective
reality and one subjective reality. Many rigidities of the philosophy of the
last centuries are born by this black and white view of the world” [Heisenberg, 1989, p. 269]. He also asserts that we have to renounce the privileged
reference to the exteriority of the material world: “The too strong insistence
on the difference between scientific knowledge and artistic knowledge —
Heisenberg wrote — comes from the wrong idea that concepts describe
perfectly the ‘real things’ […] All true philosophy is situated on the threshold between science and poetry” [ibidem, pp. 363-4].
My line of thinking is in perfect agreement with that of Heisenberg.
For me, “beyond disciplines” precisely signifies the Subject-Object interaction. Transcendence, inherent in transdisciplinarity, is the transcendence
of the Subject. The Subject cannot be captured in a disciplinary camp.
The meaning “beyond disciplines” leads us to an immense space of
new knowledge. The main outcome was the formulation of the methodology of transdisciplinarity, which I will analyze in the following section.
It allows us also to clearly distinguish between multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity.
Multidisciplinarity concerns itself with studying a research topic in
not just one discipline only, but in several at the same time. Any topic in
question will ultimately be enriched by incorporating the perspectives of
several disciplines. Multidisciplinarity brings a plus to the discipline in
question, but this “plus” is always in the exclusive service of the home
discipline. In other words, the multidisciplinary approach overflows
disciplinary boundaries while its goal remains limited to the framework
of disciplinary research.
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Interdisciplinarity has a different goal than multidisciplinarity. It
concerns the transfer of methods from one discipline to another. Like multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity overflows the disciplines, but its goal still
remains within the framework of disciplinary research. Interdisciplinarity
has even the capacity of generating new disciplines, like quantum cosmology and chaos theory.
Transdisciplinarity is concerned with that which is at once between
the disciplines, across the different disciplines, and beyond all disciplines.
Its goal is the understanding of the present world, of which one of the
imperatives is the unity of knowledge. [Nicolescu, 1996].
As one can see, there is no opposition between disciplinarity (including multidisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity) and transdisciplinarity,
but a fertile complementarity. In fact, there is no transdisciplinarity without disciplinarity. In spite of this fact, the above considerations provoked,
around 1990, a more a less violent war of definitions. This war is not yet
finished.

The challenge of the war of definitions:
The Subject/Object interaction
There is a specific different approach of transdisciplinarity, characterized by the refusal of formulating any methodology and by its exclusive
concentration on the joint problem-solving of problems pertaining to the
science-technology-society triad. This approach is represented by figures
like Michael Gibbons and Helga Nowotny [Gibbons et al., 1994 and Nowotny, “The Potential of Transdisciplinarity”]. The point of view of this
transdisciplinary current was largely expressed at the Zurich Congress,
held in the year 2000 [Thompson Klein et al., 2001].
This version of transdisciplinarity does not exclude the meaning
“beyond disciplines”, but reduces it to the interaction of disciplines with
the social constraints. The social field necessarily introduces a dimension
“beyond disciplines”, but the individual human being is conceived of as
part of a social system only.
It is difficult for us to understand why “joint problem solving” must
be the unique aim of transdisciplinarity. It is certainly one of the aims, but
not the only aim. The use of the singular seems to us dangerous, as allowing unnecessary wars and unproductive dogmatism. Does transdisciplinarity concern only society, as a uniform whole, or, in the first place, the
human being which is (or has to be) in the center of any civilized society?
Are we allowed to identify knowledge with the production of knowledge?
Why should the potential of transdisciplinarity be reduced to producing
a “better science”? Why should transdisciplinarity in itself be reduced to
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“hard science”? In other words, the Subject/Object interaction seems to us
to be at the very core of transdisciplinarity and not the Object alone.
I think that the unconscious barrier to a true dialogue comes from
certain transdisciplinary researchers’ inability to conceive of discontinuity.
I will give an image in order to express what I have in mind. For them,
the boundaries between disciplines are like the boundaries between the
countries, continents, and oceans on the surface of the Earth. They may
fluctuate in time, but a fact remains: there is a continuity between territories. We have a different approach to the boundaries between disciplines.
For us, they are like the separations between galaxies, solar systems, stars
and planets. It is the movement itself which generates the fluctuation of
boundaries. This does not mean that a galaxy intersects another galaxy.
When we cross the boundaries, we meet the interplanetary and intergalactic vacuum. This vacuum is far from being really empty: it is full of
invisible matter and energy. It introduces a clear discontinuity between
territories of galaxies, solar systems, stars and planets. Without the interplanetary and intergalactic vacuum, there is no Universe.
It is my deep conviction that our formulation of transdisciplinarity
is both unified (in the sense of unification of different transdisciplinary
approaches) and diverse: unity in diversity and diversity through unity
are inherent to transdisciplinarity.
Much confusion arises from not recognizing there are a theoretical
transdisciplinarity, a phenomenological transdisciplinarity and an experimental
transdisciplinarity.
The word theory implies a general definition of transdisciplinarity
and a well-defined methodology (which has to be distinguished from the
“methods”: a single methodology corresponds to a great number of different methods). The word phenomenology implies building models connecting the theoretical principles with the already observed experimental
data, in order to predict further results. The word experimental implies
performing experiments following a well-defined procedure allowing any
researcher to get the same results when performing the same experiments.
I classify the work done by Michael Gibbons and Helga Nowotny
as a phenomenological transdisciplinarity, while my own work [Nicolescu, 1982, 1985, 1986, 1991, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2004, 2006], as well as the one
of Jean Piaget [Piaget, 1972] and Edgar Morin [Morin, 1999], as theoretical
transdisciplinarity. In its turn, experimental transdisciplinarity concerns
a great number of experimental data already collected in the framework
of knowledge production, but also in many fields like education, psychoanalysis, the treatment of pain in terminal diseases, drug addiction, art,
literature, the history of religions etc. The reduction of transdisciplinarity
to only one of its aspects is very dangerous because it turns transdiscipli-
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narity into a temporary fashion, which I predict will disappear as soon as
many other fashions in the field of culture and knowledge have indeed
vanished. The huge potential of transdisciplinarity will never be accomplished if we do not accept the simultaneous and rigorous consideration
of the three aspects of transdisciplinarity. This simultaneous consideration
of theoretical, phenomenological and experimental transdisciplinarity
will allow both a unified and non-dogmatic treatment of the transdisciplinary theory and practice, coexisting with a plurality of transdisciplinary
models.

Formulation of the Methodology of Transdisciplinarity
The axiomatic character of the methodology
of transdisciplinarity
he most important achievement of transdisciplinarity in our times is,
of course, the formulation of the methodology of transdisciplinarity,
accepted and applied by an important number of researchers in many
countries of the world. Transdisciplinarity, in the absence of a methodology, would be just an empty discourse and therefore a short-term living
fashion.
The axiomatic character of the methodology of transdisciplinarity
is an important aspect. This means that we have to limit the number of
axioms (or principles or pillars) to a minimum number. Any axiom which
can be derived from the already postulated ones has to be rejected.
This fact is not new. It already happened when disciplinary knowledge acquired its scientific character, due the three axioms formulated by
Galileo in his Dialogue on the Great World Systems [Galileo, 1956, 1992]:

T

1. There are universal laws, of a mathematical character.
2. These laws can be discovered by scientific experiment.
3. Such experiments can be perfectly replicated.
It should be obvious that if we tried to build a mathematical bridge
between science and ontology, we would necessarily fail. Galileo himself
made a distinction between human mathematics and divine mathematics
[Galileo, 1992, p. 192]. Human mathematics constitutes, he says (through
Salvati), the common language of human beings and God, while divine
mathematics is connected with the direct perception of the totality of all
existing laws and phenomena. Transdisciplinarity tries to seriously take
this distinction into account. A bridge can be built between science and
ontology only by taking into account the totality of human knowledge.
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This requires a symbolic language, different from the mathematical one
and enriched by specific new notions. Mathematics is able to describe the
repetition of facts due to scientific laws, but transdisciplinarity is about the
singularity of the human being and human life. The key-point here is,
once again, the irreducible presence of the Subject, which explains why
transdisciplinarity can not be described by a mathematical formalism.
The dream of the mathematical formalization of transdisciplinarity is just
a phantasm, the one induced by centuries of disciplinary knowledge.
After many years of research, I arrived [Nicolescu, 1996] at the following three axioms of the methodology of transdisciplinarity:
i. The ontological axiom: There are different levels of Reality of the
Object and, correspondingly, different levels of Reality of the Subject.
ii. The logical axiom: The passage from one level of Reality to another
is insured by the logic of the included middle.
iii. The epistemological axiom: The structure of the totality of levels
of Reality is a complex structure: every level is what it is because all
the levels exist at the same time.
The first two get their experimental evidence from quantum physics,
but they go well beyond the exact sciences. The last one has its source not
only in quantum physics, but also in a variety of other exact and human
sciences. All three are in agreement with traditional thinking, present on
the earth from the beginning of historical times.
Axioms cannot be demonstrated: they are not theorems. They have
their roots in experimental data and theoretical approaches and their
validity is judged by the results of their applications. If the results are in
contradiction with experimental facts, they have to be altered or replaced.
Let me note that, in spite of an almost infinite diversity of methods,
theories, and models which run throughout the history of different scientific disciplines, the three methodological postulates of modern science
have remained unchanged from Galileo to this day.
Let me also note that only one science — physics — has entirely and
wholly satisfied the three Galilean postulates:. The other scientific disciplines only partially satisfy the three methodological postulates of modern
science. However, the absence of a rigorous mathematical formulation
in psychology, psychoanalysis, history of religions, theology, law theory
and a multitude of other disciplines did not lead to the elimination of
these disciplines from the field of science. At least for the moment, not
even an exact science like molecular biology can claim a mathematical
formulation as rigorous as that of physics. In other words, there are degrees
which can respectively take into account more or less completely the
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three methodological postulates of modern science. Likewise, the process
of more or less taking completely into account the three methodological
pillars of transdisciplinary research will generate different degrees of transdisciplinarity. Large avenues are open for a rich and diverse transdisciplinary research. The above three axioms give a precise and rigorous definition of transdisciplinarity.
Let me now describe the essentials of these three transdisciplinary
axioms.

The ontological axiom: levels of Reality of the Object
and levels of Reality of the Subject
The key concept of transdisciplinarity is that of the levels of Reality.
Here the meaning we give to the word “Reality” is pragmatic and
ontological at the same time.
By “Reality” we intend first of all to designate that which resists our
experiences, representations, descriptions, images, or even mathematical
formulations.
Insofar as Nature participates in the being of the world, one has to
assign also an ontological dimension to the concept of Reality. Reality is
not merely a social construction, the consensus of a collectivity, or some
inter-subjective agreement. It also has a trans-subjective dimension: for
example, experimental data can ruin the most beautiful scientific theory.
Of course, one has to distinguish the words “Real” and “Reality”.
Real designates that which is, while Reality is connected to resistance in
our human experience. The “Real” is, by definition, veiled for ever, while
“Reality” is accessible to our knowledge.
By “level of Reality”, I designate a set of systems which are invariant
under certain laws: for example, quantum entities are subordinate to
quantum laws, which depart radically from the laws of the macrophysical world. That is to say that two levels of Reality are different if, while
passing from one to the other, there is a break in the applicable laws and
a break in the fundamental concepts (like, for instance, causality). Therefore there is a discontinuity in the structure of levels of Reality, similar to
the discontinuity reigning over the quantum world.
Every level of Reality has its associated space-time, different from
one level to the other. For example, the classical realism is associated with
the 4-dimensional space-time (three dimensions of space and one dimension of time), while the quantum realism is associated with a space-time
whose number of dimensions is larger than four. The introduction of the
levels of Reality induces a multidimensional and multi-referential structure
of Reality.
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A new Principle of Relativity [Nicolescu, 1996, pp. 54-5] emerges from
the coexistence between complex plurality and open unity in our approach:
no level of Reality constitutes a privileged place from which one is able to understand all the other levels of Reality. A level of Reality is what it is because all
the other levels exist at the same time. This Principle of Relativity is what
originates a new perspective on religion, politics, art, education, and social
life. And when our perspective on the world changes, the world changes.
In other words, our approach is not hierarchical. There is no fundamental level. But its absence does not mean an anarchical dynamics, but a
coherent one, of all levels of Reality, already discovered or which will be
discovered in the future.
Every level is characterized by its incompleteness: the laws governing
this level are just a part of the totality of laws governing all levels. And
even the totality of laws does not exhaust the entire Reality: we have also
to consider the Subject and its interaction with the Object.
The zone between two different levels and beyond all levels is a zone
of non-resistance to our experiences, representations, descriptions, images,
and mathematical formulations. Quite simply, the transparence of this
zone is due to the limitations of our bodies and of our sense organs —
limitations which apply regardless of what measuring tools are being
used to extend these sense organs. We therefore have to conclude that the
topological distance between levels is finite. However, this finite distance
does not mean a finite knowledge. Take, as an image, a segment of a
straight line — it contains an infinite number of points. Similarly, a finite
topological distance could contain an infinite number of levels of Reality.
This open structure of the unity of levels of Reality is in accordance
with one of the most important scientific results of the twentieth century
concerning arithmetic, the theorem of Kurt Gödel [Nagel and Newman,
1958], which states that a sufficiently rich system of axioms inevitably leads
to results which are either undecidable or contradictory. The implications
of Gödel’s theorem have considerable importance for all modern theories
of knowledge, primarily because it concerns not just the field of arithmetic, but all of mathematics which include arithmetic. The Gödelian
structure of the levels of Reality implies the impossibility of a self-enclosed
complete theory. Knowledge is forever open.
The zone of non-resistance corresponds to the sacred — to that which
does not submit to any rationalization. Proclaiming that there is a single
level of Reality eliminates the sacred, and self-destruction is generated.
The unity of levels of Reality and its complementary zone of nonresistance constitutes what we call the transdisciplinary Object.
Inspired by the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl [1966], I assert
that the different levels of Reality are accessible to our knowledge thanks

TRANSDISCIPLINARITY AS A METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK…

45

to the different levels of perception which are potentially present in our
being. These levels of perception permit an increasingly general, unifying,
encompassing vision of Reality, without ever entirely exhausting it.
As in the case of the levels of Reality of the Object, the coherence of
the levels of perception implies a zone of non-resistance to perception.
The unity of the levels of perception and this complementary zone
of non-resistance constitutes what we call the transdisciplinary Subject.
In a rigorous way, we see that the “levels of perception” are, in fact,
levels of Reality of the Subject, while the “levels of Reality” are, in fact, levels
of Reality of the Object. Both types of levels imply resistance.
The two zones of non-resistance of the transdisciplinary Object and
Subject must be identical for the transdisciplinary Subject to communicate
with the transdisciplinary Object. A flow of consciousness that coherently
cuts across different levels of perception must correspond to the flow of
information coherently cutting across different levels of Reality. The two
flows are interrelated because they share the same zone of non-resistance.
Knowledge is neither exterior, nor interior: it is simultaneously
exterior and interior. The studies of the universe and of the human being
sustain one another.
The zone of non-resistance plays the role of a third between the
Subject and the Object, an Interaction term which allows for the unification of the transdisciplinary Subject and the transdisciplinary Object while
preserving their difference. I will hereafter call this Interaction term the
Hidden Third.
Our ternary partition {Subject, Object, Hidden Third} is, of course,
different from the binary partition {Subject vs. Object} of classical realism.
The emergence of at least three different levels of Reality of the Object
in the study of natural systems — the macrophysical level, the microphysical level and cyber-space-time (to which one might add a fourth
level, that of superstrings, unifying all physical interactions) — is a major
event in the history of knowledge.
Based upon our definition of levels of Reality, we can identify other
levels than the ones in natural systems. For example, in social systems,
we can speak about the individual level, the geographical and historical
community level (family, nation), the cyber-space-time community level,
and the planetary level.
The levels of Reality of the Object are radically different from the
levels of organization as these have been defined in systemic approaches
[Camus et al., 1998]. The levels of organization do not presuppose a discontinuity in the fundamental concepts: several levels of organization
can appear at one and the same level of Reality. The levels of organization
correspond to different structures of the same fundamental laws.
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The levels of Reality and the levels of organization offer the possibility of a new taxonomy of the more than 8,000 academic disciplines
existing today. Many coexist at one and the same level of Reality even if
they correspond to different levels of organization. For example, Marxist
economy and classical physics belong to one level of Reality, while quantum physics and psychoanalysis belong to another one.
The existence of different levels of Reality has been stated by different traditions and civilizations, but this statement was founded on the
exploration of the interior universe only.
The transdisciplinary Object and its levels, the transdisciplinary
Subject and its levels, and the Hidden Third define the transdisciplinary
Reality (see Figure 1).

X

Figure 1 — Transdisciplinary Reality

Based on this ternary structure of Reality, we can deduce other
ternaries of levels extremely useful in the analysis of concrete situations:
Levels of organization — Levels of structuring — Levels of integration
Levels of confusion — Levels of language — Levels of interpretation
Physical levels — Biological levels — Psychical levels
Levels of ignorance — Levels of intelligence — Levels of contemplation
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Levels of objectivity — Levels of subjectivity — Levels of complexity
Levels of knowledge — Levels of understanding — Levels of being
Levels of materiality — Levels of spirituality — Levels of non-duality
I formulated the idea of the levels of reality already in 1976, during
a post-doctoral stay at Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory, after stimulating
discussions with Geoffrey Chew, the founder of the bootstrap theory, and
other colleagues. My main motivation was the fact that this idea offered
a logical solution to the incompatibility between the theory of relativity
and quantum mechanics. I interpreted this incompatibility as the necessity
of enlarging the field of Reality, by abandoning the classical idea of a single
level of Reality. I decided to publish my findings in an article published
in 1982 [Nicolescu, 1982, pp. 68-77] and later, in an elaborated form, in 1985,
in the first edition We, the Particle and the World [Nicolescu, 1985].
In 1998, I was greatly surprised to discover the idea of the levels of
Reality expressed in a different form, in a book by Werner Heisenberg,
Philosophy — The Manuscript of 1942 [Heisenberg, 1998]. This book had
a quite astonishing history: it was written in 1942, but was published in
German only in 1984. I read the French translation of the book in 1998.
There is not yet, to my knowledge, an English translation of this book.
Heisenberg’s philosophy is based on two main ideas: the first is the
notion of levels of Reality corresponding to different modes of embodying objectivity in terms of the respective process of knowledge and the
second is the gradual erasing of the familiar concept of 3-dimensional
space and 1-dimensional time.
For Heisenberg, reality is “the continuous fluctuation of experience
as captured by consciousness. In that sense, it can never be identified to
a closed system […]” [Heisenberg, 1998, p. 166]. By “experience”, he
understands not only scientific experiments, but also the perception of
the movement of the soul or of the autonomous truth of symbols. For him,
reality is a tissue of connections and of infinite abundance, without any
ultimate founding ground. “One can never reach an exact and complete
portrait of reality”, he says [Heisenberg, 1998, p. 258]. The incompleteness
of physical laws is therefore present in his philosophy, even if he makes
no explicit reference to Gödel.
Heisenberg asserts many times that one has to suppress any rigid
distinction between the Subject and the Object. He also writes that one
has to renounce the privileged reference to the exteriority of the material
world and that the only way to understand the nature of reality is to accept
its being divided into regions and levels.
The similarity with my own definition of reality is striking, but the
differences are also important.
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By “region of reality”, he understands a region characterized by a
specific group of relations. His regions of reality are, in fact, strictly equivalent to the levels of organization of contemporary systemic thinking.
His motivation for distinguishing regions and levels of reality is
identical to my own: the break between classical and quantum mechanics.
Heisenberg classifies the numerous regions of reality in only three
levels, in terms of the different proximity between the Object and the
Subject [Heisenberg, 1998, p. 372]. He deduces that the rigid distinction
between exact and human sciences has to be abandoned.
Heisenberg’s first level of reality corresponds to fields that embody
objectivity in an independent way from the knowledge process. Classical
physics, electromagnetism, and Einstein’s two theories of relativity belong
to this level.
The second level corresponds to fields inseparable from the knowledge process: quantum mechanics, biology, the sciences of consciousness
(like psychoanalysis).
Finally, the third level corresponds to fields created in connection
with the knowledge process. He situates there philosophy, art, politics,
the metaphors concerning God, the religious experience, and the artistic
creative experience.
If Heisenberg’s first two levels totally correspond to my own definition, the third one mixes levels and non-levels (in other words, the
zones of non-resistance). The religious experience and the artistic creative
experience cannot be assimilated to levels of Reality. They merely correspond to crossing levels in the zone of non-resistance. The absence of
resistance and especially the absence of discontinuity in the philosophy
of Heisenberg explain the difference between his approach and mine.
A rigorous classification of regions in levels cannot be obtained in the
absence of discontinuity.
Heisenberg insists on the crucial role of intuition: “Only an intuitive
thinking could bridge the abyss between old and new concepts; the formal deduction is impotent in realizing this bridge […]” [Heisenberg,
1998, p. 261]. But Heisenberg did not draw the logical conclusion concerning this impotence of formal thinking: only the non-resistance to our
experiences, representations, descriptions, images, or mathematical formalisms can bridge the abyss between two levels. This non-resistance restores
the continuity broken by levels.

The logical axiom: the included middle
The incompleteness of the general laws governing a given level of
Reality signifies that, at a given moment of time, one necessarily discovers
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contradictions in the theory describing the respective level: one has to
assert A and non-A at the same time. This Gödelian feature of the transdisciplinary model of Reality is verified by all history of science: a theory
leads to contradictions and one has to invent a new theory solving these
contradictions. It is precisely the way in which we went from classical
physics to quantum physics.
However, our habits of mind, scientific or not, are still governed by
the classical logic, which does not tolerate contradictions. The classical
logic is founded on three axioms:
1. The axiom of identity: A is A.
2. The axiom of non-contradiction: A is not non-A.
3. The axiom of the excluded middle: There exists no third term T (“T”
from “third”) which is at the same time A and non-A.
Knowledge of the coexistence of the quantum and the macrophysical
worlds and the development of quantum physics have led, on the level
of theory and scientific experiment, to pairs of mutually exclusive contradictories (A and non-A): wave and corpuscle, continuity and discontinuity,
separability and non-separability, local causality and global causality, symmetry and breaking of symmetry, reversibility and irreversibility of time,
and so forth.
The intellectual scandal provoked by quantum mechanics consists
precisely in the fact that the pairs of contradictories that it generates are
actually and mutually exclusive when they are analyzed through the
interpretive filter of classical logic.
However, the solution is relatively simple: one has to abandon the
third axiom of the classical logic, imposing the exclusion of the third, the
included middle T.
History will credit Stéphane Lupasco (1900-1988) [Bãdescu and
Nicolescu, 1999] with having shown that the logic of the included middle
is a true logic, mathematically formalized, multivalent (with three values:
A, non-A, and T) and non-contradictory [Lupasco, 1951]. You will learn
more about the significance of this logic from the talk of Joseph Brenner
at this Conference.
In fact, the logic of Lupasco’s included middle goes well beyond the
formal logic. It is a true philosophy of the included middle.
Let me note that the logic of the included middle is the very heart
of quantum mechanics: it allows us to understand the basic principle of
the superposition of the “yes” and “no” quantum states: any answer
combining “Yes” and “No” is still a valid answer.
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Heisenberg was fully conscious of the necessity of adopting the logic
of the included middle: “There is a fundamental principle of classical logic
which seems to need to be modified: in classical logic, if one assertion has
a meaning, one supposes that either this assertion or its negation has to
be true. Only one of the sentences ‘There is a table here’ and ‘There is no
table here’ is true: tertium non datur, i.e., there is not a third possibility and
this is the principle of the excluded middle. […] In quantum theory, one
has to modify this law of the excluded middle. If one protests again any
modification of this basic principle, one can immediately argue that this
principle is implicated in the ordinary language […]. Consequently, the
description in ordinary language of a logical reasoning which does not
apply to this language would mean simply a self-contradiction.” [Heisenberg, 1971, pp. 241-2]
Our understanding of the axiom of the included middle — there
exists a third term T which is at the same time A and non-A — is completely clarified once the notion of “levels of Reality”, not existing in the
works of Lupasco, is introduced.
To obtain a clear image of the meaning of the included middle, let us
represent the three terms of the new logic — A, non-A, and T — and the
dynamics associated with them by a triangle in which one of the vertices
is situated at one level of Reality and the two other vertices at another
level of Reality (see Figure 2). The included middle is in fact an included
third. If one remains at a single level of Reality, all manifestation appears
as a struggle between two contradictory elements. The third dynamic,
that of the T-state, is exercised at another level of Reality, where that
which appears to be disunited is in fact united, and that which appears
contradictory is perceived as non-contradictory.
T
NR1

A

non-A

Figure 2 — Symbolic representation of the action
of the included middle logic

NR2
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It is the projection of the T-state onto the same single level of Reality
which produces the appearance of mutually exclusive, antagonistic pairs
(A and non-A). A single level of Reality can only create antagonistic oppositions. It is inherently self-destructive if it is completely separated from
all the other levels of Reality. A third term which is situated at the same
level of Reality as that of the opposites A and non-A, cannot accomplish
their reconciliation. Of course, this conciliation is only temporary. We
necessarily discover contradictions in the theory of the new level when
this theory confronts new experimental facts. In other words, the action
of the logic of the included middle on the different levels of Reality induces
an open structure of the unity of the levels of Reality. This structure has
considerable consequences for the theory of knowledge since it implies the
impossibility of a self-enclosed complete theory. Knowledge is forever open.
The logic of the included middle does not abolish the logic of the
excluded middle: it only constrains its sphere of validity. The logic of the
excluded middle is certainly valid for relatively simple situations like, for
instance, driving a car on a highway: no one would dream of introducing
an included middle in regard to what is permitted and what is prohibited
in such circumstances. On the contrary, the logic of the excluded middle
is harmful in complex cases, for instance, within the economical, social,
cultural, religious, or political spheres. In such cases, it operates like a
genuine logic of exclusion: good or evil, right or left, heaven or hell, alive
or dead, women or men, rich or poor, white or black. It would be revealing
to undertake an analysis of xenophobia, racism, apartheid, anti-Semitism,
or nationalism in the light of the logic of the excluded middle.
There is certainly coherence among different levels of Reality, at least
in the natural world. In fact, an immense self-consistency — a cosmic
bootstrap — seems to govern the evolution of the universe, from the infinitely small to the infinitely large, from the infinitely brief to the infinitely
long. A flow of information is transmitted in a coherent manner from one
level of Reality to another in our physical universe.
The included middle logic is a tool for an integrative process: it allows us to cross two different levels of Reality and to effectively integrate,
not only in thinking, but also in our own being, the coherence of the
Universe. The use of the included third is a transformative process. But,
at that moment, the included third ceases to be an abstract, logical tool:
it becomes a living reality touching all the dimensions of our being. This
fact is particularly important in education and learning.
Recent findings in the physiology of the brain give a particularly
deep understanding of the action of the included middle. High technology
tools, like the single photon emission computed tomography, allow to
rigorously visualize the blood flow patterns in the brain during such dif-
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ferent activities as solving a mathematical problem, Zen meditation, or
Christian prayer. Different specialized zones of the brain are now identified. Of course, the notion itself of “reality” is empty without the brain
participation. This does not necessarily mean that the brain creates reality.
Merely we can say that we have inside ourselves an apt apparatus of perceiving reality.
Based on these neurophysiological discoveries, Andrew Newberg
and Eugene d’Aquili introduced a series of cognitive operators, which
describe the general functions of the human mind [Newberg et al., 2001].
Between them, of particular interest for us are the binary operator and the
holistic operator.
The binary operator means the “human brain’s ability to reduce the
most complicated relationships of space and time to simple pairs of opposites — above and below, in and out, left and right, before and after, and
so on” and it “gives the mind a powerful method of analyzing external
reality” [Newberg et al., 2001, p. 63]. The brain constructs in such a way,
during the evolutionary process, a binary representation of the world, very
useful for survival in a hostile environment. However, culture extended
this binary representation, in terms of exclusive contradictories, to ethical,
mythological, and metaphysical representations, like good and evil, the
space-time background of such representations being erased. The binary
operator describes, in fact, the neurological operations of the inferior
parietal lobe [ibidem, p. 51]. The classical logic is a product of the inferior
parietal lobe.
In its turn, the holistic operator “allows us to see the world as a
whole. […] The holistic operator most likely rises from the activity of the
parietal lobe in the brain’s right hemisphere.” [Newberg et al., 2001, p. 48]
The holistic view is also a product of the evolutionary process. When our
ancestors where confronted with a wild beast, the binary representations
were not sufficient for survival. If our ancestors had spent their time in
analyzing the different parts of the wild animal and the associated pairs
of the mutually exclusive contradictories, they would simply have been
killed and we would not be here to think about excluded or included
middle. The holistic operator erases contradictories and therefore is connected with the action of the included middle.

The epistemological axiom: the universal interdependence
There are several theories of complexity. Some of them, like the one
practiced at the Santa Fé Institute, with the general guidance of Murray
Gell-Mann, winner of the Nobel Prize in Physics, are mathematically formalized, while others, like Edgar Morin’s, are not.

TRANSDISCIPLINARITY AS A METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK…

53

In the context of our discussion, what is important to be understood
is that the existing theories of complexity do not include either the notion
of levels of Reality, or the notion of zones of non-resistance [Nicolescu,
1996, 1998, 2000.]. However, some of them, like Edgar Morin’s [1977, 1980,
1986, 1991, 2001, 2004], are compatible with these notions. It is therefore
useful to distinguish between horizontal complexity, referring to a single
level of reality and vertical complexity, referring to several levels of Reality.
From a transdisciplinary point of view, complexity is a modern form of the
very ancient principle of universal interdependence. This recognition allows
us to avoid the current confusion between complexity and complication.
The principle of universal interdependence entails the maximum possible
simplicity that the human mind could imagine, that of the interaction of
all levels of reality. This simplicity cannot be captured by mathematical
language, but only by symbolic language. The mathematical language
addresses exclusively to the analytical mind, while the symbolic language
addresses to the totality of the human being, with its thoughts, feelings
and body.
It is interesting to note that the combined action of the ontological,
logical, and epistemological axiom engenders values. The transdisciplinary
values are neither objective, nor subjective. They result from the Hidden
Third, which signifies the interaction of the subjective objectivity of the
transdisciplinary Object and the objective subjectivity of the transdisciplinary Subject.

Transdisciplinarity As a Methodology of Going Beyond
the Science/Religion Debate
Transdisciplinarity today
fter a quarter-century-long hibernation after Piaget, transdisciplinarity experienced an accelerated movement during the 1990’s. Today,
transdisciplinary activities are flourishing in many parts of the world
[Nicolescu (ed.), 2007]. Transdisciplinary institutes, associations and networks are being created in Brazil, France, Italy, Canada, Romania, South
Africa, Switzerland. Important international conferences dedicate entire
sessions to transdisciplinarity in Russia, Turkey, Canada, Austria, the US,
in Holland and other countries. Transdisciplinary magazines are being
published one after another in several countries and on the WWW. A surprisingly great number of transdisciplinary books have been published
over the last few years, covering an amazingly diverse range of subjects,
such as education, “science and religion” studies, economics, management,
therapy, geography and landscape studies, post-colonialism, nursing,
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health social science, storybook activities for children, or even studies of
the work of Jacques Derrida from a transdisciplinary point of view. Two
publishing houses in France, one in Brazil, and two in Romania have
founded “Transdisciplinarity” series. A quite new phenomenon, transdisciplinary lectures are given in several universities in the USA, Spain,
Romania, France, Brazil, or South Africa and even transdisciplinary
chairs are created.
We live in a new period of the advancement of transdisciplinarity.
The theory of transdisciplinarity is fully developed. Now the time
for action has come. In the past, our actions were concentrated in the field
of education, a fact which is natural because of the central role of education in individual and social life. But now we have the ethical obligation
to extend our activities in scientific, social, political, and spiritual sectors.

Dialogue between cultures and between religions
The transdisciplinary model of Reality allows us to define three
types of meaning:
1. A horizontal meaning — i.e., interconnections at one single level of
Reality. This is what most of the academic disciplines do.
2. A vertical meaning — i.e., interconnections involving several levels
of Reality. This is what poetry, art or quantum physics do.
3. A meaning of meaning — i.e., interconnections involving all of
Reality — the Subject, the Object and the Hidden Third. This is the ultimate aim of transdisciplinary research.
It may seem paradoxical to speak about cultures and religions in
transdisciplinarity, a term which seems to refer to academic disciplines.
However, the presence of the Hidden Third explains this fake paradox.
The crucial difference between the academic disciplines on the one
side and the cultures and religions on the other side can be easily understood in our approach. Cultures and religions are not concerned, such
as academic disciplines are, with fragments of levels of Reality only: they
simultaneously involve one or several levels of Reality of the Object, one
or several levels of Reality of theSubject and the non-resistance zone of the
Hidden Third.
Technoscience is entirely situated in the zone of the Object, while
cultures and religions cross all the three terms: the Object, the Subject and
the Hidden Third. This asymmetry proves the difficulty of their dialogue:
this dialogue can occur only when there is a conversion of technoscience
towards values, i.e., when technoscientific culture becomes a true culture
[Nicolescu, 2004]. It is precisely this conversion that transdisciplinarity is
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able to perform. This dialogue is methodologically possible, because the
Hidden Third crosses all levels of Reality.
Technoscience has a quite paradoxical situation. In itself, it is blind
to values. However, when it enters a dialogue with cultures and religions,
it becomes the best mediator of the reconciliation of different cultures and
different religions.

Building a new spirituality
“Spirituality” is a completely devaluated word today, in spite of its
etymological meaning as “respiration”, in an act of communion between
us and the cosmos. There is a great spiritual poverty present on our Earth.
It manifests itself as fear, violence, hatred, and dogmatism. In a world with
more than 10,000 religions and religious movements and more than 6,000
tongues, how can we dream about mutual understanding and peace?
There is an obvious need for a new spirituality, conciliating technoscience
and wisdom. Of course, there are already several spiritualities, present on
the Earth for centuries and even millennia. One might ask: why is there
a need for a new spirituality, if we have them all, here and now?
Before answering this question, we must face a preliminary one:
is a Big Picture still possible in our post-modern times? Radical relativism
answers this question in a negative way. However, its arguments are not
solid and logical. They are in fact very poor and obviously linked to the
totalitarian aspect of the political and philosophical correctness expressed
by the slogan “anything goes”. For radical relativists, after the death of
God, the death of Man, the end of ideologies, the end of History (and,
perhaps, tomorrow, the end of Science and the end of Religion), a Big
Picture is no longer possible. For transdisciplinarity, a Big Picture is not
only possible, but also vitally necessary, even if it will never be phrased
as a closed theory. The well-known art critic Suzi Gablik, in her book Has
Modernism Failed? [Gablik, 2004], has recently joined our point of view.
The last chapter of her book is entitled “Transdisciplinarity — Integralism
and the New Ethics”. For her, the essential intellectual change of the last
two decades is precisely transdisciplinarity. This change was anticipated
by the great quantum physicist Wolfgang Pauli (1900-1958), winner of the
Nobel Prize in Physics, who wrote fifty years ago: “Facing the rigorous
division, from the 17th century on, of human spirit in isolated disciplines,
I consider the aim of transgressing their opposition […] as the explicit or
implicit myth of our present times” [Pauli, 1999, p. 178 2].
2. Chapter “Science and Western Thinking”. This chapter was first published in 1955, in
Europa — Erbe und Aufgabe, Internazionaler Gelehrterkongress, Meinz.
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The first motivation for a new spirituality is technoscience, with its
associated fabulous economic power, which is simply incompatible with
present spiritualities. It drives a hugely irrational force of efficiency for
efficiency sake: everything which can be done will be done, for the worst
or the best. The second motivation for a new spirituality is the difficulty
of the dialogue between different spiritualities, which often appear as
antagonistic, as we can testify in our everyday life.
In simple words, we need to find a spiritual dimension of democracy.
Transdisciplinarity can help with this important advancement of democracy, through its basic notions of “transcultural” and “transreligious”
[Nicolescu, 1996].
The term transcultural designates the opening of all cultures to that
which cuts across them and transcends them, while transreligious designates the opening of all religions to that which cuts across them and transcends them [Nicolescu, 2003]. This does not mean the emergence of a
unique planetary culture and of a unique planetary religion, but of a new
transcultural and transreligious attitude. The old principle “unity in diversity
and diversity from unity” is embodied in transdisciplinarity.
Through the transcultural, which leads to the transreligious, spiritual poverty could be eradicated and therefore render the war of civilizations obsolete. The transcultural and transreligious attitude is not simply
a utopian project — it is engraved in the very depths of our being.

Beyond the science/religion debate:
homo religiosus and homo economicus
Homo religiosus probably existed from the beginnings of the human
species, from the moment when the human being tried to understand the
meaning of his life. The sacred is his natural realm. He tried to capture the
unseen from his observation of the visible world. His language is that of
the imaginary, trying to penetrate higher levels of Reality — parables,
symbols, myths, legends, revelation.
Homo economicus is a creation of modernity. He believes only in what
is seen, observed, and measured. The profane is his natural realm. His
language is that of just one level of Reality, accessible through the analytic mind — hard and soft sciences, technology, theories and ideologies,
mathematics, informatics.
This problem of language obviously plagues the science/religion
debate, leading it to bad turnovers and finally to a dead end.
The migration of concepts from one field to another, so fashionable
in times, has only a limited ray of action. For example, the migration of

TRANSDISCIPLINARITY AS A METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK…

57

elements of the chaos theory into religious studies [Constantinescu et al.,
2006, pp. 257-261] or of the notion of apophatism from religious studies
to science [Cazenave, 2006, pp. 53-60 ; Nicolescu, 2006, pp. 19-29 ; Staune,
2006, pp. 197-202] is, of course, interesting and stimulating, but it can provoke a violent rejection from both fields, founded on the conviction that
such a migration is illegitimate as appropriating the respective notion out
of its context.
In my view, the only way to avoid the deadend of the science/religion debate is to adopt the transdisciplinary hermeneutics.
It is sufficient to say here that the transdisciplinary hermeneutics
is a natural outcome of the transdisciplinary methodology.
Transdisciplinary hermeneutics is able to identify the common germ
of homo religiosus and of homo economicus — called homo sui transcendentalis
in my Manifesto of Transdisciplinarity [Nicolescu, 1996].
Homo sui transcendentalis is in the process of being born. He is not
some new man, but man reborn. This new birth is a potentiality inscribed
in our very being.
His language is generated by the notions of levels of Reality of the
Subject, levels of Reality of the Object and the Hidden Third. In transdisciplinary hermeneutics, the classic real/imaginary dichotomy disappears.
We can think of a level of Reality of the Object or of the Subject as being
a crease of the Hidden Third. The real is a crease of the imagination and
the imagination is a crease of the real. The ancients were right: there is an
imaginatio vera, a foundational, true, creative, visionary imagination.
At a more or less long term, we can predict that the transdisciplinary hermeneutics will lead to what Gadamer calls fusion of horizons not
only of science and religion, but also of all the other fields of knowledge,
like arts, poetry, economics, social life, and politics, all so crucial to the
science/religion debate. Transdisciplinary hermeneutics avoids the trap
of trying to formulate a super-science or a super-religion. Unity of knowledge can be only an open, complex and plural unity. The science/religion
debate will be so led towards its true finality, which is not to generate
a new academic discipline but to allow us to have a decent life on this
troubled Earth.
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Disciplining the Transdisciplinary:
The Religion-Science Revolution
and Five Minds for the Future*
PHILIP CLAYTON

Introduction
n the public mind, religion/science is generally believed to be an “interdisciplinary field”. If one is to understand and evaluate this claim, it is
necessary to think carefully about disciplines: What makes a discipline?
What does “interdisciplinary” or “multi-disciplinary” entail? What makes
an inquiry trans-disciplinary? And which category does “religion-science”
best belong to?
One frequently hears: “Women (or, alternatively: Men)… you can’t
live with them, and you can’t live without them”. The thesis for the following pages is similar: Disciplines… you cannot live with them, and
you cannot live without them. The existence of two or more disciplines
already raises the need to transcend disciplinary thinking and to draw connections. Yet the demands for excellence that disciplinary thinking entails
can never be left behind.
What Robert Frost wrote about fences applies also to disciplines:

I

SOMETHING there is that doesn’t love a wall,
That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it,
And spills the upper boulders in the sun;
And makes gaps even two can pass abreast. […]
* Originally presented at the 2007 Metanexus Conference on “Transdisciplinarity and the
Unity of Knowledge” and previously published on the Global Spiral (www.globalspiral.com).
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I let my neighbor know beyond the hill;
And on a day we meet to walk the line
And set the wall between us once again.
We keep the wall between us as we go. […]
Before I built a wall I’d ask to know
What I was walling in or walling out,
And to whom I was like to give offence.
Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,
That wants it down […]
[…] I see him there,
Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top
In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed.
He moves in darkness as it seems to me,
Not of woods only and the shade of trees.
He will not go behind his father’s saying,
And he likes having thought of it so well
He says again: “Good fences make good neighbors”.
Something in humans also seeks to transcend the “limitations” that
disciplines impose. We are intuitive beings; our minds and hearts race
beyond any specific set of givens; we resist categorizations as much as we
rely upon them.
Nor is our resistance completely unfounded. Indeed, we face here an
urgent social and intellectual problem: a slavish adherence to specialized
disciplinary thinking threatens to drain the lifeblood from the human
intellectual quest. Too often we dissect the heart out of the phenomena
being examined until no life is left. One sees this tendency when scientific
analyses remain blind to the ethical dimension — blind to the impact of
scientific knowledge on the human quality of life, blind to the effect of
technologies on the viability of the terrestrial ecosystem as a whole. It is
typical of the blindness that disciplinary thinking can engender to survey
the trees and lose sight of the forest in the process.
In no area is the risk greater than in the study of religion. If you dissect and lay out the pieces of religion with the objective eye of an
anatomist, you may obtain knowledge of its structure and its functions.
But then you show forth the depth and beauty of religion about as effectively as the entomologist who tacks up a dead butterfly in his display case.
Do we not also need to allow religion to flap its wings and move freely in
its natural habitat? Not that seeking to understand religious phenomena
is misguided; still, always our goal must be (as Karl Marx insisted) not
merely to understand. Religion has a life that needs to be felt, experienced,
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and lived in order to be comprehended. It is no more accessible to purely
dispassionate reason than the heart of an intimate relationship is to the
surgeon’s scalpel.
How then are we to study religion, especially in science-religion
dialogue, without in the process losing what we are seeking to find?
“Holistically”, one is often told, and “in light of the unity of knowledge”.
In the end, surely, this is right. But the answer is not so simple; holism
brings dangers and weaknesses of its own. For example, my email inbox
is regularly filled by proposals sent to me by hopeful individuals who are
certain that they alone have synthesized science and religion. I recently
received a book entitled Intelligent Design: Message from the Designers, the
content of which, one reads, was communicated to the author by extraterrestrials. Other would-be authors tell me that quantum fluctuations or
chaos theory are the key to understanding ultimate truth, and still others
believe that they alone have discovered something in human consciousness that will unify all human experience. What all of these prophets
share in common — and what we must overcome — is the belief that one’s
own private insights are sufficient for establishing the truth. No, proposals
and hypotheses are just that; they are suggestions for making progress
toward an effective synthesis. Our proposals are no better than the feedback
we can obtain for testing them. Hence, in these pages I will focus on disciplining the science-religion debate.

Establishing a New Partnership
wo of the major movements today that clearly transcend disciplinary
thinking are the religion-science dialogue and the transdisciplinarity
movement. In this section I seek to uncover some of the deep similarities
between these two important movements, in order to show why it is
natural that they should be paired. To wed transdisciplinarity and the
religion-science dialogue in this way is a potentially revolutionary move,
with important implications for education, for research, and for politics.
The “Charter of Transdisciplinarity” presents a clarion call: “Only
a form of intelligence capable of grasping the cosmic dimension of the
present conflicts is able to confront the complexity of our world and the
present challenge of the spiritual and material self-destruction of the
human species…” 1 The topic of science and religion raises the challenge

T

1. The Charter of Transdisciplinarity is available on the International Center for Transdisciplinary Studies and Research website, http://nicol.club.fr/ciret/english/charten.htm
(verified May 20, 2007).
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of thinking in a new way. Because religion generally seeks a unifying
perspective, it confronts one with the quest for “the unity of knowledge”.
But since knowledge concerns a multi-leveled, multivalent reality, what
we seek can only be a dialectical unity, a unity-in-difference. Thus Article 2
of the Charter insists that “The recognition of the existence of different
levels of reality governed by different types of logic is inherent in the
transdisciplinary attitude. Any attempt to reduce reality to a single level
governed by a single form of logic does not lie within the scope of transdisciplinarity.” Each level of reality requires its own distinct type of
explanation.
There are 4 signs of true transdisciplinarity: “[1] Transdisciplinarity
complements disciplinary approaches; [2] It occasions the emergence of
new data and new interactions from out of the encounter between disciplines; [3] It offers us a new vision of nature and reality; [4] Transdisciplinarity does not strive for mastery of several disciplines, but aims to
open all disciplines to that which they share and to that which lies beyond
them” (Charter, Article 3). This type of inquiry is not merely interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary, that is, it does not merely add disciplinary
perspectives together or study some new, third area within the framework of existing disciplines along.
Specifying exactly what is the alternative turns out, however, to be
a rather complex undertaking. Basarab Nicolescu gives perhaps the best
clue: “As the prefix ‘trans’ indicates, transdisciplinarity concerns that
which is at once between the disciplines, across the different disciplines,
and beyond all discipline. Its goal is the understanding of the present
world, of which one of the imperatives is the unity of knowledge.” 2 Such
an inquiry is essentially an open-ended pursuit, one that challenges all firm
walls and boundary-drawing. It therefore finds itself confronted with the
limits of knowledge, and indeed eventually begins to push up against the
limits of what can be said.
2. See Basarab Nicolescu, “The Transdisciplinary Evolution of the University: Condition
for Sustainable Development”, available online at http://nicol.club.fr/ciret/bulletin/
b12/b12c8.htm. In the same article Prof. Nicolescu puts the point powerfully: “Disciplinary research concerns, at most, one and the same level of Reality; moreover, in most
cases, it only concerns fragments of one level of Reality. On the contrary, transdisciplinarity concerns the dynamics engendered by the action of several levels of Reality at once.
The discovery of these dynamics necessarily passes through disciplinary knowledge.
While not a new discipline or a new superdiscipline, transdisciplinarity is nourished
by disciplinary research; in turn, disciplinary research is clarified by transdisciplinary
knowledge in a new, fertile way. In this sense, disciplinary and transdisciplinary
research are not antagonistic, but complementary.”
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How does one contrast disciplinary knowledge and transdisciplinary knowledge? These two types of knowledge are complementary, not
antagonistic. Transdisciplinary knowledge is not anti-scientific; it cannot
be opposed to disciplinary knowledge, but must grow out of it in an
organic fashion. As we will see, this fact suggests that one cannot do truly
transdisciplinary work if one has not mastered the relevant disciplines.
Transdisciplinarity is neither a “gleeful holism”, nor a cheap, “anything
goes” philosophy. It lives from the rigor of dialectic, the rigor of the logic
of inclusion.
This brief summary can only hint at the content of an international
movement with more than three decades of history, centuries of pre-history, and hundreds of detailed publications and conferences to its credit.
Still, even these few paragraphs are enough to suggest that transdisciplinary thinking is highly relevant to the exploding field of religion and
science. Science-religion studies, I suggest, are inherently transdisciplinary.
Despite these close connections — or, better, because of them — we
must also ask the following uncomfortable questions: Are there any dangers
associated with transdisciplinarity? Are there any weaknesses in the
science-religion field that might be exacerbated by transdisciplinary perspectives? The fact that I must now raise a series of cautions and concerns
does not imply that the entire perspective is problematic — far from it!
Rather, I use transdisciplinarity as a lens to shed light on weaknesses that
are manifest in contemporary religion-science work. Some of these are so
urgent that they must be addressed as immediately and strongly as possible.

The Challenges of Exploding Popularity
y worry concerns nothing less than the very future of the field of
religion and science. To put it bluntly: our field stands at a major
crossroads. The public interest in science-religion connections increases,
and the urgency of this work is greater than ever. The field may succeed
at mastering the challenges before which it stands today, or it may fail in
this task.
Until about fifteen years ago, religion/science was something like
a “mom and pop shop”. Widely ignored by most academics and by the
broader public, it involved only a small number of full-time participants.
In these last few years, however, this “mom and pop shop” has grown far
beyond the few hard-working figures who founded the field. Today there
is worldwide interest in what the discussion has to offer; business is
increasing and expanding beyond the wildest imagination of the scholars

M
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of religion-science (say) twenty years ago. Internationally, people admit
that this field speaks to the central crisis of our age, that the complementarity of science and religion is essential if humanity is meant to solve the
problems that stand before it — problems such as the environmental crisis,
religiously motivated warfare, and the bioethical issues that are dividing
people and nations.
Suddenly, the “mom and pop shop” has the opportunity to become
a major multinational business. It is taking root in vastly different cultures
and religions, opening thousands of subsidiaries, and beginning to influence world leaders in science, religion, and politics. Will it grow in stature
and maturity to match its new position of worldwide importance? Or
will the possibility of integrating the best of human science with the best
of human religious thought fall instead into trivia, distraction, and contradiction? Will inferior work and small-mindedness cause this dialogue
to elicit no more than a “ho hum” response from intellectuals and opinion
leaders around the world? Will it sell its soul for power and money, succumbing to a sort of “MacDonaldization” of the field? Or will it speak
with power and with depth to the deepest crises of our day?
There is no question about the need for this sort of work. But need
is unfortunately not a sufficient condition for success. It is crucial that the
science-religion discussion not fail, yet it is fully possible that it will fail.
What are the attitudes and skills that the leaders of this field need in
order to succeed? What is the mindset that we need — or better: what are
the mindsets that we need?
Religion-science scholarship, like any other kind of transdisciplinary
thought, will fail, if it fails, because it allows itself to fall into cheap syntheses, letting just anything count as success. It will fail, if it fails, because
it ceases to retain traction with the results of scholarship in other areas,
sliding lightly over the surface of the disciplines, blissfully unaware of
the complexities that they offer.
Traction is crucial. A few days ago, I watched the Indianapolis 500,
amazed, like so many others, to see race cars navigating four 90-degree
corners at upwards of 220 miles per hour. Somehow, those four small tires
could get enough “grip” on the pavement to carry both cars and drivers
through the perilous corners. On a few occasions, however, the traction
was not sufficient, and the cars broke into wild skids, slamming into the
concrete retaining walls with horrific effects. Similarly, the science-religion
dialogue must find a way to retain traction with the fields it encompasses:
the relevant natural sciences; the social sciences; theology and religious
studies across the world’s religions; and philosophy, which provides the
conceptual sophistication necessary to make sure the links are real and
not illusory.
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Yet here is the tragedy: only a small fraction of the publications that
appear under the rubric “science and religion” show any real traction
with even one of these areas, much less two or three of them. It is all too
easy to make global statements about connections across the disciplines.
And it is even more exhilarating to speak of a “new synthesis” that transcends disciplinary connections altogether. Howard Gardner, in the work
to which I next turn, distinguishes between lumpers and splitters. For
“lumpers”, everything connects to everything else and all is one, whereas
“splitters” engage in an unending process of division that threatens to
keep them from ever asserting anything or getting anywhere. Will it turn
out that ours is a field of lumpers?
Let us be honest: large audiences around the world clamor for bold
assertions about the unity of science and religion, and the desire to meet
this demand often lifts speakers beyond the careful constraints of good
scholarship. The media is similar. Just think of the unrivaled international
success enjoyed by the recent film, What the Bleep Do We Know? A hit for
many months across the United States, it enjoyed similar responses in
Europe, in Turkey, in India, and elsewhere. The film offers a brilliant
example of what I will call the fallacy of science-to-religion free association.
Almost imperceptibly, it moves from plausible presentations of contemporary physics, through increasingly controversial interpretations of
quantum phenomena, to virtual nonsense colorfully asserted by people
with no standing whatsoever within the sciences. Viewers, seduced by
the gradual progression, in the end find themselves nodding to the words
of a passionate mystic who affirms that the real message of science is:
“We all create our own reality”. Indeed, critics have pointed out, the film’s
content is apparently based on the work of a medium who “channels” the
words of the spirit Ramtha.3 Still, the utterly arbitrary claims of What the
Bleep are only the most painful examples of a tendency that runs through
much of our field.

Five Minds for the Future
n an important new book, Howard Gardner identifies five “minds” that
will be crucial for coping successfully with the future. The ever-changing
ecological, political, and cultural landscape will pose a new set of opportunities and dangers. These, Gardner claims, are “the kinds of minds that
people will need if they — if we — are to thrive in the world during the

I

3. See the Wikipedia article at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/What_the_Bleep_Do_We_
Know!%3F (verified July 12, 2007).
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eras to come”.4 As it turns out, Gardner’s five minds also speak powerfully to the dilemma we have been exploring. I present each of Gardner’s
five minds, followed by its definition:
First, the disciplined mind: “Employing the ways of thinking associated
with major scholarly disciplines (history, math, science, art etc.) and major
professions (law, medicine, management, finance etc., as well as crafts
and trades); capable of applying oneself diligently, improving steadily,
and continuing beyond formal education” [Gardner, chap. 2; quote p. 154].
Gardner recognizes that each discipline represents a set of distinctive
habits of mind, strengths, and skills. These do not come easily; it generally
takes at least a decade of sustained training in a specialization to develop
a disciplined mind, as well as an ongoing practice once that period has
passed — something like two hours a day. In support of this claim he
quotes Arthur Rubinstein’s famous comment: “When I don’t practice for
a day, I know. When I don’t practice for two days, the orchestra knows it.
And when I don’t practice for three days, the world knows it” [Gardner,
p. 43]. So disciplinary excellence is a life-long project. Without this excellence, we have no chance of solving complex problems such as global
warming.
Gardner’s foil for the disciplined mind is “the Undisciplined Mind”,
the mind that does not see the importance of specialization or developing
systemic knowledge of a particular discipline. Undisciplined minds have
only a shallow understanding of a field, and are prone to make mistakes
in judgment and analysis. They may have mastered a series of facts, but
have not gained mastery over a way of thinking. We will return to the
question of how this danger is relevant to the religion-science field.
Second, the synthesizing mind: “Selecting crucial information from
the copious amounts available; arraying that information in ways that
make sense to self and to others” [Gardner, chap. 3; quote p. 155]. The
synthesizing mind is able to fit pieces together into a coherent whole. As
Vartan Gregorian once quipped: “Hell is a place where nothing connects
with nothing” [Gardner, p. 45]. The specific crisis of our age is the great
flood of information, spawned by specialization and retained with the help
of humanity’s newest helper, the computer. Only powerfully synthetic
concepts and perspectives can keep decision-makers and scientists from
getting lost in the maze of data. We need something like the “pruning
algorithms” that computer scientists employ to shave down the complexity and make it manageable. There is no algorithm for synthesis, but there
4. Howard Gardner, Five Minds for the Future, Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press,
2006, p. 1.
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are approaches that make it more likely that one will achieve it.5 Note,
by the way, that religion is among the most synthetic perspectives of all.
It operates at the level of the meaning of existence as a whole, affirming
(what it takes to be) the highest values or the most ultimate reality. Religious thought invariably draws on the synthesizing mind.
Third, the creating mind: “Going beyond existing knowledge and
syntheses to pose new questions, offer new solutions, fashion works that
stretch existing genres or configure new ones; creation builds on one or
more established disciplines and requires an informed ‘field’ to make
judgments of quality and acceptability” [Gardner, chap. 4; quote p. 156.].
Thinking “outside the box” involves risk, the continuing pursuit of novel
ways of seeing and thinking. The creative mind is not a given and cannot
be achieved by any formulas; Gardner rightly calls it “the occasional
emergent” [Gardner, p. 80 6]. It is more frequent in those who remain continually dissatisfied with existing answers, who seek for different ways
to put the pieces together:
“The creator stands out in terms of temperament, personality, and
stance. She is perennially dissatisfied with current work, current
standards, current questions, current answers. She strikes out in
unfamiliar directions and enjoys — or at least accepts — being different from the pack… She is tough skinned and robust… And even
when an achievement has been endorsed by the field, the prototypical creator rarely rests on her laurels; instead, she proceeds along
a new, untested path, fully ready to risk failure time and again in
return for the opportunity to make another, different mark.”
[Gardner, p. 83]

One would expect that constructive proposals for linking science and
religion would involve creative syntheses of this sort, yet great moments
of creativity in our field are relatively rare. Gardner identifies one reason:
5. After outlining the various modes of synthesis, Gardner gives four discrete steps for
achieving it: it requires “a goal — a statement or conception of what the synthesizer is
trying to achieve” (p. 51); “a starting point — an idea, image, or, indeed, any previous
work on which to build” (ibid.); the “selection of strategy, method, and approach” (ibid.);
and finally “drafts and feedback” (p. 52).
6. Where real creative advances occur, they generally involve the intersection of three
factors: “the individual who has mastered some discipline or domain of practice and
is steadily issuing variations in that domain” (p. 80); “the cultural domain in which an
individual is working, with its models, prescriptions, and proscriptions” (ibid.), and
“the social field — those individuals and institutions that provide access to relevant
educational experiences as well as opportunities to perform” (p. 81).
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“informed challenges to orthodoxy” require “at least partial mastery of
disciplined and synthesizing thinking” [Gardner, p. 83].
Fourth, the respectful mind: “Responding sympathetically and constructively to differences among individuals and among groups; seeking
to understand and work with those who are different; extending beyond
mere tolerance and political correctness” [Gardner, chap. 5; quote p. 157].
This fourth mind balances out the irreverent and “outside the box” thinking of the preceding one. Interestingly, it brings with it increased tolerance
for positions different from one’s own:
“We homo sapiens must somehow learn how to inhabit neighboring
places — and the same planet — without hating one another, without lusting to injure or kill one another, without acting on xenophobic inclinations even if our own group might emerge triumphant in
the short run…. Rather than ignoring differences, being inflamed by
them, or seeking to annihilate them through love or hate, I call on
human beings to accept the differences, learn to live with them, and
value those who belong to other cohorts.”
[Gardner, pp. 106-7]

But respect is not only about tolerance; it is also a “political-religious
stance” that emphasizes the tenets of pacifism and reconciliation. Progress
in all spheres requires respect for the great achievements of the past, the
awareness that we “stand on the shoulders of giants”. In the science-religion sphere this is expressed in particular as humility before the great
wisdom traditions of the past.
And finally, the ethical mind: “Abstracting crucial features of one’s
role at work and one’s role as a citizen and acting consistently with those
conceptualizations; striving toward good work and good citizenship”
[Gardner, chap. 6; quote p. 158]. The ethical person asks what are her obligations; she seeks to formulate the deeper values that should guide one
in a given situation. This is to take the long-term perspective, or what
others have called “the fourth-generation rule”: act not only for the good of
your children and grandchildren, but for those who will be living long after your
grandchildren have died. It involves “adopting the role of the trustee, who
assumes stewardship of a domain and is willing to speak out even at
personal cost” [ibidem]. This is language familiar to the Abrahamic traditions (and elsewhere!); one thinks of the “stewards-of-creation” idea in the
Jewish and Christian texts, and of the notion of the “vice-regent” in Islam.
If there were time, it would be fascinating to explore the opposites
of each of these minds. There are two different ways this can be done. For
each of the minds, in its positive sense, there is a reductio ad absurdum —
the mindset that results when it is taken to an absurd level or degree.
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Thus the reductio ad absurdum of disciplined mind is narrow-mindedness,
of the synthesizing mind is drawing superficial connections that erase real
differences, of the creating mind is what I call the “California creative”
(“whatever feels good”, without standards or discipline), of the respectful
mind is fawning or blind respect, and of the ethical mind is an attitude
that is moralistic, judgmental, self-righteous, or litigious. One can also
identify “pseudo forms” of each of the five minds. Thus pseudo forms of
the disciplined mind include “asserting of mastery without a decade or
so of practice; following rigidly the letter of procedures without a sense
of the purposes and boundaries of the discipline and the areas where
thinking needs to be flexible the conventional wisdom is inappropriate;
faking one’s preparation or performance” [Gardner, p. 154; pseudoforms
of the other minds are given on pp. 155-8].
It is a rich and productive exercise to apply these five minds to the
emerging religion-science discussion; readers can immediately recognize
applications of their own. Indeed, one might even argue that top religionscience scholars tend to be naturally gifted at as many as four of the five
minds. Their field demands that they be creative. Recall that the creating
mind “goes beyond existing knowledge and syntheses to pose new questions, offer new solutions, …[to] stretch existing genres [and to] configure
new ones”. They must be synthesizers. Again, recall that the synthesizing
mind “selects crucial information from the copious amounts available [and]
arrays that information in ways that make sense to self and to others”. We
are respectful to the extent that we honor the wisdom traditions and draw
continually from them. And we known as ethical to the extent that we bring
religiously-based values to bear on the dilemmas raised by contemporary
science and technology. Four out of five is not a bad track record.

Transdisciplinarity Without Discipline
onesty, however, compels us to look at what, it would seem, we are
not so good at — the fifth area. Our field is by nature transdisciplinary, but what of discipline?
Recall that the disciplined mind dedicates at least ten years of his
or her life to specializing in a particular discipline or sub-discipline and
to mastering it — its modes of analysis, its ways of thinking, and its associated fields. Disciplined minds draw on a knowledge base that is deep
and wide, and they are skilled at extrapolating from it to new problems
within their fields. These skills arise because they have dedicated themselves to a particular body of knowledge and way of thinking, and then
have developed mastery of that field over an extended period of time.

H
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This achievement does not come easy:
“Disciplines represent a radically different phenomenon. A discipline
constitutes a distinctive way of thinking about the world. Scientists
observe the world; come up with tentative classifications, concepts
and theories; design experiments in order to test these tentative
theories; revise the theories in light of the findings; and then return,
newly informed, to make further observations, redo classifications,
and devise experiments.”
[Gardner, p. 27]

The hallmark of disciplined thinking is persistence and dedication.
It has at least four essential requirements 7:
(1)
Identify truly important topics or concepts within a discipline.
This involves both content and method; it also includes the ability
to prioritize information and to recognize more and less foundational knowledge.
(2)
Spend a significant amount of time on this topic. Mastery correlates with the amount of time spent working in a field. There are
no shortcuts or easy fixes; for example, nothing substitutes for the
years of working problem sets or writing essays.
(3)
Approach the topic in a number of ways. Mastering multiple
perspectives and theories is crucial. Think, for example, of the interpretation of quantum mechanics. Religion-science folk frequently
assert that quantum physics is an important opening to religion. Yet
even scholars are often familiar with only one theory of quantum
phenomena, say that of Niels Bohr or the Copenhagen interpretation. One’s work is serious only if one can list all the major interpretations in physics today (including decoherence theories), argue for
a given interpretation, and then make application to religion.
(4)
Set up opportunities to perform and test your understandings
under a variety of conditions. Here the message is clear: test, test, test!
Seek critical feedback at every juncture. Try to falsify your own proposals. When William Phillips’ group at the NIST (National Institute
of Standards and Technology) achieved the results in “laser cooling” for which he won the Nobel Prize (cooling and trapping atoms
with laser light), they took their data to the two major research
groups with which they were competing, presented all the results,
and asked for the most thoroughgoing criticism they could get.
7. The requirements, but not the accompanying interpretations, are derived from Gardner,
pp. 32-34.
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Only when their leading competitors were unable to discover any
errors did they proceed to publish their results — for which Phillips
was later awarded the Nobel. How often do religion-science scholars seek scrutiny of their proposals with this sort of intensity?
Indeed, Gardner has harsh words for those going after shortcuts:
“The absence of disciplinary thinking matters. Short of these sophisticated ways of thinking, individuals remain essentially unschooled
— no different, indeed, from uneducated individuals — in how
they think of the physical world, the biological world, the world of
human beings, the world of imaginative creations, the world of
commerce. They have not benefited [sic] from the genuine progress
achieved by learned individuals in the past few thousand years.”
[Gardner, p. 36]

These are harsh words. But they are well worth considering. Think
again of the What the Bleep example. We fault some religious dogmatists
for uncritical thinking. But do we not fall equally into our own fads?
Only disciplinary expertise can equip scholars in this field and allow them
to competently make and evaluate claims concerning the religion-science
relationships. There is also a political dimension: without such expertise,
undisciplined minds are prone to being swayed by the opinions of others:
“In the absence of these forms of thinking [viz., disciplined analysis],
undisciplined individuals may not even be able to ascertain which
persons or ideas are reliable guides, informants, opinion leaders.
And so they become easy game for charlatans and demagogues.”
[Gardner, p. 32]

What Does Transdisciplinarity Have to Teach
Religion/Science?
I derive four lessons from the progression of the argument so far:
(1)
Religion/science is not merely placing two disciplines side by side
and noting that they can coexist. It requires “thirdness”, the creation of new
integrative connections that do not already exist within either discipline
on its own. Creative synthesis involves much more than creating a
sort of translation manual that maps terms from one discourse onto
terms from another.
We need to move beyond simple bridge-building. Too often does
one hear arguments such as:
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• “Quantum mechanics manifests complementarity between wave
and particle. Therefore, it makes sense to speak of Jesus Christ as
both God and man”;
• “The natural world reveals emergent process, the emergence of
new out of old. Therefore God should be seen as an unending
process”;
• “In the equations of quantum field theory, an individual particle
is the product of forces extending over the field. Therefore, the
Buddhist doctrine of co-dependent origination is supported by
science”.
These three religious statements may in fact be justified. But they
are not justified merely by citing an analogy with some area of science.
Hard conceptual work has to be done to move from the level of scientific
statements to the level of genuinely religious statements. There are no
shortcuts here; we must construct the conceptual framework that makes
these sorts of connections plausible.
(2)
Transdisciplinarity is hard work. It requires real listening, an
intense engagement with results and ways of thinking foreign to
one’s own; a high tolerance for ambiguity; the formulation of risky
hypotheses; and — hardest of all — the drive to find ways to test
one’s own proposals. Under the banner of postmodernity our age
has gleefully abandoned Karl Popper’s call for “falsifiability”. But
one would wish for rather more dedication to the project of subjecting one’s pet theories to serious testing. Real conceptual integration
is not to be confused with gleeful holism. If scientific results and
methods exercise no control on results on our field, we should rename
the field.8
(3)
Religious concerns are not merely pleasant coloring around the
margins of scientific truth. If there is to be science-religion interaction,
religion must be asked, indeed required, to make its contribution
as well — as in the demanding methodology of “creative mutual
interaction” developed by Robert J. Russell.9
The structure of conferences provides one of the clearest tests of
whether religious thought is being allowed to play a real role or is being
8. For examples of rigorous and meticulous scholarship at the boundaries of science
and religion, I recommend the publications of the French physicist and philosopher
Bernard d’Espagnat or the German theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg.
9. See the various articles in Ted Peters and Nathan Hallanger (eds.), God’s Action in Nature’s
World: Essays in Honour of Robert John Russell, Aldershot, UK: Ashgate Publishing, 2006.
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marginalized. The most painful example I have yet experienced occurred
a few years back at a highly-publicized religion-science conference at a
big-name U.S. university. Although it was billed as a science-religion
conference, the “round table” on religion and science was saved for the
very end of the conference. As the scientists one by one overextended
their time, the conference organizer kept coming to the round table participants and telling them to shorten their talks: from 40 minutes each,
down to 30, to 20, to 10. As the last morning dawned, the scientific speakers began to pack their bags and slide inconspicuously out the side doors
of the conference hall. In the end, the 40-minute “religious perspectives”
became 3-minute thesis statements, spoken to a mostly empty room. As
I recall, the organizers dubbed the conference a “profitable dialogue
between science and religion”.
But, lest one rush to ascribe the blame to scientists, recall the treatment of science within conferences run by religious scholars. Here the
organizers often enlist a few carefully chosen scientists, often long retired,
from among the ranks of their own religious tradition. The scientists’
warmly received keynote talks proclaim how easily the various sciences
can be unified with the religion in question. With large smiles the theologians then proceed to spell out the full doctrinal implications of this good
news. Here, too, the participants can then proclaim that they have successfully synthesized their particular religious tradition with contemporary science.
(4)
Finally, religion/science does not mean the transcending of all
reference groups. Proposals in our field require critical feedback from
scientists, philosophers, theologians, and scholars of religion — as well
as from scholars who themselves specialize in drawing connections across
these fields. With this we reach the central thesis of this paper — the
call to discipline transdisciplinarity. As C.S. Peirce recognized, there
is no discipline without a relevant community of experts. Or, in
Gardner’s words, “In the rush toward interdisciplinary [or, for that
matter, transdisciplinary] gold, one runs a risk of integrations that
are premature, and, indeed, undisciplined” [Gardner, p. 71].
Here is the difference between a serious scholar in science and religion
and a charlatan: the charlatan sends a copy of his book to everyone who
will listen (and a number who won’t), wanting to enlighten them with the
wonderful truth he has achieved. The scholar sends his or her proposals
to leading experts and asks them to criticize them as soundly and powerfully as they are able. When Stuart Kauffman completed his new book on
emergence recently and sent me a copy to evaluate, I noticed that he was
also seeking criticisms from a leading cosmologist, a leading philosopher
of biology, a leading cognitive scientist, and several physicists in areas
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outside of his own area of specialization. The sign of a really great scholar
in our field is not that she can think thoughts no one has thought before,
but that she is brilliant enough to incorporate devastating criticisms of
her earlier proposals and to make out of her first draft a profoundly
improved second draft.

Conclusion
he concern that has motivated these pages is the future of the field of
religion and science. My contention has been that our field stands at
a major crossroads. The public interest in our work is increasing, and the
urgency of the topic is greater than ever. And yet we face great challenges.
How do we respond? We do our work with the same passion and
drive with which we have always done it. Indeed, I suggest, we have to
do it better:
• with a keen awareness of the ethical dimensions of the topics we
work on;
• with a deep respect for the religious and wisdom traditions of the
world;
• with continuing creativity in the search for connections that go
beyond the science-religion discussion as it has been carried out
so far;
• with a drive for new syntheses that are brave, novel, and profound
— syntheses that are not merely interdisciplinary or multi-disciplinary, but truly transdisciplinary; and, finally,
• with a disciplined mind — not less knowledgeable in the various
fields in which we work, not less expert than the experts in each
field, but with an uncompromising drive to excellence.
We will not make a permanent mark on the world unless we show
a profound understanding of the science with which we engage — that is,
the data, the theories, and the ways of thinking of each scientific discipline —, and of the religions we discuss — their histories, their beliefs,
their practices —, and of the conceptual ground on which they meet.
Only then can we rise to the level of “transdisciplinarity and the
unity of knowledge”. Only then will we be able to plumb the depths of the
science-religion dialogue… and perhaps to move beyond that dialogue as
the world has known it so far.
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Introduction1
ric Weislogel has recently argued that the increasing hyper-specialization of higher education creates a unique challenge for the 21st century:
“It’s not that specialization needs to be overcome, it’s that individuals,
communities, and civilization in general will need to develop the complementary means by which to appropriate and take the measure of all particular expertise… We must regain our ability, a facility, an adeptness, at
taking the whole into our most profound concern.” 2 Those of us engaged
in the “science and religion dialogue” recognize Eric Weislogel’s challenge
as a call for the expansion of transdisciplinary work in the academy.
According to Weislogel such an expansion will require the reclamation of
transdisciplinary skills, but what are these skills, and how to we go about
reclaiming them?
One crucial skill for navigating transdisciplinary spaces in a hyperspecialized world is the skill of interpretation. As knowledge encreases
exponentially, as scientific disciplines become further fragmented, and as
religious traditions continue to complexify, the possibilities for becoming

E

* Originally presented at the 2007 Metanexus Conference on “Transdisciplinarity and the
Unity of Knowledge”; previously published on the Global Spiral (www.globalspiral.com).
1. The author would like to acknowledge Sally A. Brown, Jan-Olav Henriksen, and J.
Wentzel van Huyssteen for each providing important critical feedback regarding an
earlier version of this paper.
2. “What Really Is the ‘Science and Religion Dialogue’ All About?”, April 19, 2006. http://
www.metanexus.net/metanexus_online/show_article2.asp?id=9484.
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an expert in multiple arenas are diminished proportionally. So while transdisciplinary projects may be part of the antidote for the fragmentation
associated with specialization, transdisciplinarity also places ever growing
hermeneutical demands on its participants who are interested in engaging
across disciplines. Unfortunately, hermeneutics has not been a primary
concern in the “field” of religion and science.3 Some specific attention has
been paid to particular questions of interpretation (e.g., the meaning of
Genesis, 1-3, or the correct interpretation of quantum mechanics), but the
general philosophical question of hermeneutics has not found a place of
prominence in methodological discussions regarding religion and science.
I hope to begin addressing this deficiency by using the hermeneutical framework of Hans-Georg Gadamer as a critical tool for analyzing
J. Wentzel van Huyssteen’s theory of interdisciplinary engagement in
theology and science.4 Of particular concern is Van Huyssteen’s endorsement of the idea of “transversal rationality” popularized by Calvin Schrag.
Transversal reasoning emerges in interdisciplinary dialogue as “a place
in time and space where our multiple beliefs and practices, our habits of
thought and attitudes, our prejudices and assessments, converge” [Van
Huyssteen, 1999, p. 136]. This is no naïve, modernist type of convergence;
Van Huyssteen explicitly rejects appeals to universal, foundationalist
assertions to ground rational discourse. Neither is rationality forced to
succumb under the weight of nonfoundationalist relativism. Instead, Van
Huyssteen follows his “postfoundationalist” project in affirming the
radical contextuality characteristic of postmodern thought without, however, concluding that different contexts are necessarily incommensurable.
The various “resources of rationality” shared across contextual and disciplinary boundaries both shape the conditions for meaningful, rational
discourse and demand engagement in interdisciplinary dialogue. Transversality points to the moments and spaces of convergence within which
productive interdisciplinary discourse can occur.
But what does transversality look like in practice? How are transversal opportunities identified as such in the transdisciplinary work?
How are potential transversal points of convergence selected for scrutiny
and integration into constructive transdisciplinary proposals? What are
3. By ‘field’ I mean the growing group of academics and body of literature treating the
questions of how science and religion have related in the past, do relate in the present,
and should relate in the future.
4. Van Huyssteen consistently uses the term “interdisciplinary” instead of “transdisciplinary” and situates the dialogue between “theology and science” rather than “religion
and science”. I will use the former terminology when referring to Van Huyssteen’s work
(or any other’s who use similar terms), and the latter terminology when speaking more
generally.
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the hermeneutics of transversality itself? How Van Huyssteen envisions the
practical application of transversal reasoning is not always clear. In this
paper, I hope to bring some clarity to the idea of transversal rationality by
interpreting it in light of the philosophical hermeneutics of Hans-Georg
Gadamer. Specifically, I explore the potential for using Gadamer’s proposal
that understanding occurs through a “fusion of horizons” as a model of
transversal reasoning in transdisciplinary work. In the end, I argue that
Gadamer’s hermeneutical concept of the “fusion of horizons” provides some useful and illuminating clarifications of the practical dynamics of Van Huyssteen’s
idea of transversal reasoning. Furthermore, by interpreting Van Huyssteen
in this Gadamerian fashion, I hope to begin demonstrating the power of
hermeneutics for analyzing and illuminating transdisciplinary dynamics
more generally.
I begin this paper by discussing the status of hermeneutics in
methodological work in science and religion, and argue that more direct
and careful attention to hermeneutics is required for improving the productivity of the religion and science dialogue. From there I move to discussing the work of Van Huyssteen, first generally and then particularly
with respect to transversal rationality, stopping briefly along the way to
appreciate the role of hermeneutics in Van Huyssteen’s work. I then turn
to Gadamer, first summarizing his philosophical hermeneutics and then
focusing on his idea of the “fusion of horizons.” It is at this point that
I can finally argue that Gadamer’s fusion of horizons is a useful and
clarifying model for transversality in motion.

Hermeneutics in Religion and Science
ntje Jackelén has recently argued that hermeneutics, “the practice
and theory of interpretation and understanding”, is a “necessity” for
the dialogue between science and religion. [Jackelén, 2004, p. 15] By this
she appears to mean two things: (1) that the disciplines of religion and
science, and the dialogue between them are necessarily hermeneutical in
that interpretation and understanding are fundamental operations within and across disciplines; and (2) that attention to hermeneutics is necessary
in order to have a productive dialogue between religion and science.
Hence, “a good dialogue between religion and science should always be
more, but never less than hermeneutics” [ibidem, p. 21]. I believe that
Jackelén is eminently correct about the necessity of hermeneutics in both
respects, which is why the relative scarcity of hermeneutics in transdisciplinary reflection is so unfortunate. Jackelén’s own brief attention to this

A
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question is provocative and programmatically suggestive 5, but it is an
exception in the religion and science arena, where hermeneutics is largely
ignored.
Demonstrating that hermeneutical reflection is largely absent in the
discussions of religion and science is a challenge because it is essentially
an argument from absence. As I cannot make an exhaustive argument in
support of my claim, I will instead offer analyses of three notable methodological proposals as suggestive evidence. I will begin with Ian Barbour,
whose four-fold typology of ways to relate religion and science is now
considered a classic treatment in the field [for a recent account, see
Barbour, 2000, pp. 7-38]. While acknowledging its seminal importance,
Barbour’s argument for the “four views” of conflict, independence, dialogue, and integration has received considerable critique.6 My intention
here is not to add to that criticism, but to merely make the observation
that hermeneutics does not make a significant contribution to Barbour’s
typology. He discusses specific problems of interpretation (such as the
influence of biblical literalism and the various interpretations of quantum
mechanics), recognizes the importance of presuppositions in shaping the
dialogue, and even points to the demise of scientific objectivity in the
philosophy of science [Barbour, 2000, p. 25]. In many ways, his work is all
about the different ways we interpret and understand one another across
disciplines, yet hermeneutics is never explicitly addressed as a central
concern that organizes his typology and cuts across each of his categories.
Turning to a more recent example, Alan Padgett offers a “mutuality
model” that he hopes can lead theology and science “beyond dialogue to
collegiality” [Padgett, 2003, p. x]. Padgett seeks an integration of theology
and science at the level of “worldviews”, comprising our understandings
“of who we are and of the world we live in, including our system of values
and our religious beliefs” [ibid., p. xi]. Worldviews, according to Padgett,
shape interpretations 7, so if theology and science ever hope to get along
we must develop a worldview in which both can operate. He is also
aware that contemporary philosophy of science has dismantled positivist
5. Many of Jackelén’s hermeneutical claims can also be found in her article: “Science and
Religion: Getting Ready for the Future”, Zygon 38, no. 2 (June 2003): pp. 209-28.
6. Including from Van Huyssteen: “Ian Barbour’s well-known, and helpful, fourfold taxonomy for relating religion and science … may now be too generic, too universal, as
categories that intend to catch the complexity of the ongoing exchange between these
two dominant forces in our culture.” Duet or Duel? Theology and Science in a Postmodern
World (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1998), 3.
7. He argues, e.g., that a Christian worldview provides a good reason for interpreting
the physical phenomena of time in terms of thermodynamics rather than mechanics
[Padgett, 2003, p. xiv].
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objectivism [Padgett, 2003, pp. 67-86], and argues that, just like science,
theology can seek “explanations” of its own sort [ibidem, pp. 15-17]. It is
not difficult to see that hermeneutics is lurking behind these elements of
Padgett’s proposal, but it is never explicitly addressed as a proper mode
of philosophical inquiry in its own right. Consequently, one wonders if
Padgett’s appeal to the “broad and flexible” [ibidem, p. xi] concept of a
“worldview” without due attention to the hermeneutical question of how
context actually shapes understanding lacks sufficient specificity to be
ultimately convincing.
Mikael Stenmark offers a substantially more complex “multidimensional” model for relating science and religion that attempts to move
beyond the limitations of Barbour’s typology in a way that makes room
for the dynamic and evolving nature of that relationship [Stenmark, 2004,
p. 257]. Stenmark [ibidem, p. 268] outlines four dimensions of science and
religion that need to be carefully considered:
(1) the social dimension (science and religion as social practices performed by people in cooperation within a particular historical
and cultural setting);
(2) the teleological dimension (the goals of scientific and religious
practices);
(3) the epistemological or methodological dimension (the means developed and used to achieve the goals of science and religion);
(4) the theological dimension (the beliefs, stories, theories, and the
like that the practice of science and religion generates).
The importance of Stenmark’s contribution should not be underestimated: his multidimensional model helpfully shifts the focus away
from merely theoretical considerations to the pragmatic and contextual
conditions within which rationality operates and religion and science are
practiced. The strength of this approach lies in its explanatory power,
yet despite all its practicality the hermeneutical dynamics of religious
and scientific practices are never made explicit.
The historical marginalization of hermeneutics in the field of religion
and science is most likely rooted in two related factors. The first is that
work in religion and science has tended to privilege engagement with the
natural sciences over the human and social sciences. This dominance
of the natural sciences in transdisciplinary work has waned considerably
in recent years, but the natural sciences continue to hold a place of prominence in both academic work and the public consciousness. The second,
related factor is that philosophical hermeneutics developed in a context
that accepted a sharp distinction between the natural and the human
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sciences, so much so that hermeneutics and the quest for understanding
were concerns isolated to the human sciences whereas natural science was
assumed to be about a different sort of enterprise: the methodological
search for objective explanations of measurable and testable phenomena.
The combination of these two factors have contributed to the conclusion
that for transdisciplinary work in religion and science hermeneutics is
either irrelevant, or isolated to theological-exegetical concerns.
The demise of positivism in the post-Kuhnian philosophy of science
has led to a new appreciation for the hermeneutical character of all the
sciences, including the natural sciences. Joseph Rouse, as one notable
example among many, criticizes the positivist confidence in the objectivity
and value-neutral character of science by emphasizing the role of power
in the scientific process. Science is an inherently practical endeavor, so
“we cannot readily separate the epistemological and political dimensions
of the sciences: the very practices that account for the growth of scientific
knowledge must also be understood in political terms as power relations
that traverse the sciences themselves and that have a powerful impact on
other practices and institutions and ultimately upon our understanding
of ourselves” [Rouse, 1987, p. xi]. Rouse’s work points to the deeply
hermeneutical character of natural sciences by emphasizing the political
and cultural influences on scientific practice [ibidem, pp. 166-208].
Meanwhile, the tradition of philosophical hermeneutics in thinkers
like Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricœur has also sparked new reflection on
the hermeneutical character of theology beyond mere exegetical issues,
particularly in the light of postmodern challenges [see, e.g., Stiver, 2001].
So if it is true that both religion and science are profoundly hermeneutical, then it follows that any attempt to relate religion and science in transdisciplinary work will also be inherently hermeneutical in nature. This
confirms one of Antje Jackelén’s two assertions above: that hermeneutics
is a necessary component of religion, science, and the dialogue between
them. But what can we make of her second claim? Would attention to
hermeneutics improve the quality of transdisciplinary work itself? Why
should we pay attention to hermeneutics?
I think that one only needs to consider how contemporary debates
about religion and science are played out in the public arena to conclude
that not only is hermeneutics involved in religion and science, but also that
attention to hermeneutical dynamics is ultimately necessary for improving the quality of the dialogue itself. The ongoing and frequently heated
academic and public debates about evolution, creation, and more recently
“intelligent design” are a case in point. The intelligent design movement,
or ID, began as a reaction to what it saw as a pernicious overreaching by
some scientists and philosophers who interpret the theory of evolution
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in materialist and reductionist terms. Strictly speaking, there is nothing
about the theory of evolution that requires the conclusion that God does
not exist. It is only through a filter of certain philosophical presuppositions that evolution must be understood as a threat to religious belief,
presuppositions which are not by themselves scientific (even if scientists
commonly hold them). Apparently, members of the ID movement share
these same presuppositions, at least to some degree, given the substance
of their reaction. Rather than focus their critique on the ways in which
some atheist scientists and philosophers interpret evolution, they instead
choose to attack the theory of evolution itself. The scientific evidence, or
so ID claims, actually warrants the conclusion that a higher intelligence
has been at work in designing the natural world, and this conclusion is
more compelling than a comprehensive theory of evolution. The choice to
attack scientific materialism in this manner locates the debate squarely
within the boundaries of science, because it questions how scientific data
should be interpreted by scientists.
Notice how attention to transdisciplinary hermeneutics can help us
understand what is really going on in the debates surrounding the ID
movement. First, the key issue is inherently hermeneutical: how scientific
data is interpreted. Second, this is not the only hermeneutical issue available for debate. The question of how to interpret the theory of evolution
itself, if we accept its scientific claims with most scientists, is arguably the
better, more productive question to ask. Third, in hermeneutical terms it
is clear that certain assumptions or “preunderstandings” shared by both
sides are limiting the range of possible solutions to the conflict. Fourth,
the choice to locate the debate within scientific disciplinary boundaries
helps explain one reason why most scientists have resisted the claim that
ID is “good science”. ID’s reaction to the hermeneutically suspect overreaching of scientific materialists has been to engage in its own form of
cross-disciplinary overreaching, as if the best way to stop a bully is to
become a bully yourself.
In general, recognizing that people on both sides of science and religion debates are hermeneutical agents coming from different contexts
with different commitments and presuppositions can be very productive
in both analyzing the contours of these conflicts and in projecting possible
resolution strategies. But the importance of hermeneutics for transdisciplinary work is not limited to conflict assessment and resolution. Because
all transdisciplinary work is essentially hermeneutical, even the most
well-meaning and constructive transdisciplinary proposals must pay
careful attention to the hermeneutical dynamics involved. It is one of my
primary purposes in this paper to begin demonstrating this claim by
painting transversal rationality in a hermeneutical light.
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Van Huyssteen and Transversal Rationality
he theme of rationality is a hallmark of J. Wentzel van Huyssteen’s
work 8; in the problem of rationality he finds the important and only
key for understanding the domains of theology and science and building
interdisciplinary bridges between them [Van Huyssteen, 1999, p. 2]. He
points to a curious co-presence of two contemporary intellectual trends
that make rationality a problem: “Superior notions of natural scientific
rationality and pluralist, postmodern views that radically reject all notions
of neutrality and universality” [ibidem, p. 19]. The modernist notion that
natural science engages in a superior form of rationality has long proven
to be a challenge to theology, which has struggled to carve out a place for
itself in this landscape. Fortunately, as we’ve already noted, postmodern
philosophy of science has systematically dismantled this positivist ideal,
even if the broader culture is still enchanted by its power. Postmodernity,
however, is not wholly benevolent, and the postmodern challenge to
rationality has proven equally difficult for theology. In particular, the
postmodern nonfoundationalist epistemology, despite its valid critique
of modernist foundationalism, in its extremes can encourage a nihilist
relativism that dismantles meaningful rational discourse altogether.
Van Huyssteen argues that a compelling response to the postmodern
critique of foundationalism can be found in a “postfoundationalist” model
of rationality that fully acknowledges contextuality, the epistemic role of
interpreted experience, and the power of traditions in shaping values
[Van Huyssteen, 1999, p. 113]. At the same time, such a rationality model
will not only create space for cross-disciplinary conversation, but will
in fact encourage such interdisciplinary reflection as a proper expression
of human rationality more generally. Postfoundationalist rationality can
effectively split the difference between foundationalism and nonfoundationalism by removing epistemology from the domain of abstract theories
regarding the a-contextual justification of propositions (a space shared by
both modern and reactionary postmodern epistemologies) and relocating
it in practical inquiries into “the way we form our beliefs and how and
why we hold on to them in the various domains of our lives” [ibid., p. 131].
By resituating the problem of rationality within the space of embodied,
contextual, communicative practice, Van Huyssteen can argue that there
are common “resources of rationality” shared across boundaries of disci-

T

8. For a brief summary of Van Huyssteen’s career and how the theme of rationality pervades and structures his work, see my essay: “The Evolution of Van Huyssteen’s Model
of Rationality”, in F. LeRon Shults (ed.), The Evolution of Rationality: Interdisciplinary
Essays in Honor of J. Wentzel van Huyssteen, Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006: pp. 1-16.
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pline, context, and tradition. This means, in my own gloss on Van Huyssteen’s proposal, that we can find common ground without needing to ground
our commonality.
The three shared resources of rationality — or “epistemological
overlaps” — that Van Huyssteen identifies are the quest for intelligibility,
responsible judgment skills, and progressive problem-solving. First, the
quest for intelligibility is “a quest for optimal understanding that as a survival strategy is a most important part of our evolutionary heritage” [Van
Huyssteen, 1999, p. 174]. This pursuit is not unique to science, but is
shared by all the domains within which we form beliefs, make deliberate
choices, and act in particular ways. Second, responsible judgment skills take
shape within a back-and-forth process of personal judgment and intersubjective accountability. On the one hand, rational reflection is embedded
within traditions that shape our living contexts and contextual commitments. On the other hand, our commitments remain incomplete without
a self-critical stance in relation to our traditions, which enables a crosscontextual movement as we reach out beyond the boundaries of a particular tradition. It is precisely this back-and-forth postfoundationalist process,
Van Huyssteen argues, that can successfully split the difference between
modernity and postmodernity. Finally, progressive problem-solving is not to
be equated with the “faulty, modernist doctrines of progressive knowledge
that too easily conflate rationality with progress” [ibidem, p. 175]. Instead,
Van Huyssteen advocates for a qualified form of intellectual progress that
involves the responsible choice of and commitment to theories, models,
and even research traditions that are judged to be the most effective
problem-solvers within a concrete context [ibidem, p. 118].
The presence of common resources of rationality ensures that interdisciplinary engagement is possible, but it does not yet indicate in what
manner such engagement should take place. To begin answering this
question, Van Huyssteen adopts the idea of “transversal rationality” as
popularized by Calvin Schrag. The metaphor of transversality is borrowed from mathematics (and other disciplines), where it indicates the
intersection of a line with another line or surface. Transversal rationality
is likewise about the occasional intersection of disciplinary concerns. It is
“a lying across, an extending over, a linking together, and an intersecting
of various forms of discourse, modes of thought, and action. Transversal
reasoning thus emerges as a place in time and space where our multiple
beliefs and practices, our habits of thoughts and attitudes, our prejudices
and assessments, converge” [Van Huyssteen, 1999, p. 136]. Such transversal moments of convergence enable us to achieve a “wide reflective equilibrium”, a communal space within which deep personal convictions and
responsible interdisciplinary judgments can coexist [ibidem, pp. 277-82].
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But what would transversal reasoning look like in practice? Again
Van Huyssteen appropriates Calvin Schrag in outlining three interrelated
“moments” of transversal communicative praxis: the evaluative critique,
the engaged articulation, and the incursive disclosure. Evaluative critique
involves the critical discernment employed in making decisions to connect,
modify, or maintain dissensus between discourses across disciplines.
Engaged articulation involves rendering an account, providing optimal
reasons, and articulating meaning for interdisciplinary positions in a
social context. Incursive disclosure refers to the claim that our positions
have referential content; they pertain to reality without requiring correspondence [Van Huyssteen, 1999, pp. 136-9]. These three praxial moments
of interdisciplinary rationality serve to paint transversal rationality as a
viable alternative to the universal claims of modernity, while still allowing
for interdisciplinary dialogue regarding our commitments to and reasons
for beliefs about the real world. Yet, we are still far away from a practical
explanation of how transversal reasoning is actually applied in interdisciplinary work.
In my opinion, Van Huyssteen’s work on the epistemological and
methodological questions surrounding the interdisciplinary engagement
of theology and science remains without parallel, but this does not mean
that his model of transversal rationality is above criticism. For example,
Richard Osmer, speaking as an interdisciplinary, practical theologian,
has recently argued that Van Huyssteen still needs to articulate and justify the principle of selection that governs the choice to transversally engage
particular disciplines, persons, or perspectives [Osmer, 2006, pp. 342-5].
Others have expressed their desire to see Van Huyssteen’s theory put into
practice. Catherine Keller, for example, has issued this challenge:
“Would this wise, erudite, and lucid thinker consider accepting the
challenge of embodiment? That is, might he write a work in which
his abstract methodological dialectic tests itself within the religious
experience to which it points — offering a model of this theological
thought in practice, perhaps incarnate in an interdisciplinary, postfoundationalist doctrine of creation, or Christ, or faith, or basileia?
With his sure compass, this brilliant navigator can risk the “far from
equilibrium” perils of scriptural metaphor and theological construction.”
[Keller, 2000, pp. 436-40]

Osmer and Keller both point to a fundamental concern of this paper:
however many theoretical merits we might ascribe to the idea of transversal rationality, the practical application of transversal reasoning requires
further articulation and demonstration.
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Van Huyssteen has recently taken up Keller’s gauntlet by engaging
the question of human uniqueness in an interdisciplinary project of some
magnitude. The resulting book, born out of his 2004 Gifford lectures on
the same topic, is an impressive proposal that is both broad in its attention
to a wide array of scientific disciplines and theological proposals, and deep
in its engagement with contemporary trends in both arenas [Van Huyssteen, 2006]. Not surprisingly, transversal reasoning takes center stage in
this proposal as Van Huyssteen puts theory into practice.
In considering the question of human uniqueness in an interdisciplinary fashion, Van Huyssteen identifies three disciplinary arguments for
transversal intersection: “the epistemological argument from evolutionary
biology, the historically diverse and rather fragmented argument from theology, and complex, multileveled scientific arguments from contemporary
paleoanthropology” [Van Huyssteen, 2006, p. xvii]. I will later comment
on some of these transversal moves, but let us first consider the various
ways that Van Huyssteen deals with transversal reasoning in this context.
First of all, transversality is a “heuristic device that opens up new ways
for crossing boundaries between disciplines, and for identifying those
interdisciplinary spaces where the relevance of scientific knowledge can
be translated into the domain of Christian theology, and vice versa” [ibid.,
p. xv]. Transversality involves “identifying shared concerns and points of
agreement”, but it also involves “exposing areas of disagreement and
putting into perspective specific divisive issues that need to be discussed”
[ibidem, p. 9]. Van Huyssteen also speaks about transversality as a “skill”
and a “performative praxis” for moving between disciplines and contexts,
for crossing disciplinary and cultural boundaries [ibidem, pp. 20-31]. But
this “crossing over” does not locate interdisciplinary work in one camp
or another, but rather “within the transversal spaces between disciplines”
[ibidem, p. 9]. Finally, one particularly important task of transversal reasoning is the selection of conversation partners:
“[In order] to develop a very specific multidisciplinary discourse on
a very specific problem, we need to identify the various disciplinary
voices that are going to be part of this conversation. And maybe
more importantly, we need also to identify the very specific problems
and historical/contextual environment of the discipline(s) in which
it is embedded.”
[Van Huyssteen, 2006, p. 35]

The first transversal connection identified by Van Huyssteen is
found in evolutionary epistemology. Evolutionary epistemology, the study
of how human cognition emerged and developed in evolutionary history, is itself an interdisciplinary field because it necessarily pushes beyond

88

KENNETH A. REYNHOUT

biology to questions of culture. Moreover, since human cognition is inextricably rooted in our evolutionary heritage, without being reducible to it,
our culturally-diverse forms of rationality share this common source. This
also creates a space for interdisciplinary work: “If our various and diverse
cognitive activities are linked together by the evolutionary resources of
an embodied human rationality, then evolutionary epistemology succeeds,
on an intellectual level, in revealing a space for true interdisciplinary
reflection, the kind of epistemic context that would be a safe and friendly
space for the ongoing conversation between reasoning strategies as diverse
as theology and science” [Van Huyssteen, 2006, p. 87]. Since religion is a
cultural phenomenon likewise rooted in our evolutionary heritage without
being reducible to it, Van Huyssteen then finds a “minimal transversal
connection” between evolutionary epistemology and the plausibility of
religious belief in God. Evidently, this is a minimal connection because it
does not allow for any strong claims for the existence of God, but it also
sets a fairly stringent requirement on the rest of Van Huyssteen’s project,
which will become apparent as he considers the theological idea of the
imago Dei [ibidem, p. 105].
Because evolutionary epistemology stresses the biological origins
of human rationality, Van Huyssteen understands this fundamental
transversal connection as setting transversal selection criteria that can be
transported across disciplines [Van Huyssteen, 2006, p. 309]. In particular,
Van Huyssteen uses this minimal criterion of embodied human rationality as a warrant for rejecting a large collection of theological views on the
image of God that he considers to be overly abstract, esoteric, and baroque.
This is one of the more controversial moves Van Huyssteen makes in his
study, and it deserves greater scrutiny and discussion 9, but here I only
want to consider what this says about his transversal method. I believe
the most important observation to make here is that different transversal
connections made by the interdisciplinarian and the various disciplines
at her disposal can themselves be transversally connected and mutually
limiting. This is apparently what Van Huyssteen means when he says
that arguments can transversally intersect.
9. Personally, I see a potential conflict between, on the one hand, Van Huyssteen’s insistence that each discipline be evaluated contextually first and only then transversally
(p. 159) and, on the other hand, his quick dismissal of theological models he finds overly
abstract, apparently because evolutionary epistemology tells him so (p. 105). Moreover,
I wonder whether the limiting function of different transversal moments inevitably
pushes toward a minimalist, “least common denominator” theological construction,
which would seem to give science an inherent advantage and controlling function in
the interdisciplinary task.
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Van Huyssteen’s Alone in the World? is a monumental achievement
that has set a high bar for any future transdisciplinary work in religion
and science. In addition to its constructive content, it has also helped flesh
out Van Huyssteen’s theory of transversal rationality in some important
ways. Yet, I contend that further clarification is still required. If controversies over Van Huyssteen’s project on human uniqueness are forthcoming,
they will most likely be focused on his decisions to engage this discipline
over that discipline, this interpretation of a discipline over that interpretation, this theologian over that theologian etc. They will also likely focus
on his selection of transversal moments, and how he connects those in an
interdisciplinary fashion. It is unlikely that Van Huyssteen would want to,
or be able to, provide a set of rules for making transversal decisions, but
it may be possible to develop a set of hermeneutical principles to guide the
transversal interpreter. It is in this way that I see hermeneutics potentially
informing and clarifying Van Huyssteen’s notion of transversal reasoning,
and the parallel I draw with Gadamer is one (but surely not the only) way
of exploring that possibility.

Van Huyssteen and Hermeneutics
o whatever degree hermeneutics is absent in the field of religion and
science, Van Huyssteen himself is not guilty of ignoring the hermeneutical dynamics of interdisciplinary work in theology and science.
Hermeneutics does make a significant contribution to his treatment, and
this can be seen in three key respects. First, Van Huyssteen is well aware
that the fall of positivism in the natural sciences is in large part due to
the crumbling of the standard distinction between the natural and human
sciences: the former seeks explanations through objective testing and
measurement, whereas the latter seeks understanding by interpreting
observations. Second, and following on the first, is that both theologians
and scientists relate to the world only through interpreted experience. Both
scientific disciplines and theological traditions are thoroughly hermeneutical, social practices, and both scientists and theologians are hermeneutical agents whose knowledge and theories are laden with interpretation
[Van Huyssteen, 1999, pp. 43-58]. Third, and again following on the second,
Van Huyssteen understands his postfoundationalist model of rationality
to be fusing epistemology with hermeneutics [ibidem, pp. 13, 249]. His
pragmatic depiction of rationality as an existential human condition of
being in the world implies that epistemology (the way we know things) is
ultimately indistinct from hermeneutics (how we interpret things). Since
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Van Huyssteen’s overall project focuses on the epistemological conditions
of interdisciplinary rationality, it can then be said with some force that his
whole project is also about hermeneutics.
And yet it is still the case that his project remains focused on the
epistemological problem of rationality and not on the hermeneutical one
of understanding. Even if these two issues are ultimately indistinct, as Van
Huyssteen wants to suggest, do we miss anything of importance if we fuse
them too quickly in the process of our inquiry? Would transdisciplinary
work appear differently if we switch our primary viewing lens from epistemology to hermeneutics? I believe the answer to these questions is yes,
and it is part of my intent in this paper to test that hypothesis by scrutinizing transversal rationality from an explicitly hermeneutical perspective.
The possibility that an explicit focus on hermeneutics might prove
illuminating for transversal reasoning finds some warrant in the work
of Calvin Schrag, from whom Van Huyssteen first appropriated the idea.
The first moment of transversal reasoning, or “praxial critique”, is irreducibly hermeneutical: “Rationality as praxial critique proceeds hand in
glove with rationality as interpretation. …[Rationality] is required to forge
a response to the hermeneutical demand” [Calvin O. Schrag, 1992, p. 68;
consider also Schrag, 1994, pp. 61-78]. The response that Schrag proposes
is transversal rationality:
“Hermeneutical understanding needs to be delimited by the workings of transversal rationality. The transversal diagonal needs to be
grafted onto the hermeneutical circle. Only through this metaphorical
shift from the circle of understanding to the diagonal of transversal
thinking can the surplus of truths, the polysemy of meanings, and
the multiplicity of language games be managed.”
[Schrag, 1992, p. 75]

Recall that the moment of praxial, evaluative critique involves the
discernment of transversal points of consonance, conflict, or correction
across disciplinary boundaries. This discernment, according to Schrag,
is a process of interpretation, such that we could be said to be engaging
in the practice of “transversal hermeneutics”. In a language that sounds
downright Gadamerian, Schrag explains that transversality is a solution
to the problem of navigating a landscape of potentially conflicting interpretations since it implies we can engage across disciplines “in a manner
as to achieve convergence without coincidence” [Schrag, 1992, p. 76; emphasis
mine].
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Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics
he publication of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Truth and Method (Wahrheit
und Methode) in 1960 [see Gadamer, 1989] was a decisive event in the
history of philosophical hermeneutics (according to Palmer, 1969, p. 162).
The hermeneutical perspective developed by Heidegger in Being and Time
to plumb the ontology of Being was adopted by Gadamer and applied
to the more traditional hermeneutical question regarding the shape of
understanding in the act of interpretation. In other words, Gadamer sought
to uncover the ontology of understanding, to provide a formal description
of the conditions required to make understanding possible. His complex
argument includes sophisticated philosophical treatments of many
important questions, including the nature of aesthetics, theories of historical understanding, and the ontology of language. It is beyond the scope
of this essay to cover each of these elements, so we will focus on those
most directly related to the task at hand. After a brief summary of Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics, we will turn our attention to focus on
his claim that understanding occurs through a “fusion of horizons”.
We begin not with Gadamer, but with the historicist movement of
the 19th century and the work of Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911). Dilthey
was chiefly concerned with defending the legitimacy of human sciences
(Geisteswissenschaften) as autonomous sciences, particularly in light of the
strong claims of objectivity made by the natural sciences. His strategy for
liberating the human sciences was to seek an unshakable, philosophical
foundation that could deliver a method for the human sciences on par
with the scientific method of the natural sciences. Of particular concern
to Dilthey was the objectivity of historical research, but in order to claim
that historical knowledge could be considered scientific knowledge he had
to maintain, according to Gadamer, that the historian must “sever one’s
bond with life, to attain distance from one’s own history, which alone
makes it possible for that history to become an object” [Gadamer, 1989,
p. 6]. The human sciences largely accepted this objectifying impulse of
Dilthey’s historicist program.
Gadamer recognizes a fundamental flaw with Dilthey’s approach:
Dilthey “was always attempting to legitimate the knowledge of what was
historically conditioned as an achievement of objective science, despite
the fact that the knower is himself conditioned” [Gadamer, 1989, p. 225].
Gadamer, following Heidegger, understands that the essential historicity
of human beings (the temporality of Dasein) means that history can never
be objectified in the “scientific” sense. According to Gadamer, what most
distinguishes the human sciences from the natural ones is hermeneutics,
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because its “theme and object of research are actually constituted by the
motivation of the inquiry” [Gadamer, 1989, p. 285]. Here is where Dilthey’s
quest for finding a method for the human sciences becomes especially
problematic, because “the important new task of hermeneutics could be
performed only if one abandoned the search for a methodology based on
a universally valid foundation” [Grondin, 1991, pp. 84-90]. Hence, Gadamer’s project in Truth and Method can be understood as a formal description of the hermeneutical conditions involved in the understanding of
truth in the absence of a method for the human sciences.
Since we have already discussed the fall of positivism in the postmodern philosophy of science and the rise of hermeneutical awareness
in the natural sciences [see, e.g., Crease, 1997], it is worth pausing at this
point to consider the sharp distinction that Gadamer makes between the
hermeneutical, human sciences and the objective, natural sciences. Joel C.
Weinsheimer argues that Gadamer was most surely wrong to make such
a sharp distinction, and his rejection of method is itself dependent on this
fundamental mistake [Weinsheimer, 1985, pp. 1-59]. Nevertheless, if we
keep in mind the very narrow, rigid, and essentially positivistic understanding of the method that Gadamer is working with, we may still follow
him in his rejection of such a method in the human sciences and in the
processes of understanding in general. At the same time, it is in principle
possible to rehabilitate the method in light of the hermeneutical character
of all human inquiry, but it will necessarily look quite different from a
positivist, scientific method. In fact, one way of understanding Van Huyssteen’s proposal for an interdisciplinary rationality is as an elaboration of
just such a rehabilitated method, although Van Huyssteen himself is careful never to claim that he is developing a method.
Returning to Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics, let us say that
he again follows Heidegger in affirming the hermeneutical importance of
fore-understandings or “prejudices”. Here we are confronted with another
dubious legacy of the idea that science can deliver value-free, objective
truth: “The fundamental prejudice of the Enlightenment is the prejudice
against prejudice itself” [Gadamer, 1989, p. 273]. Gadamer attempts to
reclaim the meaning of prejudice as a prior judgment that can either be
true or false. Prejudices are a fact of life, they cannot be escaped or set aside
because they are a fundamental facet of our historicity: “The prejudices
of the individual, far more than his judgments, constitute the historical
reality of his being” [ibidem, p. 278]. In the words of Grondin:
“There can be no question of merely setting aside one’s prejudices;
the object is, rather, to recognize and work them out interpretively.
Thus Gadamer allies his position with Heidegger’s idea that the very
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first task of interpretation consists in self-critique: working out one’s
own fore-projections so that the subject matter to be understood can
affirm its own validity in regard to them. Since the understanding
can often be misled by erroneous fore-conceptions, and since this
danger can never be wholly avoided, interpreters must endeavor to
develop appropriate interpretive initiatives from within their own
situation.”
[Grondin, 1991, pp. 111-2]

Of crucial importance in this task of self-critique is the foregrounding
of our prejudices, which involves becoming aware of our prejudices and
suspending their validity.
As part of his attempt to rehabilitate prejudices as conditions of
understanding, Gadamer addresses the question of tradition. Like history,
tradition is not something capable of being objectified. Rather, we are
always within traditions, “it is always a part of us” [Gadamer, 1989, p. 283].
We judge by legitimate prejudices: the standards and practices that
have arisen in the course of history in the community of interpreters
who open themselves up to what tradition says. Gadamer warns us not
to reify tradition and think it is simply given; moreover, tradition is not
to be viewed as a seamless whole, but contains competing traditions which
make conflicting claims [Gremmen and Jacobs, 1997, pp. 63-4].
We are also not wholly determined by our tradition(s). Understanding is a dialectical process involving the confrontation of a person’s
self-understanding (shaped by tradition) and that which is encountered:
“It is an understanding already placed in history and tradition, and it can
understand the past only by broadening its horizon to take in the thing
encountered” [Palmer, 1969, p. 183].
Notice that Gadamer, again like Heidegger, sees all understanding
as self-understanding, which, according to Weinsheimer, is Gadamer’s version of the hermeneutical circle. We understand by projecting a predetermined sense of the whole, with certain expectations of the very meaning
we seek, guided by our prejudices [Weinsheimer, 1985, p. 166]. Furthermore, understanding can be viewed as self-understanding because understanding is less about the interpreter who questions and more about
the interpreter being questioned. To understand a text is to understand
the question being asked by the text, and this moment of understanding
takes place “by our attaining the hermeneutical horizon”, which is the
horizon of the question being posed by the text [Gadamer, 1989, p. 363].
This leads us to Gadamer’s provocative idea that understanding occurs
through a “fusion of horizons”.
Gadamer appropriates the metaphor of “horizon” from Husserl’s
phenomenological analysis of consciousness. For the latter, the horizon
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is another way of describing context [Weinsheimer, 1985, p. 157], but for
Gadamer a horizon is “the range of vision that includes everything that
can be seen from a particular vantage point” [Gadamer, 1989, p. 301]. The
metaphor is powerful because to have a horizon not only implies a limit
to our vision, but also that we can expand our horizon to see beyond that
limit. Like the idea of context, a horizon both shapes us and can be shaped
by us. This is important for hermeneutics because the act of interpretation
involves “acquiring the right horizon of inquiry for the questions evoked
by the encounter with tradition” [ibidem, p. 302]. Understanding involves
reaching for a “superior breadth of vision” so that we can “look beyond
what is close at hand” [ibidem, p. 304]. This is accomplished by a process
of foregrounding our prejudices, a self-critical bringing to light of the
presuppositions that we bring to the task of interpretation. In fact, it is
precisely this set of prejudices that constitutes a person’s horizon at a particular moment in time, although our horizons are never static. Our horizons are continually being formed as we continuously test our prejudices
against the present, which is merely a function of existing as temporal,
historical beings.
Understanding occurs, according to Gadamer, through a “fusion of
horizons” (Horizontverschmelzung). Here, Gadamer has in mind the particular dynamics of interpreting classical historical texts. In addition to
the horizon constituted by our own present set of prejudices, we also
project a different historical horizon for the historical text in question. By
“fusion” Gadamer does not mean assimilation or annihilation of one
horizon by another. Instead, the process of understanding includes foregrounding, or “consciously bringing out” the discontinuities between the
present horizon of the interpreter and the historical horizon of the text
(which is itself a projection of the interpreter). Only then can the two horizons be rewoven into the fabric of the tradition from which the horizons
first sprang.

Transversal Reasoning as a Fusion of Horizons
here is more than a bit of irony involved in my employing Gadamer’s
idea of the “fusion of horizons” to help clarify the practical dynamics
of transversal reasoning in Van Huyssteen’s interdisciplinary theory, and
this is true in three respects. The first two we are already familiar with:
(1) Gadamer accepted the strong distinction between natural and human
sciences that Van Huyssteen wants to leave behind; and (2) Gadamer
spurned developing a practical, hermeneutical method, yet I propose
that his ideas have pragmatic value for interdisciplinary methodology.
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However, we have seen that these two issues, when they are considered
together, do not in principle prohibit the development of a “method” of
sorts that is not bound to a positivist ideal. The second irony is also
mitigated in our immediate context by the fact that Van Huyssteen is also
careful not to claim that he is developing a method. Instead, transversal
reasoning is a skill, heuristic device, or performative praxis. The third
potential irony regards the observation that Gadamer’s concept of “horizon” is arguably itself vague, which could mean that I am merely proposing to employ one vague concept to clarify another vague concept. I am
aware of this challenge, and yet I believe that the hermeneutical concept
still helps to illuminate practical dynamics of transversality that might
otherwise have been missed.
In addition to these apparent ironies, there are also compelling
reasons for putting Gadamer and Van Huyssteen into conversation. First,
they are both committed to forms of realism. William Hathaway argues
that Gadamer, in contrast to other antirealists in philosophical hermeneutics like Derrida and Rorty, is himself a realist, which makes his work
fruitful for articulating a cross-disciplinary integration of psychology and
Christianity at the level of interpretive understanding [Hathaway, 2002,
p. 208]. Van Huyssteen is also a realist (a position most thoroughly elaborated in Theology and the Justification of Faith) and the critical realism he
espouses is presupposed in his interdisciplinary work. Second, both Gadamer and Van Huyssteen are interested in the formal conditions necessary
for understanding. Gadamer’s proposal is essentially a formal description
of the ontology of understanding in general, whereas Van Huyssteen’s
theoretical work focuses on the formal conditions necessary for interdisciplinary understanding. Finally, both thinkers share a certain degree of
optimism regarding the possibility of achieving understanding. In fact,
both Gadamer and Van Huyssteen have been criticized for such optimism.10 These three similarities between Gadamer and Van Huyssteen
point to a profound connection between their projects: both are interested
in clarifying how contextually-situated individuals can still reach out
across contextual, space-time boundaries to achieve real understanding.
It should therefore not surprise us to find that Gadamer’s hermeneutical
theories have explanatory potential for interpreting Van Huyssteen’s
interdisciplinary proposal.
Our Gadamerian analysis of transversal reasoning will focus on
identifying the various hermeneutical horizons at play in transdisciplinary
efforts, and how the locations on these horizons where “fusion” occurs
10. Christian Early, for example, criticizes them for being too optimistic about the nonexistence of incommensurable reasoning strategies; see Early, 2000, pp. 407-8.
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coincide with transversal moments. The first challenge facing us it to
determine to what we are referring in claiming that transversal reasoning
can be understood as a fusion of horizons. What would be the horizons
involved in such a fusion? Let us try a few ideas on for size. One possibility is that the “horizon of religion” is being fused to the “horizon of
science,” or vice versa. This appears prima facie plausible, especially in light
of the “science and religion dialogue” we talk so much about. After all,
are we not, most of us, hopeful that some day we will be able to really
understand one another? Unfortunately, this is neither what Van Huyssteen means by transversal reasoning, nor is it a faithful application of
Gadamer’s idea. The social phenomena we refer to as “religion” and
“science” are simply too broad and diverse to ever qualify for a transdisciplinary relationship that transcends specific, concrete transversal
moments found between specific scientific disciplines and religious traditions. Furthermore, although Gadamer can speak meaningfully about
the “horizon of the text”, for Gadamer, horizons do not exist abstracted
apart from the minds of interpreters. The horizon of the text is certainly
a function of its actual content, and the text “questions” the interpreter
in the act of understanding, but this horizon it is still a projection of the
interpreter and therefore does not exist in abstraction from the interpreter’s own embodied thoughts. Similarly, religion and science do not
possess their own horizons in the Gadamerian sense.
The same problem exists for the possibility that transversal reasoning
involves the fusing of the horizons of one or more scientific disciplines
with the horizons of one or more religious traditions. Although Van Huyssteen is eminently correct in asserting that transdisciplinary work must
be focused on particular disciplines and traditions [Van Huyssteen, 2006,
p. 4], it is still the case that disciplines/traditions do not possess horizons
abstracted apart from the individuals who work in those disciplines/traditions. This opens up a third possibility, namely that transversal reasoning
involves the fusing of multiple horizons constituted by the disciplinary
presuppositions of one or more scientists and one or more theologians.
This option has the advantage of locating horizons in the prejudices of
individual interpreters, but we must again ask ourselves if this is faithful
to Gadamer’s proposal. Although it is true that interpretation is required
in any social interaction, and that human-to-human encounters require
acts of understanding for any kind of communication, this is simply not
the situation Gadamer had in mind when he proposed that understanding
occurs through a fusion of horizons. It is possible (and perhaps ultimately
preferable) that Gadamer’s theory could be amended to include the
hermeneutics of personal encounter, but without such an emendation we
cannot apply it to our situation in good faith.
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Besides, this is not really what transdisciplinary work looks like
in practice. This observation reveals a limitation inherent in the language
we often use to discuss the transdisciplinary dynamics at work in religion
and science. The dominance of metaphors that paint what occurs in religion and science in terms of a “dialogue” may actually be misleading and
inattentive to the actual practice of transdisciplinary projects. While it is
true that actual conversations and real dialogue between scientists and
theologians do frequently occur (and sometimes get published), the vast
majority of transdisciplinary work is undertaken by individual theorists who
draw upon specific work in both religion and science in developing constructive
proposals (Van Huyssteen’s Alone in the World? is a case in point). Such
persons will likely identify more strongly with either a religious tradition
or scientific discipline as their “home discipline”, but it is only in this narrow sense that it can be said that they are engaged in a “dialogue” of sorts
between their home discipline and the other disciplines/traditions with
which they are theoretically engaged.11
Acknowledging the limitations of dialogical metaphors and properly characterizing the nature of transdisciplinary work should help us
pinpoint the specific sense in which transversal reasoning may be understood to be a fusion of horizons. Recall that transversality first involves
a moment of evaluative critique, during which the transdisciplinarian
identifies potential transversal moments and decides to connect, modify,
or maintain dissensus across disciplinary boundaries. We saw in Van
Huyssteen’s own work that this step takes practical shape as the transdisciplinarian chooses to accept the perspectives of some thinkers and reject
those of others, based on conformity to transdisciplinary criteria. In the
case of Van Huyssteen, we saw that not only scientific theories require
such critical discernment and selection, but theological perspectives as
well. In effect, then, transversal reasoning takes shape as an individual
transdisciplinarian surveys the wide array of scientific and theological
viewpoints potentially relevant to her concerns and then selects particular views and theories deemed worthy of appropriation and integration
into her transdisciplinary proposal. As such, it is the horizon of the transdisciplinarian — the transversal interpreter — that is paramount, and each
transversal moment is a fusion of that horizon and the projected horizon
of a particular theological construction or scientific idea.
11. It should be noted that Van Huyssteen’s model of transversal reasoning does include
space for actual dialogue. Recall that in Schrag’s three moments of transversal communicative praxis — evaluative critique, engaged articulation, and incursive disclosure — the second moment of engaged articulation is where dialogue can occur. In this
analysis, I am focusing on the first moment of evaluative critique, as it is here where
transversal moments and “dialogue partners” are first identified.
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When understood in this way, the intuitive parallels between a
fusion of horizons and a transversal connection should be clear. Both cases
involve a person who intentionally moves out of himself to seek points of
contact with a potentially distant object(s) of inquiry which in turn will
hopefully leads to experiences of understanding. But how does this help
us? In what ways is our hermeneutical interpretation of transversality a
useful model for transdisciplinary practice? There are at least four points
in favor of our Gadamerian model of transversal reasoning:
(1) The exercise of clarifying the interpretive horizons at play in the
transversal moment highlighted in an especially forceful way the fact that
transdisciplinarians are essentially hermeneutical agents, who are capable
of achieving understanding across disciplinary boundaries only through
acts of interpretation. This confirms an earlier observation about the
inherently hermeneutical nature of interdisciplinary work, and it again
emphasizes that conflict assessment and resolution should be focused
hermeneutically and not only theoretically. In fact, Gadamer has been
used in other contexts to suggest conflict resolution techniques that focus
on finding mutual understanding.12
(2) A fundamental task involved in the fusion of horizons is the foregrounding of prejudices by the interpreter, and this should be an important guiding principle for the transdisciplinarian involved in transversal
reasoning. Van Huyssteen himself would applaud such an impulse, given
his repeated emphasis on the self-critical stance required for productive
interdisciplinary work conducted in a postfoundationalist mode [e.g., see
Van Huyssteen, 2006, p. 46]. A self-awareness of our prejudices involves
conscious reflection on how we have been profoundly shaped by the living traditions within which we stand. One way that Van Huyssteen could
improve his theory of transversal reasoning would be to describe how
responsible transversal decisions are made in light of personal prejudices
brought to the table. This would undoubtedly be challenging, both to
12. Gremmen and Jacobs, 1997, pp. 315-27. They examine what they call the “dilemma of
sustainability”, which is a situation in ecology where different economic sectors are
in conflict because their strategies for environmental sustainability are incompatible
(they highlight a recent conflict between fisheries and energy companies in the Pacific
Northwest). In such situations the common resolution strategy is to engage in negotiations involving the trading off of interests. They argue that Gadamer can be utilized
to reframe these situations as “controversies” of interpretation, which suggests that
resolution strategies can instead focus on achieving mutual understanding. In Gadamerian terms, the two groups in conflict are different reader-groups with competing interpretations of the “text” of sustainability. As such, each group must engage in processes
of foregrounding prejudices, explicating historical horizons of inquiry, and recognizing
that understanding is the application of something universal to something particular,
which can then lead conflicting groups to stances of openness and conversations oriented toward a fusion of horizons.
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describe and to execute, but is only through the difficult process of foregrounding prejudices that transversal, interdisciplinary work can avoid
what could be called the “demagoguery of the transdisciplinarian”.
(3) H.-G. Gadamer’s work reminds us that transdisciplinarians have
a stake in the interdisciplinary task, because all understanding is also
self-understanding. The transdisciplinary mood of questioning subject
matter is all too familiar to those of us doing transdisciplinary work, but
how often do we reflect on the ways that we ourselves are being questioned by the things being questioned? This observation can help humanize transdisciplinary work in religion and science by emphasizing that
transversal moments are also potential moments of transformation.
(4) A transversal fusion of horizons involves an expansion of vision
and a projection of interpretive possibilities, which points to the constructive potential of transdisciplinary work. Conscious reflection on as-of-yet
unacknowledged transversal opportunities has the potential to enrich the
science and religion dialogue by encouraging novel and fruitful transdisciplinary proposals. At the same time, if we take Gadamer seriously
we will see that the search for novelty is not free to go in any direction it
chooses, but is always rooted in the object of inquiry and the demands it
makes of us. This should remind us that our transdisciplinary proposals
must remain faithful to the integrity of the various disciplines with which
we are making transversal connections.

Conclusion
e began this journey by noting that transdisciplinary work is both
needed for and complicated by the increasing hyper-specialization
of the academy. Hermeneutics, as we have begun to demonstrate in this
essay, will be a crucial skill for thriving in such a milieu. I am not the first
person to see potential in Gadamer’s “fusion of horizons” for enriching
the dialogue between religion and science. Ursula King argues: “A ‘fusion
of horizons’ will lead to larger horizons, to new views and shared understanding. This fusion is also important for the dialogue between science
and religion, and it is likely to be far more creative and holistic than advocating a strongly adversarial stance between these universes of discourse
and knowing. Fusing and expanding the horizons of both science and
religion through creative dialogue from many perspectives could be of
immense benefit for humankind” [King, 2005, p. 538].
King’s vision of a productive religion and science dialogue is enticing,
but it cannot be realized until hermeneutics becomes a central question
and concern for transdisciplinary work.

W
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What I have been specifically tryind to argue in this essay was that
Gadamer’s hermeneutical notion that understanding occurs through a
fusion of horizons provides a useful and clarifying model of Van Huyssteen’s theory of interdisciplinary, transversal rationality. Although I was
careful to demonstrate the ways in which Van Huyssteen is aware of, and
attentive to, various hermeneutical dimensions of transdisciplinary
work, and in this regard somewhat unique among pundits of religion and
science dynamics, I recognize that my argument may also bring certain
aspects of Van Huyssteen’s project into critical focus. Most generally, the
practical dynamics of transversal reasoning require further explication
and clarification. More specifically, the observation that the postmodern
philosophy of science has effectively blurred the distinction between
epistemology and hermeneutics requires more sustained and careful
scrutiny. I want to argue that hermeneutics brings an alternative and illuminating perspective to the question of how religion and science can relate
in a transdisciplinary fashion, a perspective perhaps otherwise missed if
epistemology and rationality constitute the sole framework within which
this question is asked. But if epistemology and hermeneutics are ultimately indistinct, or at least indistinguishable, how can I make such a claim?
Or have postmodern philosophers of science, and Van Huyssteen in turn,
been too hasty in bringing epistemology and hermeneutics into convergence? What are the important distinctions, if any, between hermeneutics
and epistemology, and can we advocate for such distinctions and still
support a pragmatic, embodied approach to epistemology? These are a
few of the challenging philosophical questions prompted by this project,
questions worthy of further reflection.
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Introduction
The problem
he central theme of this conference “Transdisciplinarity and the Unity
of Knowledge — Beyond the Science and Religion Debate” is a very
important and relevant one for the world that we are facing and living in
today. The quest for the ‘unity’ of our knowledge has become a serious
question in the wake of what has been known as the ‘disciplinary big bang’
[Nicolescu, 2002, p. 34] — i.e., the unprecedented proliferation of disciplines and sub-disciplines across all academic institutions in the world.
However, if our search for the ‘unity’ of our knowledge was limited to
this fragmentation in our knowledge-systems only, it would then have
been a totally different question for debate. Today we are equally witnessing unprecedented levels of fragmentation in the world. The crises
and problems 1 of global warming, energy, water, waste, poverty, forced

T

* Originally presented at the 2007 Metanexus Conference on “Transdisciplinarity and the
Unity of Knowledge” and previously published on the Global Spiral (www.globalspiral.com).
1. Time and space prohibits us from going into a detailed description of these multiple
crises. For this purpose the reader is referred to consult the following three sources for
a more in-depth discussion on some of these planetary crises: (i) “The State of the World
Watch Books, 2007” — www.worldwatch.org, (ii) The Stern Report, www.sternreview.org,
and (iii) George Monbiot, 2006.
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migrations, biodiversity loss, violence etc. manifest themselves on a scale
never experienced before in human history and pose a real threat to our
continued and peaceful existence on earth. What is unique about our current
situation is the complexity of what we are facing. None of these problems
can be singled out as the one and only ‘big problem’ posing a threat to our
future. Neither can any of these problems be isolated as if they only occur
in some remote or localised spot on the earth — ‘out of site out of mind’
as the saying goes. Edgar Morin has managed to capture describing this
complex situation very well by saying that we currently live in a ‘planetary context’ confronted by a ‘polycrisis’ [Morin, 1999, p. 14]. Describing
the same complex reality we are being faced with, Manfred Max-Neef
uses the term problématiques [Max-Neef, 2005, p. 4]. Morin and Max-Neef
are just two out of a growing number of thinkers who have tried to depict
the fact that we are living in global/planetary era which is profoundly
different from any other era in human history in which the said problems
have become so intertwined that each person, nation or society on earth,
irrespective of location, origin, race, class or creed, are being confronted
with these challenges. However, what really distinguishes the times we
are living in from any other in human history is that these problématiques
or polycrisis are not only human-made, but if we do not find sustainable
solutions for them in the next decade or so, we have to face the irreversible
consequences of our own actions with very serious implications for our
future on the planet. For the first time in our history we are confronted
with the consequences of our own actions and thinking, on a global/
planetary scale never experienced or witnessed before. This is truly a
unique situation from which no-one can escape and it is, then, in this
planetary context that we are posing the question and pursuing the ‘unity
of knowledge’.
Although we may not have fully comprehended the relationship
between the fragmentation of the world and our knowledge-systems, the
simultaneity of both phenomena strongly suggests that there is an interconnectedness that needs serious and ongoing exploration. However, as
a point of departure, what we are increasingly becoming aware of is that
the ‘unity’ of our knowledge is a necessary prerequisite when looking for
sustainable solutions to the complex problems we are facing today. Given
the complexity of these problems, we simply cannot look for solutions from
within the confines of the single disciplines or sub-disciplines. Looking
for holistic solutions to the problem of an increasingly fragmented world
from a mono-disciplinary perspective does not only constitute a logical
conundrum, and therefore a theoretical challenge only, but compels us
to look for practical, long-term solutions which will have the potential of
ensuring the human species’ presence on earth for many, many generations
to come.
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It is against this background of fragmentation, both in the world
and in our knowledge-systems, that the theme of this conference is posed.
Exploring the question of the ‘unity’ of our knowledge from a transdisciplinary point of view is driven by an urgent need to look for sustainable
solutions to complex problems. This means that overcoming the fundamental problem of fragmentation has to happen at the levels of theory and
praxis simultaneously. We simply cannot afford any longer to look at ourselves and our relationship to the world in the dualistic terms, concepts,
and logic of Cartesianism. We have to focus on the levels of thinking and
doing at the same time. Therefore, if our assumption and point of departure,
namely that holistic solutions cannot be found from ‘within’ our fragmented knowledge-systems, is correct, then it follows that finding solutions
to the ‘unity’ of our fractured knowledge-systems is inextricably linked
to finding sustainable solutions to complex, real-life problems. If the quest
for the ‘unity’ in our knowledge was framed as an end in itself, without
any reference to the planetary crises facing each and everyone person on
the earth today, then it would be tantamount to falling back into the trap
of Cartesianism — i.e., of dis-lodging our thinking from our doing, our
thought-processes from our actions. The consequences of this approach
are all too familiar to us. Once the relationship between the subject and
object has been severed, and the ‘object’ (the world) exists in the mind
of the ‘subject’ only as theoretical concepts or mathematical principles,
then we would be inclined not to ‘see’ any linkage between what we think
and what we do and, as a further outcome, absconding ourselves from any
intellectual and/or moral-ethical responsibility and accountability for the
consequences of our own thinking and actions. Alternatively, should we
accept some form of responsibility and accountability and decide to get
involved in the task of looking for solutions, but still follow the instrumental logic of Cartesianism, we would most probably be inclined to look
for a techno-scientific type of solutions only. However, the last thing on
our minds, literarily and figuratively speaking, would be to change the
way we think. There would simply be no need for this as our resolve in
the status of our own ‘ideas’ have undergone some spectacular transformation — from the mere dancing images or chimera on the wall inside
Plato’s cave, to the absolute certainty of Cartesian mathematical principles,
through to the Kantian transcendental thought categories, completely
independent from the world and totally self-sufficient in and for themselves (an sich) for their own existence and validity. Therefore, should we
allow some of these assumptions and ideas in idealistic philosophy to
influence our quest for the ‘unity’ of our knowledge-systems as something
which belongs to the realm of ideas and theoretical speculation only, we
would certainly be running the risk of perpetuating the very fragmentation
we are hoping to overcome.
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Thinking the complex
Framing the quest for the ‘unity’ of our knowledge in terms of an
inseparable relationship between our thinking and doing admittedly highlights the possibility of perpetuating fragmentary thinking rather strongly.
However, this is justified if we accept the premise that our search for the
‘unity’ in our knowledge is driven as much by the concern over the severity of the levels and scale of fragmentation occurring in the world at the
moment, as it is by our concern about the unprecedented levels of fragmentation in our knowledge-systems. It is the simultaneity of this problem
of fragmentation, manifesting itself both in the world and in our knowledge-systems, that motivates our quest for the ‘unity in our knowledge’ —
the central theme of this conference. In short, it is not just a theoretical
question. It is as much a question of having to find long-term, sustainable
strategies and practical solutions to problems which pose an increasing
threat to our continued existence on Earth. Therefore, when turning our
focus onto this challenge of having to conceive of the ‘unity of our knowledge’ as a question of theory and praxis at the same time, it follows that
our attempt to do so from the point of view of developing a transdisciplinary hermeneutics will have to face up to this very same challenge.
This does not mean, however, that we need to come up in this study with
actual sustainable strategies or solutions for the world’s problems. What
we do need to come up with is a self-reflexive mode of thought that
refuses to take as its starting point an uncritical acceptance of the Cartesian
subject  object dualism. In other words, thinking about our thinking
which accepts from the onset of our reflexive thought a position of the
inseparability between the subject and object.
Accepting this position of the inseparability between the subject and
object, does not, in turn, imply any notions of philosophical idealism or
mysticism in the sense that the subject can ‘know’ the object ‘directly’ in
some or other un-mediated, magical way. However, whilst accepting the
subject distinguishes itself from the object, in the very act of becoming
aware of the world, the position of the inseparability of the subject and
object refuses to see this in the dualistic terms of the modernist Cartesian
project. Rather than seeing this distinction between the subject and object
in a fragmented, separatist manner, accepting the inseparability of the
subject – object relationship means understanding the nature of this relationship as a complex, recursive relationship. It is what Edgar Morin has
been referring to as ‘thinking the complex’, in his words: “a thinking that
re-links that which is disjointed and compartmentalised… a thinking capable of conceiving recursive relations” [Morin, 1999, pp. 130-2]. To be sure
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then, the ability to understand the inseparability of the subject and object
as a complex/recursive relationship makes it possible to not make a separation between our thinking and doing. Conversely, as soon as the Cartesian
wedge has been driven in-between the subject and object, it then becomes
possible to erect a vast conceptual scaffolding of fragmentation and separation on top of this — of which the thinking vs. doing, theory vs. praxis
are just some examples. Accepting the challenge to ‘think the complex’,
this attempt to develop a transdisciplinary hermeneutics will be to explain
in more detail how the ‘inseparability’ of the subject and object can be
conceived of as a complex unity between the ‘transdisciplinary subject’
and ‘transdisciplinary object’. Morin’s basic idea of a recursive relationship between subject and object will be elaborated upon from the point
of view of a multi-dimensional ontology (the transdisciplinary object) and
a multi-referential epistemology (the transdisciplinary subject). Building
on from this, the possibility of the ‘unity of knowledge’ will be explored
in terms of developing the notion of a trans-disciplinary dialogue within
and between the natural and social sciences respectively. The crux of the
argument that will be developed here is that if it is possible to imagine
the inseparability between the subject and object as a complex unity, then
it becomes possible indeed to understand how the different disciplines
can enter into dialogue with each other, collaborating towards achieving
the goal of building greater ‘unity in knowledge’. As already mentioned,
such ‘unity’ should not, in turn, be seen as an end in itself only, but also
as a means towards finding solutions to complex, real-life problems that
can only come from a transdisciplinary effort. Whether I succeed or fail
in this endeavour I will leave up to the reader-listener to judge. However,
I ask of the reader-listener to be judged from the point of view of accepting
an inseparable, recursive relationship between ourselves and the world —
not from either side of the subjectivist (idealism) or objectivist (positivism)
Cartesian chasm — nor from the futile position of a radical deconstructionism denying the existence of the already severed subject – object relationship as mere social reconstructions. The challenge of having to unify
or re-link compartmentalised knowledge-systems, as a necessary prerequisite for finding sustainable solutions, can only happen in a meaningful way if we accept the notion of a recursive subject – object relationship
as the basis for ‘thinking the complex’ when having to deal with a complex
world and complex problems.
Therefore, if we are to approach the question of the ‘unity of our
knowledge’ from the point of view of a transdisciplinary hermeneutics,
it is important that we accept as a point of departure the fact that the goal
of transdisciplinarity is to both understand and meet the challenges of our
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‘troubled world’.2 This will enable us to not only ‘see’ a link between the
increasing levels of fragmentation in the world and the hyper-specialisation in our knowledge-systems, but it will also allow us to posit that the
possibility of overcoming this multi-dimensional problem of fragmentation lies in developing a truly trans-disciplinary dialogue amongst all the
sciences. The grounding of such a dialogue in the notion of a complex
unity between the transdisciplinary subject and transdisciplinary object
is of key importance in this regard. In fact, when viewed from such an
unified epistemological position, it then becomes impossible to ‘de-link’
the unprecedented rate and scale of fragmentation in the world from that
in our knowledge-systems. The current rather dramatic unfolding of the
planetary crisis cannot be explained in terms of certain social or market
forces ‘out there’, somehow detached from ourselves and our thoughtprocesses. Such reification of thought is impossible, despite all attempts
to either ‘de-link’ (modernity) the subject from the object, or ‘de-construct’
(post-modernism) this relationship. However, once the inseparability of
the subject and object, thought and action, theory and praxis has been
acknowledged and posited, the frightening consequences of how we have
seen and understood ourselves in the world, how we have articulated
and expressed this relationship to the world in all of the modern and
post-modern theories of knowledge emphasizing and celebrating our
separation from the world, are too clear for all to see. We simply cannot
escape the consequences of our own thinking, not only for the future of
the planet, but equally for our own presence on the planet. Therefore, the
undertaking to develop a transdisciplinary hermeneutics, grounded in a
unified epistemology of a complex unity between the subject and object,
will not only allow us to understand the very foundations of our quest
for the ‘unity of our knowledge’ per se, but will, at the same time, explore
the possibilities of initiating a truly trans-disciplinary dialogue within
our scientific and knowledge-building endeavours — the ultimate goal of
which remains the generation of knowledge which may contribute to
finding sustainable solutions to those complex planetary problems posing
a threat to our continued existence on the earth.

2. “Today, the transdisciplinary approach is being rediscovered, unveiled, and used rapidly to meet the unprecedented challenges of our troubled world” and “As the prefix trans
indicates, transdisciplinarity concerns that which is at once between the disciplines,
across the different disciplines, and beyond all discipline. Its goal is the understanding
of the present world, of which one of the imperatives is the unity of knowledge”
(Nicolescu, 2002, pp. 1 and 44).
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In Defence of Hermeneutics:
Some Philosophical Considerations
hy choose a ‘hermeneutical’ approach to focus the attention on
overcoming the problem of disciplinary fragmentation? And, more
specifically, why try and join ‘transdisciplinarity’ with ‘hermeneutics’
to develop a ‘transdisciplinary hermeneutics’ at a time when the field of
hermeneutics has come under such severe criticism from post-modern
thinkers such as Foucault and Derrida. The latter in particular has been
scathing in his attack on hermeneutics and has chosen to drop the term
all together from his own philosophical vocabulary. In his philosophy of
deconstruction and difference, Derrida not only disputes the possibility of
discovering any form of ‘truth’, but also argues that there are no thought
rules (methodologies or methods) to which we could appeal or that can
guide our thinking along the way as it were. ‘Truth’ is not only an illusion
as it is only through numerous socially constructed iterations and repetition that we come to believe in the ‘universality’ of these (repeated) ideas,
values and principles. However, in the end, these are nothing more than
social constructions and it is the task of deconstructionism to be vigilant
and guard against treating any notion, including that of the ‘subject’ and
‘object’ per se, as universally true. It is, then, against this background that
Derrida launches his fundamental critique of hermeneutics to the extent
of getting rid of this notion altogether. For him, hermeneutics is too closely
associated with the ‘discovery’ of ‘hidden meaning(s)’ somewhere to be
‘revealed’ to the hermeneut-interpreter 3 whose task it is to translate these
as ‘messages’ in and to a particular context. In fact, Derrida goes so far
as to say that hermeneutics is per definition a theological or rabbinical
project by nature — hermeneutics, even the secular versions as articulated in the thoughts of philosophers such as Heidegger, Gadamer, and
Husserl, in the final analysis, follows the same theological methodology,
namely to repeatedly interpret and re-interpret an already-given ‘Truth’
(inscribed in the Tablets on the Mountain). After having ‘received’ this
‘revealed’ message, the interpreter is left to ‘understand’ the context of the
‘receiver’ of this message, then to ‘translate’ and ‘explain’ the ‘meaning’
of this (a priori) message to the listener-receiver.

W

3. The word hermeneutics is named after the Greek god Hermes, whose task it was to
interpret the gods’ messages and make it understandable to the people — in essence,
a ‘messenger’ figure, translating what the gods have ‘spoken’ into a meaningful and
humanly understandable language.
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I do not wish to go into the detail of Derrida’s onto-theological
critique of hermeneutics. What is of more interest to me at this point is to
level some critique against his own thinking and, in so doing, explain
why the choice of a ‘transdisciplinary hermeneutics’ is intellectually
justified. Derrida’s philosophical ideas of ‘difference’, ‘repetition’ and
‘deconstruction’, in the main, have three problem areas. In the first place,
to accentuate so strongly and repeatedly that there are ‘no rules’, ‘principles’ or ‘values’ to which we can appeal or fall back onto in our thinking
amounts to a ‘thought rule’ in itself. To be able to be a vigilante or guardian
of the ‘no-truth’ position, deconstructionism has to adopt through relentless repetition this thought rule of ‘no rules’. This position affirms, rather
than contradicts, the fundamental hermeneutical notion that there is no
‘presuppositionless’ or ‘value-free’ understanding or interpretation. Our
thinking will always be based on, or influenced by, our assumptions
and it is, therefore, better to admit what these presuppositions might be,
or be open to be made aware of them. Secondly, the insistence by Derrida
on the principle of difference, namely that words or concepts do not have
meaning in themselves, but only in their difference to other words and
concepts, constitutes a logical problem of sorts. If we apply this very rule
of principle to itself, then it implies that the very word ‘difference’ can
only be understood in terms of what is different or dis-similar to itself —
in other words, its own ‘non-difference’ which implies some or other
notion of coherence. What this means is that we need a mode of thought
which can think of both difference and coherence at the same time— i.e.,
a non-binary thinking which does not think in mutually exclusive terms
only. The challenge to develop this way of ‘thinking the complex’ has
already been alluded to above. Thirdly, the further repeated insistence
in Derrida’s thoughts that ‘nothing is or ever was innocent, integral or
undivided’ comes very close to constituting a ‘metaphysics of the divided’.
Not only is such a fixed position highly problematic in terms of the notions
of the ‘unity of matter’ and of a ‘coherent universe’ in quantum physics
[Heisenberg, 1959, pp. 138-9] and in the emerging quantum cosmologies
[Swimme and Berry, 1992, pp. 67-71] respectively, but it is the binary logic
and repeated insistence on ‘division’ and ‘difference’ that takes on the
dimensions of the very type of metaphysical thinking which Derrida has
so painstakingly tried to deconstruct.
However, acknowledging the complexity of the subject – object
relationship, rather than deconstructing it, is to admit what Nicolescu has
metaphorically referred to as the ‘two ends of the stick’ that can never be
separated [Nicolescu, 2002, pp. 23-6]. Or, to put it another way, applying
the principle of ‘thinking the complex’ to the subject – object relationship
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is to admit from the outset that the current fragmentation of the world and
our knowledge-systems constitutes an epistemological and an ontological
challenge, at the same time. Attempts to either sever the subject – object
relationship will not only end up with two more sticks, each with their
own inseparable subject – object ends, but the attempts to insist on such
separation will lead us back into the trap of Cartesianism or post-modern
reductionism with a similar end-result or position of a ‘reification’ in our
self-reflective thought — i.e., thinking from a position of severance or
detachment from the world — the latter losing any notion of having an
ontological status, either as ideas/mathematical principles in the mind or
as a socially or inter-subjectively reconstructed illusion. In either case, as
the subject – object relationship has been severed, our ‘detached thinking’
in itself cannot be conceived of as having contributed in any way to the
complex problems of the world. This is thought trapped inside itself and
signifies the epitome of fragmented thinking, which has the cunning ability to “ab-stract, that is, to extract an object from a given field, (it) rejects
the links and interconnections with the environment, and inserts it in the
abstract conceptual zone of the compartmentalised discipline, whose
boundaries arbitrarily break the systemicity (the relation of the part to the
whole) and multi-dimensionality of phenomena” [Morin, 1999, p. 123].
Furthermore, not only does this type of context-less thinking have
very little to contribute to finding solutions to the planetary problems,
but it also works against the latter in a kind of subversive way in that our
already fragmented thought undergoes a further ‘deepening’ of fragmentation when processed, as it were, through and by the powerful forms of
critique emanating from this mode of thought. Explaining this situation,
Bruno Latour categorises these forms of critique into the three broad categories of ‘naturalization’ (E.O Wilson), ‘socialization’ (Philip Bourdieu)
and ‘deconstruction’ (Jacques Derrida). He points out that these critics
have developed these three distinct approaches to talk about our world
in a manner that, if the first speaks of ‘naturalised phenomena’, then
societies, subjects, and all forms of discourse vanish. When the second
speaks of ‘fields of power’, then science, technology, texts and the contents of activities disappear. When the third speaks of ‘truth effects’, then
to believe in the real existence of brain neurons or power plays becomes
absolutely superfluous. He goes on to say that each of these forms of criticism of the world and our knowledge of the world is powerful in itself,
but impossible to combine with the other two. Bruno Latour then asks the
pertinent question whether we can imagine a study on the ozone layer
or global warming as simultaneously naturalised, socialised and deconstructed. Clearly, in this context of these fragmented modes of critique,
this would be highly unlikely, leading us to conclude with Latour that
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“our intellectual life remains recognizable as long as the epistemologists,
sociologists and deconstructionists remain at arms’ length, the critique
of each group feeding off the weaknesses of the other two. We glorify the
sciences, play power games and make fun of the belief in reality, but we
must not mix these three caustic acids” [Latour, 1993, p. 6]. Indeed, following the logic of this mode of thought it would appear that the contours
or fissures of our fragmentary thinking have been significantly deepened.
Not only have we structured and institutionalised our intellectual life
according to definite, almost ‘reified’, disciplinary boundaries, but, surprisingly enough, the self-critique of our own actions and thinking
emanating from within such a fragmented structure seems to display
very similar lines of division and separation.
As already mentioned, I do not wish to enter into a detailed analysis of Derrida’s deconstructionist philosophy any further. The purpose
with these few cursory critical remarks is rather to explain that the choice
of a transdisciplinary hermeneutical approach to overcoming the already
mentioned problem of fragmentation in our knowledge-systems is in fact
a post-postmodern choice. It is to demonstrate that, at some fundamental
level of our thinking, we cannot escape the logical impossibility of ‘presuppositionless’ thinking, interpretation and understanding. In fact, the
very act of reaching ‘commonality’ or ‘common understanding’ is being
made possible because of the presence of our different presuppositions,
not because of their absence. Therefore, by bringing the key notions of
hermeneutics and transdisciplinarity together holds great potential not
only for being able to ‘think the complex’, i.e., the ability of conceiving
simultaneously of difference and coherence, of discontinuity and continuity
as interdependent recursive relationships, but also being able to demonstrate how, on the basis of this mode of thought, it becomes possible to
imagine the emergence of a meaningful trans-disciplinary dialogue as
a means of moving beyond disciplinary boundaries. This is a far cry from
what might be construed as wanting to introduce or en-force some sort of
a ‘meta science’ out of the plurality of existing sciences. ‘Transdisciplinary
hermeneutics’ is rather an attempt to investigate the possibilities of not
only what happens when we cross disciplinary boundaries, but also how
this may happen — including looking into the consequences of this for
our understanding of, and responding to, our unsustainable world. When
looked at from this type of hermeneutical perspective, it indeed becomes
possible to envisage that such a trans-disciplinary dialogue can materialize
in a manner which both respects and transcends disciplinary boundaries
and which, in turn, may result in the generation of ‘new’, trans-disciplinary
knowledge and solutions to some of the complex problems we currently
face today.
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It is then against this background of a post-postmodern position that
this task of developing a transdisciplinary hermeneutics is approached.
Hermeneutics originally developed as a general ‘theory of understanding’
with a view to give a systematic exposition of what happens in any act
of ‘understanding’, whether such understanding occurs in everyday life
and/or in our scientific endeavours. Over time, this general definition of
hermeneutics became very closely, almost exclusively, associated with
textual interpretation and understanding — whether these texts were of
religious, juridical or artistic (literature) nature. However, responding to
and wanting to take up the challenge of the ‘unity of our knowledge’ as
a prerequisite for finding sustainable solutions to the complex problems
facing us, the transdisciplinary hermeneutics envisaged here wishes to
return to the intensions and attempts by some of the original thinkers
such as Goethe, Schleiermacher, and Dilthey to establish a unified hermeneutical foundation for all the disciplines. Indeed, the unprecedented
proliferation of disciplines as well as the ensuing vociferous critique
coming from the quarters of post-modernism has just about shattered the
vision of a unity in our knowledge-systems held and expressed by these
original thinkers. However, the challenge to respond to the problématiques
facing us today from a position where the disciplinary divide has been
overcome, by far outweighs any developments such as the disciplinary
‘big bang’ or the critique weighing down on us and telling us to give up
on a ‘dead and buried’ romantic and idealistic dream. To be sure, in this
paper the intention is not necessarily to agree with the content of the idealistic and romantic philosophies of a Goethe, Schleiermacher, or Dilthey.
While agreeing with their overall vision of the unification of our knowledge,
the idea is, rather, to take a fresh look at how this vision can be achieved
from a transdisciplinary perspective. Transdisciplinarity, as articulated by
one of its eminent proponents, Basarab Nicolescu, coming from within
the scientific field of quantum physics, shows tremendous potential for
reviving this original vision of a unity in knowledge in a manner which
goes beyond some of the simplistic ideas espoused by the romantic and
idealistic philosophies of these original founding figures. Furthermore,
when the key ideas of transdisciplinarity are integrated with those from
the post-romantic hermeneutical philosophy of a Hans-Georg Gadamer,
we are then, I believe, making a significant step forward in developing
a unified ‘transdisciplinary hermeneutics’ which, in turn, may very well
have sufficient potential of providing a systematic framework for understanding the intricacies and complexities involved in bridging the disciplinary divide. Such is the task and challenge ahead of us. The way in
which I intend to proceed with this task will be two-fold. Firstly, to give
a short overview of the three pillars or axioms of transdisciplinarity as
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expressed in the thoughts of Basarab Nicolescu. In this regard, I hope
to demonstrate how the notions of different ‘levels of reality’ with their
corresponding ‘levels of perception’, the ‘logic of the included middle’
and ‘complexity’ constitute the ontological, epistemological, and logical
conditions for understanding the possibility of disciplinary boundary
crossing. Here, in particular, I intend to focus on the crucial notion of the
‘complex unity’ between the ‘transdisciplinary subject’ and the ‘transdisciplinary object’, a notion, which, if correctly understood in its dynamic
and multi-dimensional terms, is an absolute key in developing a transdisciplinary hermeneutics. Secondly, building onto these foundations of
a multi-dimensional ontology and multi-referential epistemology, I intend
to demonstrate that, if successfully incorporated and integrated with
some of the key hermeneutical ideas developed by Gadamer, we can start
to imagine the possibility of the unity of our knowledge through a truly
enriched trans-disciplinary dialogue.
In this regard, I intend to specifically explore the interface between
what happens at the epistemological-ontological level and at the level of
interdisciplinary boundary crossing. The key to understanding this major
interface would be to bring together and integrate Nicolescu’s ideas of
a complex unity between the ‘transdisciplinary subject’ and the ‘transdisciplinary object’ with Gadamer’s notion of understanding as a ‘fusion
of horizons’. In this way, it becomes possible to comprehend the overlap
between the crossing of ‘levels of reality’ and, at the same time, the crossing
of disciplinary boundaries. In short, we could then refer to this interface
as a ‘fusion of disciplinary horizons’, depicting the fact that the possibility
of crossing disciplinary boundaries is rooted in, and enabled by, our ability to understand fundamentally different ‘levels of reality’. This happens
when there is a fundamental process of explicating, questioning, suspending, and changing of presuppositions and assumptions that, to use biological language and concepts, the permeability or porous nature of the
disciplinary boundaries really become manifest. Boundaries are there,
on the one hand, to delineate a certain body of knowledge, and yet, on
the other hand, their role and function is to allow for an exchange or flow
of ideas and knowledge with other disciplines. To take the usage of these
biological imagery and concepts one step further, this notion of a ‘fusion
of horizons’ shows some strong similarities with that of ‘symbiosis’ 4 in
4. ‘Symbiosis’ as understood specifically by Lynn Margulis, as an evolutionary mechanism
more sudden than mutation when symbiotic alliances formed over millions of years
combine to become permanent. In other words, by “creating organisms that are not
simply the sum of their symbiotic parts — but something more like the sum of all their
possible combinations of their parts — such alliances push developing being into
uncharted realms. Symbiosis, the merging of organisms into new collectives, proves to
be a major power of change on Earth” (Margulis, 1997, pp. 31-2).
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that both concepts wish to portray the potential and reality of something
completely new developing after an intense process of mutual exchange
of materials and information. However, the usage of such biological
concepts and language should be done with the necessary respect and
circumspection it deserves. The crux of the matter with the notion of a
‘fusion’ occurring between different disciplinary ‘horizons of understanding’, is that the possibility of a radically ‘new’ understanding of the world
is being made possible as a result of a rigorous and intense exchange of
assumptions and presuppositions. Therefore, in conclusion, I will argue
that if the unity of transdisciplinary subject and transdisciplinary object
is perceived in these terms of a ‘fusion of horizons’ that, indeed, we have
arrived at the core of developing a transdisciplinary hermeneutical theory
of understanding which can help us understand how new, transdisciplinary knowledge of the world can emerge from a process of crossing disciplinary boundaries.

Key Epistemological, Ontological, and Logical
Concepts of Transdisciplinarity
he starting point of developing a transdisciplinary hermeneutics is to
investigate the ontological, epistemological and logical foundations
upon which such a transdisciplinary hermeneutics will be constructed.
Going this route is considered necessary as it would lay a conceptual
foundation for understanding the possibility of the ‘unity of knowledge’
emerging out of a trans-disciplinary dialogue. If we cannot imagine or
conceptualise the very nature and possibility of this ‘unity’ of knowledge,
it would be very difficult, if not impossible, to explain how, at the level of
interdisciplinary dialogue, such a ‘unity of knowledge’ can actually be
achieved. Without knowing our own ideas on what constitutes ‘reality’,
how we can gain knowledge of what we consider as ‘reality’ and on what
logical grounds do we base such claims, we will be limited to using
metaphorical language and concepts from other disciplines only, such
as ‘symbiosis’, in an attempt to explain what needs to be explained 5 at
the conceptual level of ontological, epistemological and logical reasoning.
As already mentioned, it is not inappropriate to use metaphors from
other disciplines, especially in this context of trans-disciplinary dialogue,
to help bring across rather complex ideas — but not in a way to replace
or substitute what needs to be explained at the primary level of conceptual
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5. Furthermore, restricting ourselves to the metaphoric level only brings to the fore logical
problems of explanans vs. explanandum.
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explanation. In other words, once the nature and possibility of the ‘unity
of knowledge’ has been explained conceptually at the ontological, epistemological and logical levels, it then becomes possible to understand how
at the level of trans-disciplinary dialogue such unity can be materialised.
Therefore in order to achieve this, the discussion will turn its focus
onto the three ‘pillars’ or ‘axioms’ of Transdisciplinarity, from which, and
on the basis of which, the required conceptual explanation for the possible
unity of our knowledge will be conducted. Although there are three pillars or axioms, I will discuss them under following five headings for the
sake of maximum clarity.

Transdisciplinarity: multi-dimensional ontology
As far as Transdisciplinarity’s conception and definition of ‘reality’
is concerned, Nicolescu asserts that there are three important complementary notions to be considered. Firstly the ‘ontological’ definition of
reality refers to Nature in the sense that: “Insofar as Nature participates
in the being of the world, one must give an ontological dimension to the
concept of Reality. Nature is an immense, inexhaustible source of the unknown which even justifies the existence of science. Reality is not merely
a social construction, the consensus of a collectivity, or some intersubjective agreement. It also has a trans-subjective dimension, because experimental data can ruin the most beautiful scientific theory” [Nicolescu, 2002,
p. 21]. From this ‘trans-subjective’ definition of reality, it is clear it departs
sharply from any radical post-modernistic viewpoints which hold that
all notion of the ‘object’, even in the case of Nature, nothing but a social
reconstruction. How do we know that this is the case relates to the second
important aspect of Transdisciplinarity’s understanding of reality which
Nicolescu describes as the ‘practical’ definition of reality, namely that
which consistently and continuously resists our ideas: “By “Reality” (with
a capital R) we intend to designate that which resists our experiences,
representations, descriptions, images, or mathematical formulations.
Quantum physics caused us to discover that abstraction is not simply an
intermediary between us and Nature, a tool for describing reality, but
rather one of the constituent parts of Nature. In quantum physics, mathematical formulation is inseparable from experience. It resists in its own
way, by its simultaneous concern for internal consistency and the need
to integrate experimental data without destroying that self-consistency”
[ibidem]. In other words, if all of reality, and especially Nature, was merely
social reconstructions there would be nothing to resist, no tension between
our ideas, images and representations and what they claim to represent.
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However, we need to immediately add that this notion of a transsubjective dimension of reality should not be confused necessarily with
a materialist ontology. In other words, that which exists ‘out there’ should
not be equated with matter in a tangible, corporeal sense only. The emergence of quantum physics has had some profound effects on our understanding of reality and it is exactly because of holding onto the assumptions of a materialistic ontology that the new ideas introduced by quantum
physics was so difficult to come to terms with. Referring to some of the
fierce debates around the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum theory,
Heisenberg reminds us that, “the ontology of materialism rested upon
the illusion that the kind of existence, the direct ‘actuality’ of the world
around us, can be extrapolated into the atomic range. This extrapolation
is impossible, however” [Heisenberg, 1959, p. 128]. The discovery of
‘energy’, or rather ‘fields of energy’, as that which is responsible for
bringing matter into existence is a profoundly non-materialistic conception of reality. Therefore, if we accept the notion of ‘reality’ as having
a trans-subjective dimension which can resist the very best prevailing
scientific ideas, it does not follow that what exists beyond our ideas can
only be equated with notions of ‘tangibility’, ‘actuality’ or ‘concreteness’.
Does this, in turn, mean that all of ‘reality’ is fundamentally nonmaterialistic, only consisting of ‘fields of energy’? The answer to this is
both ‘yes’ and ‘no’, at the same time. To understand this rather confusing
answer, we need to refer to the third important aspect of Transdisciplinarity’s definition and understanding of ‘reality’, which refers to the notion
of different ‘levels of reality’. By “level of Reality,” we intend to designate
an ensemble of systems that are invariant under certain laws: for instance,
quantum entities are subordinate to quantum laws, which depart radically
from the laws of the physical world. That is to say that two levels of
Reality are different if, while passing from one to the other, there is a
break in the laws and a break in fundamental concepts (such as, for instance,
causality). No one has succeeded in finding a mathematical formalism
that permits the difficult passage from one world to another. Semantic
glosses, tautological definitions, or approximations are unable to replace
a difficult mathematical formalism. There are even strong mathematical
indications that the passage from the quantum world to the macrophysical
world would never be possible. But there is nothing catastrophic about
this. The discontinuity that is manifest in the quantum world is also manifest in the structure of the levels of Reality. That does not prevent the two
worlds from coexisting. The proof: our own existence. Our bodies contain
simultaneously a macrophysical structure and a quantum structure” [Nicolescu, 2002, p. 21]. It is only on this basis of accepting the fundamental
break, rupture, or dis-continuity in the different levels or in the structure
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of reality, that we are in a position to assert that reality can be both material
and non-material at the same time. At the macrophysical level, reality
most certainly manifests all the normal attributes of material corporeality,
whereas at the microphysical level the opposite is the case. At face value,
this might still sound like a logical conundrum and until we have introduced the second axiom of Transdisciplinarity, namely the ‘logic of the
included middle’, the matter may still be confusing. However, suffice it
to say at this point that by having introduced the above trans-subjective
and practical definitions of reality as well as the important notion of
fundamentally different ‘levels of reality’, Transdisciplinarity enables us
in our ontological thinking to work with a truly dynamic and multidimensional concept of reality— i.e., an understanding which allows us
to build our image of reality on both materialistic and non-materialistic
as well as continuity and discontinuity assumptions.

Transdisciplinarity: multi-referential epistemology
Corresponding to the notion of different ‘levels of reality’ is that of
different ‘levels of perception’. What is important to understand is the
relationship between these different levels of perception and reality as the
possibility of gaining knowledge of reality is dependent on how we see
this relationship. According to Nicolescu, “The different levels of Reality
are accessible to human knowledge thanks to the existence of different
levels of perception, which are found in a one-to-one correspondence with
the levels of Reality. These levels of perception permit an increasingly
general, unifying, encompassing vision of Reality, without ever entirely
exhausting it” [Nicolescu, 2002, p. 55]. In other words, we need to imagine
the relationship between ‘levels of perception’ and ‘levels of reality’ both
vertically and horizontally. It is on the horizontal level that there is the
possibility of a one-to-one relationship with the implication of valid
knowledge being gained by the interpreting subject-observer. It is also
on this horizontal level of knowledge generation that it would be possible
to say that we have correctly managed to capture and represent reality in
our images, ideas, and representations of reality. A case in point would be
here, of course, that of Newtonian science which has correctly portrayed
and depicted reality at the macro-physical level. The ideas, concepts,
images, and laws used to describe the macro-physical level of reality cannot be used to describe reality at the micro-physical level. To represent the
latter accurately, fundamentally new ideas and representations are necessary as there is a fundamental epistemological break or rupture between
the vertical levels of perception. However, and this is very important for
our ensuing discussion on a trans-disciplinary dialogue, this inability to
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describe one level of reality in terms of the concepts and laws of another
should not be construed as mutually exclusive. Rather, the image that
should come to mind is one of two bodies of knowledge coexisting with
each other side-by-side, both producing valid and accurate knowledge
of the world in relation to their respective levels of reality. “Knowledge of
the coexistence of the quantum world and the macro-physical world and
the development of quantum physics have led, on the level of theory and
scientific experiment, to the upheaval of what were formerly considered
to be pairs of mutually exclusive contradictories (A and non-A): wave
and corpuscle, continuity and discontinuity, separability and nonseparability, local causality and global causality, symmetry and a break in symmetry, reversibility and irreversibility of time, and so forth” [Nicolescu,
2002, p. 23].

Transdisciplinarity: logic of the included middle
If premised on the axioms of Aristotelian logic, namely that A is A
(identity), A is not non-A (non-contradiction) and the impossibility of the
simultaneity of A and non-A (excluded middle), is becomes impossible
to see the world both in terms of wave and particle, continuity and discontinuity, separability and non-separability, local causality and global
causality, and reversibility and irreversibility. In terms of the binary logic
of Aristotle, these clearly constitute mutually exclusive contradictions
and asking to imagine their coexistence would be asking the impossible.
Nicolescu reminds us that “history will credit Stephane Lupasco with
having shown that the logic of the included middle is a true logic, formalizable and formalized, multivalent (with three values: A, non-A, and T)
and non-contradictory” [Nicolescu, 2002, p. 28]. However, on its own,
this logic of the included middle T remains somewhat problematic. It is
only when we introduce the earlier concept of different ‘levels of reality’
that our understanding of the axiom of the included middle T, which is
at the same time A and non-A, becomes clarified. Conversely, it is the projection of the T-state onto the same single level of reality that produces the
appearance of mutually exclusive, antagonistic pairs (A and non-A).
It is when we deal with a single level of reality only that antagonistic
oppositions are being created. In other words, the logic of the included
middle T is a formal logic that enables us to understand how what appears
to be a complete contradiction on one level gets resolved if viewed or
understood from another fundamentally different level of reality. In this
non-contradictory way, the logic of the included middle plays a vitally
important role in allowing us to imagine the coherence/coexistence of
multiple levels of reality with their corresponding levels of perception.
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To be sure, in the words of Nicolescu, “the logic of the included middle
is capable of describing the coherence among these levels of Reality by
an iterative process defined by the following stages: (1) a pair of contradictories (A, non-A) situated at a certain level of Reality is unified by
a T-state situated at a contiguous level of Reality; (2) in turn, this T-state
is linked to a couple of contradictories (A1, non-A1), situated at its own
level; (3) the pair of contradictories (A1, non-A1) is, in its turn, unified
by a T-state situated at a third level of Reality, immediately contiguous
to that where the ternary (A1, non-A1, T) is found. The iterative process
continues indefinitely until all the levels of Reality, known or conceivable,
are exhausted” [Nicolescu, 2002, p. 51]. As will be explained in more
detail below, the introduction of the logic of the included middle T marks
a turning point in the understanding of our own thinking and more
specifically when looking at the formation and operation of a truly transdisciplinary dialogue, a critical point, in turn, in comprehending the
possibility of the ‘unity of our knowledge’. In this regard, it is important
to not to see the included middle T merely as a metaphor. Instead, “the
logic of the included middle is perhaps the privileged logic of complexity;
privileged in the sense that it allows us to cross the different areas of
knowledge in a coherent way” [Nicolescu, 2002, p. 30].

Transdisciplinarity: complexity
Complexity or the complex structure in both the levels of reality
as well as levels of perception constitutes the third important axiom of
Transdisciplinarity. It is when we allow our thinking to be informed and
driven by the logic of the included middle that we put ourselves in a
position to postulate this complex structure in our knowledge-systems
as well as in the structure of reality per se. However, although this gives
rise to notions of ‘coherence’ and ‘coexistence’ between all these different
levels, we need to be careful to fall into the trap of simplicity or reductionism whilst claiming to ascribe these categories to our understanding
of reality. Although being ‘coherent’, such a coherency should not be
confused with notions of stasis or a closed system. On the contrary, the
‘coherence’ in all the levels of reality and perception is more accurately
associated with open-endedness. If we remind ourselves of the earlier
notion of a radical rupture between two different levels of reality and perception, then it follows to say that “a new Principle of Relativity emerges
from the coexistence between complex plurality and open unity: no level
of Reality constitutes a privileged place from which one is able to understand all the other levels of Reality. A level of Reality is what it is because
all the other levels exist at the same time” [Nicolescu, 2002, p. 54]. In other
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words, the complexity in the structure of reality and our corresponding
levels of understanding of reality can never be understood as something
finite, something completely certain and finished. Our knowledge of reality, although, as said earlier, can be coherent, will always be open-ended.
This again, as will be demonstrated later, is a key aspect for developing
a transdisciplinary hermeneutics as it means that there can never be an
a priori, transcendental privileged position from which all other levels of
reality and/or perception can be viewed from or reduced to. To entertain
such ideas will be to fall back into the illusions of Cartesian certainty.
What this means for the establishment of a transdisciplinary hermeneutics is a measure of intellectual ‘humility’ – i.e., acknowledging from
the onset the finitude of our disciplinary knowledge boundaries, perhaps
even more so when making bold claims to be transcending these boundaries in search of new, trans-disciplinary knowledge. On the other hand,
this open-endedness in our knowledge does not imply randomness or
chaos. To be sure, “quantum physics and quantum cosmologies show us
that the complexity of the universe is not the complexity of a garbage can,
without any order. A stunning coherence exists in the relationship between
the infinitely small and the infinitely large” [Nicolescu, 2002, p. 38].
In order for the subject to understand the coherence in the object/
reality it is important to ‘see’ the relationships between things, or the relationships within things. It requires the ability to what Morin referred to
above as ‘thinking the complex’ — i.e., the ability to conceptualise interdependent recursive feedback loops or relationships between seemingly
contradictory elements such as order  disorder, whole  parts,
observer  observed, subject  object, continuity  discontinuity etc.
For this type of recursive reasoning not to fall in any logical problems
of explanans and explanandum, the introduction of the concepts of ‘levels
of reality’ and the ‘included middle’ has been very significant. If both
what needs to be explained as that which is supposed to do the explaining
are sought on the same ‘level of reality’, Morin’s recursive loop might be
construed as the proverbial vicious circle. However, if the solution
(explanans) to an apparent contradiction (explanandum) lies at another level
all together where the simultaneity of A and non-A is possible, the position
of the included middle T, then our ability of ‘thinking the complex’ has
indeed been advanced. Two important aspects about this type of complex
thinking must be noted at this point: firstly, that a complex thinking which
has been informed and enriched by the notions of ‘levels of reality’ and
the ‘included middle’, is not the same as that of Hegelian dialectics. The
latter always sought ‘synthetic’ solutions to contradictions, the ‘thesis’ (A)
vs. ‘antithesis’ (non-A), on the same level of reality, always ending up with
a position of compromise. “This is why the Hegelian triad is incapable
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of accomplishing the reconciliation of opposites, whereas the triad of the
included middle is capable of it. In the logic of the included middle the
opposites are, rather, contradictories: the tension between contradictories
builds a unity that includes and goes beyond the sum of the two terms”
[Nicolescu, 2002, p. 30].
Secondly, that the relationship between the logic of the included
middle and the excluded middle is in itself a complementary one, not
a mutually exclusive one. “The logic of the included middle does not
abolish the logic of the excluded middle: it only constrains its sphere of
validity. The logic of the excluded middle is certainly valid for relatively
simple situations, for instance, driving a car on a highway: no one would
dream of introducing an included middle in regard to what is permitted
and what is prohibited in such circumstances” [Nicolescu, 2002, p. 30]. In
other words, the logic of the included middle should not be seen as some
sort of a panacea for all types of situations and problems to be solved. It
very much depends on the context, complexity and nature of the problem
at hand and whether it involves more than one level of reality or not.
However, the ability of ‘thinking the complex’ is hereby significantly
improved in that we are not just dependent on the logic of the excluded
middle — we have access to a fundamentally different, but equally formal
logic, the logic of the included middle and this puts us in a position to
knowingly decide when, under what circumstances, it would be deemed
appropriate to use either or both of these two formal logics. Again, this
type of complex thinking has far reaching implications for building our
transdisciplinary hermeneutics. The ability to think multi-dimensionally
on different levels of reality and to have acquired and developed the
thinking skills so as to know when it is appropriate to use the logic of the
included middle as apposed to, or in conjunction with, the logic of the
excluded middle certainly contributes significantly to our understanding
of the conditions for advancing a truly trans-disciplinary dialogue between
all the sciences — the means for achieving, or at least making progress
towards achieving, our goal of the ‘unity of our knowledge’.

Complex unity of the transdisciplinary subject
and the transdisciplinary object
From the point of view of a possible transdisciplinary hermeneutics
all of what has been said so far about the multi-dimensional ontology,
multi-referential epistemology and the logic of the included middle, in a
sense, culminates in the notion of the ‘complex unity’ between the Transdisciplinary Subject and the Transdisciplinary Object. This notion sets
itself apart from both Cartesian modernity and Derridian post-modernity.
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The notion of the subject – object relation being that of a ‘complex unity’
not only decisively breaks with any notion of Cartesian separation, but,
through affirming the interactive roles of both the subject and the object,
it does so in a way that positively postulates the acquisition and gaining
of knowledge — not in an absolute finite or completed sense, but as a
dynamic and open-ended process in which neither the subject nor the
object, or the knowledge emerging from their interaction, can be merely
dismissed as ‘social re-constructions’. Transdisciplinary knowledge production acknowledges, on the one hand, the validity and truthfulness of
the way in which our ideas and images have come to represent ‘reality’
on and in respect of a certain level of reality. Yet, on the other hand, when
looked at from another level, this selfsame ‘reality’ will resist our ideas
and representations only to be radically changed and replaced with new
ones, equally gaining the status of valid and truthful representation of
reality, albeit on another level. ‘Complementarity’ 6 is therefore a key concept in the vocabulary of Transdisciplinarity in the way that knowledge
and knowledge production is understood. Although a particular body of
knowledge, the assumptions, ideas, concepts and laws on which it is based,
e.g., Newtonian science and thinking, gets replaced with another body of
knowledge, e.g., quantum physics, we end up with two complementary
bodies of knowledge. In other words, both these bodies of knowledge
have equally succeeded in capturing and representing ‘reality’ in a valid
and truthful way. However, by being able to recognise their complementarity, we do not have to come to the conclusion that we are dealing here
with mutually exclusive or self-contradictory bodies of knowledge and
therefore slump into an eternal or universal doubt of the relation between
the sign and signifier, between the subject and object. If the passage of the
representation of one level of reality to another is understood by means
of and in terms of the logic of the included middle there is no need to
completely discard with the subject’s ability to truthfully capture and
depict ‘reality’. It is only when this passage is in itself understood in terms
of the logic of the excluded middle, that we end up in the position of the
radical deconstructionists that the subject – object relation has forever been
6. Referring to the wave/particle conundrum, Heisenberg refers approvingly to Bohr’s
use of the term ‘complementarity’. “Bohr considered the two pictures — particle
and wave — as two complementary descriptions of the same reality” (Heisenberg,
1959, p. 44). It would appear that Heisenberg does not necessarily use the notion of different ‘levels of reality’ when thinking about the complementary structure of reality.
However, it could be argued that there is no inconsistency here and that the notion of
‘levels of reality’ is a further refinement of our understanding of reality in that its
complementarity exists between the different levels. This implies that we can grasp the
simultaneous continuity and discontinuity of reality — a unity within diversity.
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severed and all that is left are our social, inter-subjective re-constructed
‘illusions’ of what might exist on either side of the subject – object relation.
The way in which the complex unity or complementarity between
the Transdisciplinary Subject and the Transdisciplinary Object is conceived
is to bring into focus the simultaneous coherence between the ‘levels of
reality’ and the ‘levels of perception’. The radical ruptures or discontinuous
breaks between the different levels of perception and reality is not the
only aspect about the structure of reality that we can describe. Ultimately,
there is only one, coherent reality of which we are part of, albeit on different levels. To fully understand this complex unity between the transdisciplinary subject and object it is necessary to conceive of the possibility
of ‘non-resistance’ of our ideas. In other words, just as it was necessary to
imagine the resistance of our ideas and representations by what is engaged
with and considered as ‘reality’, so it becomes possible to posit moments
of ‘breakthrough’ when there is no more resistance, where it becomes
possible to affirm positively that our ideas, images and representations
have succeeded in capturing and signifying ‘reality’ truthfully — a zone
where sign and signifier, and subject and object meet. In fact, it is necessary to refer to two zones of ‘non-resistance’ — one in respect of the levels
of reality, which constitutes the transdisciplinary Object, and the other
in respect of the levels of perception, constituting the transdisciplinary
Subject. The critical moment of this meeting between subject and object
taking place is when the flow of consciousness cutting across the levels of
perception meet up or match the flow of information cutting across the
levels of reality. Needless to say, the role of the included middle is crucial
in understanding how this meeting or correspondence between subject
and object takes place. In the words of Nicolescu, “the unity of levels of
Reality and its complementary zone of non-resistance constitutes what
we call the transdisciplinary Object”, on the one hand, and “the unity of
levels of perception and this complementary zone of non-resistance
constitutes what we call the transdisciplinary Subject”, on the other hand,
and, this is critically important, “the two zones of non-resistance of transdisciplinary Object and Subject must be identical for the transdisciplinary
Subject to communicate with the transdisciplinary Object”. In essence,
it is a “flow of consciousness that coherently cuts across different levels
of perception which must correspond to the flow of information coherently cutting across different levels of Reality. The two flows are interrelated
because they share the same zone of non-resistance. Knowledge is neither
exterior nor interior: it is simultaneously exterior and interior. The studies
of the universe and of the human being sustain one another. The zone of
non-resistance plays the role of the secretly included middle that allows
the unification of the transdisciplinary Subject and the transdisciplinary
Object while preserving their difference” [Nicolescu, 2002, p. 55].
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Conceptualising the nature of the subject – object relation in this
way indeed conjures up images of a dynamic and complex unity. This
unity is made possible by virtue of the simultaneous resistance and nonresistance of our ideas, by the simultaneous continuity and discontinuity
in our understanding of reality. Knowledge gained this way can never be
understood in static manner as a closed-system. What is considered as
valid and true knowledge on one level, or a shared zone of non-resistance
between levels of perception and levels of reality, can be resisted only to be
changed radically to make way for fundamentally different imaginations
and representations — a process which will forever remain open-ended.
However stressing, this open-endedness should not detract us from
focusing on the ‘shared zone of non-resistance’ — those ‘moments’ in the
flowing process where subject and object meet, where it is possible to state
positively that our ideas and representations of ‘reality’ have managed to
correctly and truthfully capture what it has been wrestling with to understand. This indeed goes to the heart of a transdisciplinary hermeneutical
theory of understanding and knowledge generation. Without this positive
conceptualisation of the possibility of the subject meeting the object, of
sharing a zone of non-resistance, we will not be able to go any further with
explaining how, hermeneutically speaking, this could be understood at
the level of a trans-disciplinary dialogue seeking to cross disciplinary
boundaries in pursuit of sustainable solutions to the problématiques or polycrisis facing us all today. If this was not possible, we will forever remain
entrapped in Descartes’ already severed subject  object relationship,
with the different variations of idealism and positivism as the only possibilities, or the post-modern position denying this relation per se as a mere
social re-construction with very little chance of positive knowledge generation and acquisition. However, having asserted the positive, yet complex
and dynamic, position of Transdisciplinarity, it now remains our task to
explain how what has been conceptualised at the ontological, epistemological and logical levels can in fact be brought into an understanding of
how the different disciplines can cross their boundaries to meet in a ‘zone
of non-resistance’, as it were. How do we understand and explain this in
the context of interdisciplinary dialogue where the complex nature of the
problématiques we are dealing with transcends levels of reality and therefore disciplinary boundaries? Reaffirming our earlier point of departure,
namely that sustainable solutions to the complex problems we are facing
today cannot come from a mono-disciplinary position within a fragmented
knowledge-system, and having established the transdisciplinary conditions
of knowledge generation and acquisition, our goal, therefore, is henceforth
to explore the possibilities of establishing a truly trans-disciplinary dialogue from which may emerge new, transdisciplinary knowledge of and
for our troubled world.
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Summary
Before we proceed with our task, it is important to provide a summary of the important points that have emerged so far and will be brought
into and integrated with certain key hermeneutical concepts with a view
to develop our transdisciplinary hermeneutics in a systematic and logical
way. This will also be helpful to explicate certain ontological, epistemological, methodological and logical assumptions as we intend moving
into the conceptualisation of such a transdisciplinary hermeneutics:
• Reality, although represented by the language, images and ideas
of the interpreting subject, cannot be reduced to these representations — reality is trans-subjective and, therefore, has the ability
to always resist, and even ruin, our very best scientific or non-scientific theories and ideas;
• Reality is ultimately coherent, but its coherency cannot be understood in static terms; it should rather be understood in terms of
the structure of reality that is both discontinuous and continuous
at the same time — whilst one level of reality is fundamentally
different to another, the overall structure of reality displays a
remarkable unity or coherency;
• To the extent that our notion of ‘matter’ informs our perceptions
and ideas on the being and nature of ‘reality’, it is important to
note that from a transdisciplinary point of view such notions may
include both materialistic and non-materialistic viewpoints;
• The possibility of accurate and truthful representation of reality
and knowledge generation is established in the one-to-one relationship which exists between levels of perceptions and levels of
reality on the same horizontal plane;
• However, at the same time of such concurrence, we also have to
acknowledge that there are radical breaks between the different
levels of perception with the implication of having to formulate
fundamentally different ideas and images if we want to understand the discovery of a new level of reality — the latter cannot
be understood or recognised in terms of the ‘old’ concepts associated with a another level of reality;
• The above simultaneous concurrence/continuity and non-concurrence/discontinuity between the different levels of perception
implies being able to ‘thinking the complex’ — i.e., the ability to
imagine the possibility of something being itself (A) and non-self
(non-A) at the same time;
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• We are not solely dependent on the age-old and dominant Aristotelian logic of the excluded middle — the logic of the included
middle is an equally formal logic that can explain, if read together
with the notion of ‘levels of reality’, the phenomenon of simultaneity between the identity (A) and non-identity (non-A) of a
problem, a problematic situation or an apparent contradiction —
it is only when looked at from the point of view of another level
all together that an apparent contradiction becomes resolved;
• The relationship between the two logics of the included and
excluded middle is in itself not a mutually exclusive relationship
— the discovery of the logic of the included middle should not be
transformed into a panacea for all problems and all situations —
when to use what logic is context specific and the choice over
which logic is the more appropriate under certain given circumstances must be done with the necessary circumspect;
• Our knowledge of reality is constituted by the dynamic interaction between the correspondence and non-correspondence of the
horizontal and vertical relationships in the structure of the levels
of perceptions and levels of reality — the one-to-one relationship
between the subject and object at the horizontal level, resulting
in accurate and truthful representations of reality, is as much
responsible for the constitution and establishment of our knowledge as is the epistemological dis-locations or breaks between
the vertical levels — to know what ‘is’ is as important as to know
what ‘is not’ for the possibility of any new knowledge to emerge;
• The transdisciplinary triad of A, non-A and the included middle
T should not be confused with the Hegelian dialectics of thesis,
anti-thesis and synthesis — for a ‘solution’ to be found situated
at another level of reality and perception all together it is necessary
to formulate completely different concepts and laws — without
these the different level of reality will not be ‘seen’ — we therefore cannot merely use the same concepts and laws as was used
in identifying the contradiction between the ‘thesis’ and ‘antithesis’ of Hegelian dialectics — in this case, if the solution contains a ‘synthesis’ of previous ideas and laws it begs the question
whether the simultaneity between A and non-A can be conceptualized as a probable ‘solution’ to the apparent contradiction.
• The complex unity between the transdisciplinary subject and the
transdisciplinary object marks a decisive break with three traditions of thought at once: (a) simplistic romantic or mystical ideas
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of knowing reality ‘directly’, (b) the Cartesian dualistic separation
of the subject and object, and (c) the radical deconstructionist
position of an illusionary, socially reconstructed subject – object
relation per se — the notion of knowledge emerging out of the
dynamic and intense interplay in the processes of resistance and
non-resistance confirms the role and function of both subject and
object in the subject – object relation and also states the impossibility of transcendental or ‘directly’ accessible knowledge;
• The idea that our knowledge of reality is being produced when
there is both resistance and non-resistance to our ideas signifies the
fundamental open-endedness of the knowledge acquisition and
generation process. The accurate and truthful representations of
reality, on a particular level of reality, can easily be resisted when
trying to apply them to another level of reality — such resistance
implies having to radically reformulate new ideas and images,
which, in principle at least, can never reach a stage of finality;
• The fundamental open-endedness and dynamism of the transdisciplinary knowledge acquisition and production process, therefore, implies a safeguard, as it were, against all forms of intellectual ideology. This includes a safeguard against itself in that all
ideas produced by transdisciplinarity, especially when claiming
to have entered the ‘zone of non-resistance’ and transcended disciplinary boundaries, should be subject to this on-going process
of resistance and non-resistance. Therefore, transdisciplinarity
can never be construed as some or other ‘meta-discourse’. Should
such bold claims be made, consciously or sub-consciously, it would
have placed itself outside the dynamic processes characteristic of
the complex unity of the subject – object relation.

Towards the Foundations of a Transdisciplinary
Hermeneutics: Key Hermeneutical Concepts
ne of the great founding figures of hermeneutic philosophy, Martin
Heidegger, said that the starting point of any act of understanding is
when something has broken down. In everyday life this could be something as mundane as a broken hammer. It is not until it has actually been
shattered that we start to question what a hammer really ‘is’ — how it
was assembled or made, what materials were used, how and for what
purpose is it used etc. This might seem like a very simplistic example, but
it illustrates the point that our questioning into the being and functioning

O

A NEW WAY OF GOING BEYOND THE SCIENCE / RELIGION DEBATE

129

of something is very closely associated with the notions of ‘break down’
and ‘rupture’ in what has broken down and the context or environment
in which the object was perceived to be part and parcel of. From what
has been already mentioned in the introduction in respect of the unprecedented scale and levels fragmentation this notion of a ‘break down’ as the
starting point for our hermeneutic inquiry is a very relevant one. As was
argued earlier, we are today living in an unsustainable, troubled world
with major complex problématiques to be solved. However, the polycrisis
we are facing is not only a phenomenon of something which has gone
wrong in the world ‘out there’, detached or separated from ourselves.
Such an abstract viewpoint of the world and relationship to it is typical
of the Cartesian subject  object separation. On the contrary, from the
point of view of the non-separability or complex unity of subject – object
relations, we cannot detach ourselves, our own thinking, from the fragmentation happening in the world today. Inquiry into the complex nature
of what has ‘broken down’ in the world cannot remain at the level of
‘objective analysis’ only, if our own thinking is inextricably interwoven
with the very fragmentation we are trying to understand. The multidimensionality of the complex social-ecological problems we are facing
today implies the straddling of different levels of reality and requires
a new interpretive-engagement from our side. Inquiry into what has gone
wrong, what is causing our world to being torn apart reveals that we are
dealing with levels of complexity not witnessed before. Applying abstract
thinking which ‘ab-stracts’ itself from the planetary context can only lead
to a further perpetuation of the problem of fragmentation in that ‘solutions’ being sought from within such abstract thought would be inclined
to ‘scientifically’ discover and manipulate the ‘objective’ laws responsible
for the breakdown in the world — without ever seeing a need to question
or change the thinking which has gone into producing the problématiques
we are facing today. To then return to Heidegger’s example and metaphor of the broken hammer. We cannot merely in some or other instrumental way substitute the ‘hammer’ with the ‘world’ as an ‘object’ independent from ourselves. What has gone, or rather is, going wrong in the
world today is intermingled with our ideas and perceptions of who we are
and how we think. When we touch the world, to want to ‘fix’ it — it is
already infused with our ideas and thinking patterns. It is therefore
advisable that we acknowledge our inseparable relationship with the
world, rooted in the notion of a complex unity of the subject – object relation, and, consequently, to reaffirm our point of departure that the unity
in our knowledge-systems is a prerequisite for finding sustainable
solutions to the polycrisis facing each and every individual, nation and
society on the planet.
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Fusion of horizons: the importance of contextuality
Building on the core ideas of Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer
argues that our inquiry or questioning into the being and functioning of
what has ‘broken down’ always occurs within a certain temporal horizon.
‘Understanding’ is therefore never time-less or a-temporal. Instead, it
should always be seen as temporal or historical in the sense that the past,
present, and future are always present and inextricably linked in any act
of understanding. This means that our past and present efforts to want to
know what something is or how it works are motivated by our concerns
or expectations of the future. This, in turn, implies that our inquiry into a
particular problem is never ‘value-free’, but fundamentally influenced by
our expectations and perceptions of the future. This means that we never
‘see’ reality directly, but always as this or as that in terms of our own
‘horizon of understanding’. By emphasizing the temporality of our understanding, Gadamer acknowledges the inherently contextual nature of our
understanding the world.
The importance of this historicality and contextuality of our understanding will be elaborated on in some more depth later on. However,
suffice it to emphasize here from the start that this impossibility of
‘value-free’ interpretation is not restricted to our everyday life encounters
or only to the social sciences where we are, per definition, both players
and spectators, observers and observed, of the very life processes we are
trying to understand. We do not have access to an a-temporal position
or vantage point from which we can completely ‘objectively’ understand
the world. Whether in our daily encounters or in the science laboratory,
we cannot escape the temporality of our own understanding. The consequence of this contextuality for the understanding process is that the
interpreting subject influences the way the object is being looked at.
Werner Heisenberg, although coming from a different intellectual tradition, i.e., quantum physics, makes a similar point on the role and effect
of the observer on the observed. After having discussed the similarities,
and especially, the differences in the role of ‘observation’ between classical and quantum physics, Heisenberg concludes that science “we have to
remember that what we observe is not nature in itself, but nature exposed
to our method of questioning. Our scientific work in physics consists in
asking questions about nature in the language that we possess and trying
to get an answer from experiment by the means that are at our disposal”
[Heisenberg, 1959, p. 57]. When we set up our ‘scientific’ methods of experimentation and use our socially evolved language to inquire into the
structure of nature, we will always ‘see’ in terms of the limitations of these
methods and language barriers. What ‘happens’ between one experiment
and another we will never be able to know — at least when trying to
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understand what happens in the sub-atomic structure of reality. Acknowledging the role of the observer implies that the observer ‘influences’ what
is being observed. However, a word of caution is necessary here as this
does not mean that the observer exercises some psychic or mental powers
over the observed: “The transition from the ‘possible’ to the ‘actual’ takes
place during the act of observation. If we want to describe what ‘happens’
in an atomic event, we have to realize that the word ‘happens’ can apply
to the observation, not to the state of affairs between the two observations.
It applies to the physical, not the psychical act of observation, and we may
say that the transition from the ‘possible’ to the ‘actual’ takes place as soon
as the interaction of the object with the measuring device, and therefore
the rest of the world, has come into play; it is not connected with the act of
the registration of the result by the observer’s mind” [Heisenberg, 1959, p. 54].
Flowing from this idea of the contextuality of our understanding,
Gadamer introduces another key notion for our purposes of developing
a transdisciplinary hermeneutics. According to Gadamer, ‘understanding’
occurs when there has been a ‘fusion of horizons’. This notion contains
two crucially important aspects for our task at hand. In the first instance,
the said impossibility of ‘value-free’ or ‘presuppositionless’ understanding
does not negate the possibility of understanding per se. On the contrary,
‘understanding’ is being made possible because of the presence of our assumptions and presuppositions — not because they are absent. A ‘fusion
of horizons’ can only happen when there has been an exchange or change
in the assumptions underpinning a certain mode of understanding the
world. Therefore, when we want to understand something we should not
aim to discard or pretend that we do not have or hold presumptions. We
should rather aim to explicate or becoming aware of these assumptions,
critically evaluate them and change them if necessary. The second important point about H.-G. Gadamer’s notion of a ‘fusion of horizons’ is that
it suggests that a totally new way of ‘seeing’ the world can emerge from
such a ‘fusion’ between the different ways the world have been perceived
or understood before the occurrence of the hereof. To comprehend the full
impact and consequences of this idea, it is necessary to again contrast it
with the Hegelian notion of ‘synthesis’, which as suggested earlier signifies more of a ‘merging’ or ‘blending together’ of previously held views,
the outcome of which is a compromising view of the world — still containing the assumptions, possibly even contradictory ones, of previously
held viewpoints. Gadamer has much more in mind with his idea of a ‘fusion
of horizons’. What emerges 7 when such a ‘fusion of horizons’ takes place
7. Although ‘emergence’ is not a concept used extensively by Gadamer, I am using it here
in reference to the way Michael Polanyi has used this concept in relation to our understanding of the world (see Polayni, 1967, pp. 27-52).
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is indeed a fundamentally new way of seeing and understanding the
world — not just a mere adding up of extant viewpoints and perceptions,
but, instead, ‘seeing’ the world in ways not known before.

Fusion of horizons: critique of the subject  object partition
Since this notion of a ‘fusion of horizons’ has the potential to explain
in more detail how the earlier transdisciplinary notion of new concepts,
ideas, and representations of reality emerging from a dynamic interplay
between the processes of resistance and non-resistance, it is in our interest
to go into this in more depth. From the point of view of systematically
developing a transdisciplinary hermeneutics, it is very important to fully
understand not only how the formation of new ideas work at the epistemological level, but also how such insight can help us better understand
the manner in which the unity of our knowledge can be achieved as
‘fusion of horizons’ at the level of a truly trans-disciplinary dialogue.
However, before we analyze this in more detail it is important to first look
into H.-G. Gadamer’s critique of the subject  object dualism which has
dominated Western thinking so profoundly over the years. This will be
informative in that it will give us an idea of what the ‘fusion of horizons’
is meant not to be. By way of consequence, it would be helpful to know
what thought patterns should be avoided if we are not to repeat the very
same binary/dualistic thinking which we are trying to overcome. Falling
into such a trap is a perennial philosophical problem and if not consciously avoided will have some far reaching consequences for developing a
transdisciplinary hermeneutics. Following Heidegger’s thinking, ‘subjectism’ is the term that Gadamer uses to critique that tradition of thought
which sought to locate the certainty of knowledge in the thinking subject
— a tradition that started with Plato’s belief in the ‘reality’ of the realm
of ideas separate from the corporeal world. As we know, this central epistemological belief got usurped and transformed into, on the one hand,
Kant’s system of a priori thought categories as well as, on the other hand,
by Descartes’ ideas on the supremacy of res cogitans over res extensa, given
the thinking subject capability of producing the mathematical principles 8
underlying the corporeal world. In other words, the attempt to secure the
certainty of our knowledge resulted in the ascendancy of the subject over
the object. What started out with Plato as dancing images on the back of
a cave, turned into and was given transcendental (Kant) and mathematical (Descartes) status which in a sense was more ‘real’ than the tangible
world ‘out there’.
8. Heidegger fittingly refers to Descartes’ mode of thinking as the ‘mathematization of
thought’.
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Juxtaposed to this is what Gadamer refers to as ‘objectism’ — that
mode of thought which not only severely doubted and rejected the
knowing faculties of the subject as the seat of the certainty for and of our
knowledge, but tried to replace this dubious certainty with an even more
secure certainty — i.e., ‘valid’ and ‘true’ knowledge which can be verified
or falsified only through scientific observation and experimentation. As we
know, ‘objectism’ has its roots in Aristotelian thinking, but was refined
and elaborated upon in great detail in the positivist and empiricist traditions by the likes of Berkeley, Locke, and Hume. Although diametrically
opposed in situating the locus of our knowledge and the methods to be
used to acquire such knowledge, both subjectism and objectism share
the unshakeable belief in absolutely certain knowledge. This separation
of the subject and object has had far reaching consequences for the way
that our thought patterns and knowledge systems have developed in the
West. Not only has nature been objectified into an ‘object’ consisting of
certain universal or mathematical laws (ontology), but the scientific discovery (epistemology) of these laws became subjected to the needs and
will-to-power 9 of the analytical and conquering subject. However, on
either side of the subject  object divide, nature has lost its ‘unity’ or
‘coherence’ and became increasingly seen as some-thing to be exploited
or tortured (Francis Bacon) until she ‘reveals’ her secrets in the name of
‘progress’ or ‘development’ of mankind.

Fusion of horizons: the importance of dialogue
and the disclosure of reality
The crux of this techno-scientific thinking or instrumental reasoning10 with its promise of certainty, argues Gadamer, has been the lack of
dialogue between the subject and object and is, consequently, the complete
anti-thesis of hermeneutical thinking. ‘Understanding’ can only happen
in and through a true spirit of Socratic dialogue between the subject and
object and where the subject does not ‘interrogate’ the object, but immerses and engages itself in a process of ‘listening’ and ‘hearing’, opening
itself up for what the object has ‘to say’. The notion of ‘disclosure’ is a
pivotal one in this regard. If ‘understanding’ is to happen, the inquiring
subject does not approach the object with a predisposition of ‘mastery’
over the object, typical of analytical and reductionist thinking. For instance:
if we say ‘the tree is green’, it is not so much due to the inventiveness of
9. The works of Nietzsche and Foucault explain in detail how this relationship between
knowledge and power has occurred as well as the consequences of this to society.
10. The works of Habermas, amongst others, give a detailed explanation of these concepts.
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the subject as it is what has been ‘given’ to the subject — over millions of
years of evolution 11 — and what the subject has learnt from the surrounding natural world, enabling the subject to describe it as this or as that.
Allowing the object to dis-close itself, to be named as this or as that, is a
fundamentally different approach to that of subjectism, asserting that the
‘greenness’ of the tree is in essence what already pre-exists in the mind as
ideas (Plato), a priori thought categories (Kant) or mathematical principles
(Descartes). To allow the object to disclose itself to the subject, the subject
has to be fundamentally ‘open’ to the object. And, to be able to ‘listen’ and
‘hear’ what the object has ‘to say’, the subject not only has to be attentive
to what is being said or disclosed — it also needs to ask the question what
is not being said or disclosed — in other words, trying to go beyond what
is ‘given’ and get a more thorough understanding of the wider context of
relationships in which the act of disclosure is taking place. This fundamental ‘openness’, this ability to focus the attention simultaneously on
what is said as well as on what is not said, says Gadamer, happens when
the inquiring subject develops the ability to become aware of its own context or ‘horizon of meaning’ — i.e., becoming aware of its own assumptions and presuppositions, which inform and direct the process of inquiry
and questioning into the ‘disclosing’ object. Critically important in this
regard is that the subject does not interrogate the object with its so-called
transcendental knowledge categories, which the object can only affirm or
deny. Instead, the subject accepts the limitedness or finitude of its own
knowledge and allows the object to disclose itself in ways completely different to what has been known before.
Therefore, this ‘openness’, i.e., the ability to become aware of our
own assumptions, is key to any act of understanding. It is in this sense
that Gadamer asserts that there is no ‘value-free’ or ‘pre-supposition-less’
understanding of the world. We can never think of our understanding as
a tabula rasa — as if we are ‘free’ of any presuppositions. Neither should
we try and imagine that this is how any act of ‘understanding’ should be
construed. As already mentioned, ‘understanding’ happens because of the
presence of our assumptions — not because of their absence. Should we
assume or aspire to any notion of a tabula rasa in order to explain how
our understanding occurs, we would be making a serious mistake in our
thinking. ‘Understanding’, any act of understanding, is made possible
when we become aware of our assumptions and demonstrate a willingness
11. The ‘greenness’ of the tree did not only start over four billion years ago with the evolution of the blue-green algae and bacteria as the first forms of life on earth, but also
culminated in the evolution of the complex physiology of the human brain and speech
organs to be able to receive and articulate through language the frequency of the tree’s
light waves as ‘green’ waves (Ehrlich, 2002, pp. 139-63).
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to change these. The ‘disclosure’ of the object should not be associated
with a notion of an ‘empty’ or ‘passive’ subject which merely ‘receives’ or
‘takes in’ what the object dictates to the subject in a linear or unilateral sort
of a way. A ‘fusion of horizons’ can only happen when extant presuppositions, explicit or tacit, are ‘fused’ into a new understanding of the world.
This is the crux of Gadamer’s dialectical hermeneutics — ‘understanding’
occurs in a situation of dialogue between the subject and object where the
underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions and preconceptions of what is being looked at and how we gain knowledge of the object
is endlessly being brought to the surface, critically evaluated, and altered
so as to ‘see’ and understand the world in a fundamentally new way.
Gadamer’s notion of ‘disclosure’, which is neither subject- nor
object-centred or dominated but, instead, comes into its own through dialogue between the subject and object shows some interesting similarities
with Nicolescu’s definition of ‘reality’. Reality, as was illustrated earlier,
can make itself known through both processes of resistance and nonresistance. While still operating at the ontological-epistemological level,
when read together the concepts of ‘disclosure’, ‘reality’, ‘resistance’, and
‘non-resistance’ can succeed in providing us with an enriched conceptual
picture of how the coherence of knowledge emerges out of the interplay
between both the continuity and dis-continuity in the structure of our
levels of perception. When opening itself up in dialogue with the object,
the subject allows itself to have its existing ideas, images and representations of ‘reality’ to be either resisted, when dealing with another level of
reality, or confirmed (non-resistance) when dealing with a similar level
of reality where there is a one-to-one relationship. The ‘disclosure’ is not
merely a linear or smooth process without the proverbial hiccups. Insofar
as this disclosure is experienced as resistance images of conceptual
combat comes to mind. To change from a materialistic and mechanistic
worldview, infused with concepts such as cause – effect, linearity etc., to
a non-materialistic (energy fields) and relational worldview, with fundamentally new concepts and ideas such as global causality and non-linearity, signifies something of a conceptual ‘warfare’. Old worldviews and
concepts are completely blown-up to pieces, only to make way for and
be radically transformed into new ideas and worldviews. And yet, our
knowledge of reality does not only emerge from this process of difference,
rupture, and resistance. This is merely the one side of the stick with two
inseparable ends. The other end or side is that of concurrence, confirmation,
and continuity in our representations of ‘reality’. In this zone of non-resistance the subject’s ideas correspond with what has been disclosed to itself
by the object. There is a meeting point between signifier and signified,
between the subject and object. The subject – object relation cannot be
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reduced to either that of only difference/resistance or only concurrence/
non-resistance. This would be to fall back into the irreconcilable binary
positions posted by, as already mentioned, deconstructionism and idealism-romanticism respectively. To understand how this act of ‘disclosure’
can be both resistance and non-resistance, both continuous and dis-continuous, at the same time, it is necessary to re-imagine the multi-dimensionality in the structure of the levels of reality as well as in the levels of
perception. On one level, ‘disclosure’ signifies resemblance and concurrence between the object and the subject’s representations, laying the
foundation for valid and truthful knowledge. Yet on another level, reality ‘discloses’ itself through showing the complete opposite side of itself,
completely different where the concepts and representations linked and
associated to the previous level of reality are entirely dis-similar. However, the new concepts, images and representations, borne out of battle,
as it were, manage to enter their own zone of non-resistance and, in so
doing, succeed in providing accurate representation of the new level of
reality in question — representing yet another layer of valid and truthful
knowledge. Such is our enriched understanding of the multi-dimensional
notion of ‘disclosure’ and, if looked at in terms of the logic of the included
middle, the notion can be justified and defended on formal logical grounds.

Fusion of horizons: understanding and the role of assumptions
Now that we have a more thorough understanding of how a ‘fusion
of horizons’ occurs as ‘disclosure‘ at the ontological-epistemological level,
we can return to and explore in more depth the said role and function of
assumptions and pre-suppositions in the act of understanding. As already
mentioned the temporal/contextual character of our understanding dictates that our understanding of the world can never be ‘pre-suppositionless’. However, it was also said that the impossibility of ‘value-free’ understanding does not render the very act of understanding unattainable. On
the contrary, understanding occurs because of and when there has been
an exchange or change in assumptions between the subject and object.
In other words, when the processes of resistance and non-resistance of our
ideas are in motion the assumptions underpinning are our ideas is what
comes into focus. Our ideas of the world and ourselves in the world are
never ‘pure’ or ‘un-tainted’, but are always infused with assumptions of
various kinds — as will be explained in more detail later. However, if it
is true that understanding happens because of the presence, not their
absence, of assumptions, what is of particular importance from our point
of view of developing a transdisciplinary hermeneutics is to examine how
our enriched insights developed and gained at the ontological-epistemo-
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logical level can be brought across to deepen our understanding of what
happens at the level of interdisciplinary dialogue. In other words, what
has been said so far in general about the subject–object relation needs
to be translated and brought into the context of the various disciplines
coming together in pursuit of sustainable solutions to complex problems.
To be sure, ‘the subject’ having been focussed on thus far in our discussion does not only refer to the individual level of inquiry into the object,
but can also refer to the inter-subjective or collective levels of inquiry.
The question, therefore, is: when the different disciplines come together
to engage with complex problems (the object), what exactly, then, happens
when there is resistance and non-resistance to our ideas? More specifically,
what happens when some of those deep-seated assumptions underpinning our disciplinary ideas have surfaced to the level of self-awareness?
How do we go about dealing with them once we have become conscious
of our own disciplinary assumptions? Is the hermeneutical ideal in a transdisciplinary context attainable? In other words, can the resistance coming
from fundamentally different assumptions underlying our disciplinary
views and ideas of the world be the starting point of developing a shared,
trans-disciplinary understanding of our troubled world and what needs
to be done to solve the polycrisis facing us? Is the multi-dimensionality and
multi-referentiality of our ideas around ‘reality’, ‘disclosure’, ‘resistance’,
and ‘non-resistance’ etc. strong enough or have we developed them strong
enough to assist us in imagining the unity of our knowledge as a transdisciplinary ‘fusion of horizons’. Or do we need to go back to the proverbial drawing board?
Assuming that what we have developed conceptually so far has
sufficient substance to proceed with our task at hand, the next step would
be to further explore the potential of the notion of a trans-disciplinary
‘fusion of horizons’ as a means to better understand how to deal with assumptions that have reached the level of awareness. Not all our assumptions are of the same kind and may deserve different responses when
they have been surfaced. This question will be returned to later once the
inputs of Thomas Kuhn have been considered in more detail. What is of
particular relevance to our discussion here is how to deal with surfaced
assumptions specifically at the ontological-epistemological level. These
would be assumptions that are underpinning our tacit or explicit understanding of the nature of reality (the object) and how we gain knowledge
of the latter which are in need of radical change. If we do not change these
assumptions, we would not be able to ‘see’ reality differently, or ‘see’
another completely different ‘level of reality’. Unchanged assumptions
would result in a situation of binary opposite viewpoints of A vs. non-A
with very little, if any, possibility of a ‘fusion of horizons’ taking place.
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Such unchanged assumptions would in fact prohibit a ‘new’, trans-disciplinary understanding from emerging, with no new ideas and concepts
with which to identify another level where the solution(s) might be situated. The earlier example of the role and function that certain materialist
assumptions played in the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum physics
is once again a good case in point. How do we deal with these types of
assumptions which seemingly only work in the direction of resistance
with no prospect of entering into the zone of non-resistance? Clearly, the
possibility of a trans-disciplinary understanding to emerge depends on
how we deal with ostensibly mutually exclusive presuppositions.

Fusion of horizons: suspension of assumptions
These are rather complex questions and obviously they cannot be
answered in a simplistic manner. However, the ideas developed by the
quantum physicist David Bohm may contain some very important pointers
in the right direction. Bohm shares, I believe, very similar ideas to those
of Gadamer on dialogue and how shared understanding emerges when there
is an exchange of assumptions between those engaged in a dialogue. Like
Gadamer, he believes that ‘understanding’ is never presupposition-less
and should, consequently, never be construed as ‘value-free’. For Bohm,
‘understanding’ also occurs because of the presence of our assumptions
— not because they are absent. However, he offers some important further insights on how we can deal with these assumptions of ours when in
dialogue with others. He suggests that rather than trying to discard or
suppress our assumptions, we had better ‘suspend’ them [Bohm, 1996,
pp. 73-83]. In this act of ‘suspension’, we not only become aware of our
assumptions, but we also refrain from either by voicing them or acting
upon them. It is not to deny their presence. Instead, it is more about keeping them in abeyance whilst we create the thought-space to allow other
thoughts or ideas to come to the fore. In other words, it is developing the
ability to hold many points of view in suspension, while our primary
interest is in the creation of a new, trans-disciplinary understanding. In
short, suspending an assumption does not mean ignoring it, but rather
‘holding it in front of us’ ready for exploration.
This idea has a lot of value for developing our transdisciplinary
hermeneutics. Being able to deal with our assumptions through this act
of ‘suspension’ not only helps us to comprehend the multi-dimensionality
of the process of ‘understanding’, but also helps us to know whether we
are in an inter-, multi-, or transdisciplinary mode of understanding of the
world. As for the latter, I will return to this in more detail once Kuhn’s
ideas on the role and function of ‘paradigms’ in scientific communities
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have been discussed. Suffice it to say here that the notion of ‘suspension’
allows us to not totally discard certain assumptions as they may very well
still be true or valid when dealing with a particular ‘level of reality’. On
the other hand, if another fundamentally different ‘level of reality’ is being
encountered and requires a radical revision or change in ideas, the ‘suspension’ of assumptions enables the emergence of a fundamentally new
understanding of this different level of reality. In so doing, we allow
‘reality’ to ‘resist’ our extant ideas and to ‘disclose’ itself to us in more
than one facet or dimension, whilst, at the same time, not discarding with
those other assumptions underpinning fundamentally different ideas.
Needless to say, being able to simultaneously suspend and/or change the
assumptions supporting our ideas about the world is a key element for
the trans-disciplinary ‘fusion of horizons’ to materialise. Knowing that
the assumptions supporting their particular disciplinary bodies of
knowledge are kept in abeyance, the different disciplines can enter into
dialogue with each other in an open manner that would create the necessary intellectual space to seek fundamentally new ideas, concepts and
representations with which to explore the discovery of other ‘levels of
reality’ from which to look at the world and its complex problems. Creating
this open intellectual space through the act of suspension is a crucially
important ‘forerunner’, as it were, to entering the zone of non-resistance.
In this open space, the disciplines in dialogue with each other can explore
fully and freely any new ideas, based on radically different assumptions,
knowing that the disciplinary positions from which they have entered into
the dialogue has been put in abeyance. However, once they have satisfied
themselves that ‘reality’ provides no more resistance to their new images,
ideas and representations and that the latter, based on fundamentally
new sets of assumptions, are indeed offering a new, accurate and truthful
representation and understanding of reality, then, from this perspective
of the zone of non-resistance, can they all look back to their respective
and original positions and decide on their ‘validity’, ‘accuracy’, ‘truthfulness’ etc. And, they may indeed decide that their ‘old’ concepts are
perfectly valid and accurate with respect to their engagement of another
dimension of reality or the object. However, the contradictions encountered at that level can only be solved from the vantage point of the newly
discovered ‘level of reality’ and with the newly coined concepts and ideas
as well as their underlying assumptions. Such is what can be achieved
with the Bohmian idea of a suspension of assumptions — creating a much
needed intellectual space for an open and rigorous exploration of new
ideas until the participants to this trans-disciplinary dialogue have reached
sufficient consensus that there is no more resistance to their ideas — that
for now, at least, a ‘fusion of disciplinary horizons’ has been reached.
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Fusion of horizons: the role of paradigms
Knowing now how the act of suspension can assist us in holding
onto assumptions supporting different ideas and representations of different levels of reality and perception, we are now in a better position to
advance our understanding not only on the range of assumptions we may
encounter in our scientific as well as non-scientific endeavours, but also
to expand our understanding as to their origin, role and function on our
thought-processes and knowledge-systems. Gadamer’s assertion that
our understanding of the world always occurs within a certain ‘tradition’
or ‘horizon’ of understanding shows some significant similarities with
Thomas Kuhn’s ideas on the presence and role of ‘paradigms’ in scientific
communities. ‘Paradigms’, according to Kuhn, are those broad conceptual
and methodological presuppositions shared by every scientific community, embodied in their standard examples of ‘normal science’, and which
exercise a significant influence on the way a specific scientific community
would define what are the legitimate questions to ask, what types of
explanations are sought and the types of solutions that are considered to
be acceptable. “Some accepted examples of actual scientific practice —
examples which include law, theory, application, and instrumentation
together — provide models from which spring particular coherent traditions of scientific research” [Kuhn, 1962, p. 10]. The important point, from
our perspective of a transdisciplinary hermeneutics, is that this notion of
‘paradigms’ in science confirms the presence and force of our assumptions
and perceptions of the world on our ‘scientific inquiry’ into what has been
‘understood’ or ‘framed’ as legitimate questions and problems.
The fact that paradigms have a certain ‘moulding’ effect on our assumptions of the world and the methods if enquiry and study considered
to be acceptable should not be seen as ‘deterministic’ in the sense that it
prohibits thinking ‘outside’ a paradigm. As we know, scientific ‘revolutions’ do happen when there has been a fundamental change in the way
the world, and inquiry into the world, have been understood. These revolutionary changes in the history and philosophy of science have been
associated, in Kuhn’s thinking, with rapid, discontinuous breaks in the
thought-patterns and knowledge-systems embodied in certain prevailing
scientific paradigms. Again, the said example of a change from the static
and mechanistic Newtonian view of the world to a completely different,
dynamic and relational worldview of quantum physics is a case in point
here of such an abrupt change. This is consistent with the central notions
of a transdisciplinary hermeneutics we are trying to develop here, namely
that the ‘discontinuous break’ in our paradigmatic thinking about reality
relates to the complex, multi-dimensional structure or ‘levels of reality’

A NEW WAY OF GOING BEYOND THE SCIENCE / RELIGION DEBATE

141

and ‘levels of perception’. As was mentioned earlier, the discontinuity in
the concepts and laws between one level of reality and another is of such
a nature that they cannot be used to understand each other — i.e., one
level in terms of another level. However, this complementarity between
some of the key notions of transdisciplinarity and that of Kuhn’s allows
us not only to better understand the paradigmatic nature of the shifts and
changes that happen when ‘reality’ has ‘resisted’ and ‘disclosed’ itself in
a fundamentally different way to what was known and assumed before
the decisive break in our knowledge. Also, as such, a paradigm change
or shift implies a deeply profound and wide-ranging change in our total
view of the world — a change in Weltanschauung —, we are encouraged
to examine the full extent of not only the ideas that undergo such change,
but also of the sets of assumptions on which these ideas are based. The
question in this regard is: if a paradigm is so wide-ranging and decisive,
what constitutes a paradigm? What range and sets of assumptions would
typically make up our paradigmatic understanding of the world and the
effect this has on our disciplinary thinking and praxis?
Although I do not intend to propose an exhaustive list or a full range
of probable assumptions encountered in any paradigmatic change, it is,
nevertheless, possible to identify at least the following eight areas or
domains where assumptions are strongly shared amongst the participants
of scientific as well as non-scientific communities:
• Cosmological — assumptions based on our views of the world or
universe. For example, assumptions about the stasis of ‘reality’
(the object) could have their origin in a static Newtonian worldview in which the universe is seen to be a ‘fixed’ entity, operating,
as it were, according to universal laws in a machine-like fashion.
By contrast, assumptions about the dynamism of ‘reality’ may have
their origin in a relational view of the universe which is always
changing, continuously expanding12, possibly even contracting;
• Ontological — assumptions about the being or ‘is-ness’ of ‘reality’ (the object). In a machine-like world ‘matter’ is thought of as
substance, with tangible, corporeal characteristics, whereas in the
relational world of quantum cosmology and physics, ‘matter’ is
not necessarily the final building block of ‘reality’, but, rather,
non-materialist ‘energy’ or ‘information’ fields.
• Epistemological — assumptions about nature, acquisition and
generation of our knowledge of the world. In a static, Newtonian
12. According to Stephen Hawking: “The discovery that the universe is expanding was one
of the great intellectual revolutions of the 20th century” (A Brief History of Time, p. 42).
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worldview, the subject is not only separated from the object, but
the former can gain absolutely certain knowledge of latter. The
only question is whether the locus of such certainty is situated in
either the subject (idealism) or the object (positivism/empiricism).
The possibility of a continuously ‘open’ dialogue between subject
and object in which knowledge is an emergent property and
which is never fully or absolutely certain13 is unthinkable from
either of these two epistemological positions at loggerheads with
each other from within the Cartesian subject – object chasm.
• Logical — assumptions about what the internal or logical
coherency of our knowledge statements about the world. In the
one-dimensional Newtonian worldview, restricted to only one
level of reality, the dominant logic is that of the excluded middle.
This means that observed phenomena in the macro-physical level
of reality cannot be A and non-A at the same time and our knowledge statements about such phenomena should obey this rule.
However, in the relational quantum worldview the logic of the
included middle is a distinct possibility where things can be understood as being A (wave) and non-A (particle) at the same time.
Consequently, our knowledge statements and language describing the world, at least from the perspective of another level, can
include references to the included middle.
• Theoretical — assumptions about the nature and status of our
theoretical knowledge. In a static worldview with absolute certain knowledge the status, role and function of our ‘scientific’
theories and models will be seen very differently as opposed to
the dynamic worldview of quantum physics in which the principle of the fundamental uncertainty of our knowledge is accepted.
In the static worldview with it’s absolutely certain knowledge,
theories and methodologies are elevated to assume ‘objective’
scientific status as the supreme form of knowledge above all other
forms of knowledge. On the other hand, in a relational world our
knowledge is an emergent property, emerging from a complex
web of relationship, including the complex unity of the subject –
object relation, with the implication that our knowledge is never
absolute certain and complete. If ‘reality’ and our knowledge
thereof are perceived as inherently dynamic and never complete
or final, it, then, follows that our theoretical and methodological
endeavours are also finite and can never assume the rather audacious direct representational status offered by Newtonianism.
13. As expressed by Heisenberg’s ‘uncertainty principle’ in our knowledge of reality.
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• Methodological — assumptions about what methodologies to
follow to acquire the type of knowledge that is assumed. Methodologies are not to be confused with methods. They provide the
rationale or justification for the path, the plan or strategy to be
followed to acquire the knowledge required. They also provide
the grounds for the disciplinary boundaries, what falls ‘inside’ or
‘outside’ the focus area of a discipline. Once these questions have
been agreed upon by the disciplinary participants, only then will
the choice be made over the ‘appropriate’ methods to be used.
For example, in a clock-work or machine-like view of the world
with its static universal laws in which the subject and object have
been separated from each other as the loci of absolutely certain
knowledge, the methodologies to be used for the ‘extraction’ of
such certain knowledge would be to seek the control or domination of either the subject over the object (idealism/subjectivism)
or, alternatively, of the object over the subject (positivism/empiricism). Such ‘combative’ methodologies are vastly different to
those participative or dialogic methodologies decided upon in a
relational worldview where the inseparability or complex unity
of the subject – object is emphasised and postulated and in which
the act of observation by the subject changes what is being ‘seen’
or ‘observed’.
• Anthropological — assumptions about mankind’s position in the
world. A machine-like world in which mankind and nature are
considered to be separate from each other, can give rise to perceptions of man’s dominant position in the world. This perception can, in turn, lead to further anthropocentric perceptions such
as that we are occupying an ‘empty’ world — i.e., a world in
which the scale of human economic activity is sufficiently small
relative to the scale of the Earth’s ecological system that its impact
is insignificant. On the other hand, in the relational worldview
where everything in the universe is fundamentally interconnected, an image of the world as a ‘full’ world emerges in which man
is only but one, certainly not the dominant one, of the interconnected elements and where the relation between and impact of
human economic activity and on the Earth’s ecological system is
of major significance.
• Axiological — assumptions about our value-systems. For example, in an instrumental-anthropocentric worldview the satisfaction
of mankind’s materialistic needs, even at the expense of other
forms of life on earth, is considered as of ‘value’ and gives rise to
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social, economic and technological theories with which to justify
this position. On the other hand, in a relational-biocentric worldview mankind is seen to be an integral part of smaller and larger
cycles or systems of life and although the satisfaction of human
needs are still important, it should not be pursued at the expense
the other forms of life on which it is ultimately dependent for its
own life on earth — i.e., what is considered to be of ‘value’ in this
view of the world, is the principle of ‘simultaneity’ or ‘complementarity’ — in other words, satisfaction of fundamental human
needs in ways and means that not only averts the destruction of
other forms of life, but actually affirms or sustains these other
forms of life.14
The above-mentioned list of examples of the categories and types
of assumptions is certainly not an exhaustive list. The purpose, as said, of
listing these examples is merely to bring into focus the type of assumptions that may constitute our paradigms and to not only make ourselves
aware of their presence and influence on our paradigmatic thinking when
engaged in an interdisciplinary dialogue, but, at the same time, to bring
to mind the fact that we can consciously influence and change our paradigms. Paradigms are not fixed or reified mental ‘structures’ which in a
deterministic way dominate our thinking. The above are examples of the
tacit dimension of paradigms which are to a large extent taken for granted
by a shared community of scientists or non-scientists. The extent to which
we become critically aware of this tacit side of our shared/not-questioned
thinking do we develop a self-reflective capability to change our thoughtpatterns when engaged in a process of interdisciplinary dialogue. However, if our intention is for this dialogue to assume a trans-disciplinary
character, it becomes critically important to realise that this tacit dimension of our paradigmatic thinking is not confused with what has earlier
been referred to as the ‘zone of non-resistance’. When in trans-disciplinary dialogue, the dynamic interplay of resistance and non-resistance are
at work, simultaneously. For this to happen, it is essential to open ourselves to the resistance of ‘reality’ — i.e., to allow the object to resist our
ideas and the assumptions on which they are based. In the context of
trans-disciplinary dialogue, it means becoming aware of the presupposi14. Space prohibits going into this aspect in too much detail, as it translates into alternative economic theory and praxis. The reader is, however, advised to consult the work
of Manfred Max-Neef, Human Scale Development, in this regard. In this work of his he
develops an important concept of ‘synergic satisfiers’ which refers to those important
economic processes and policies we can choose to pursue to satisfy our fundamental
human needs in ways and means that preserve and sustain other forms of life on earth.
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tions on which ones own set of shared ideas are based and opening these
up for change. As we have seen, this process of becoming aware of the
principles of one’s own paradigmatic thinking, resulting in having to
change the way we think can happen via the all-important act of suspension. Through this act, all the participants involved in a trans-disciplinary
dialogue can put their ideas and assumptions in obeyance and create the
intellectual space necessary to rigorously pursue radically new ideas and
assumptions before consensus is reached that a new body of valid and
truthful knowledge has been founded. However, for this to happen, for
the new ideas to enter into the ‘zone of non-resistance’ it is absolutely
necessary for all extant paradigmatic ideas and their assumptions to be
surfaced, to be brought to the level of individual and collective self-awareness. In this way, then, does it become possible for us to start imagining
how a ‘fusion of disciplinary horizons’ can emerge out of the current
situation of highly fragmented disciplines and sub-disciplines — i.e.,
envisaging how current disciplinary boundaries can be transcended to
yield new, transdisciplinary understanding and knowledge of our troubled, unsustainable world.
Needless to say that such a ‘new’ transdisciplinary understanding
of what is being looked at can only emerge simultaneously and collectively
from all the disciplines in dialogue with each other. The onus to question,
suspend and change the full range of the assumptions can never be
weighing down on one particular discipline only. Each participative
discipline must open itself up to question and be questioned, to want to
suspend and be suspended, to want to change and be changed. To be sure,
the transdisciplinary approach is not one of interrogation of the ‘object’
by a ‘subject’ absolutely certain of gaining knowledge and control over
the object. The transdisciplinary approach is, rather, one of ‘openness’,
‘hearing’, and ‘listening’ carefully to what the object has to say or disclose
— making sure that it not only asks the question of what is being said, but
also of what is not being said. The meaning and intention of this approach
is captured more accurately by the notion of ‘rigour’. It is only through
the ‘rigorous’ questioning, suspending and changing of the said assumptions by all the participating disciplines, individually as well as collectively, that what is being engaged with will be allowed to ‘resist’ extant
ideas and to ‘disclose’ itself to us in all its multi-dimensional complexity.
The ‘rigour’15 involved in the paradigm shift from Newtonian to quantum physics serves yet again as a good case in point in here, illustrating
15. Although it must be said that the ‘rigour’ of this particular debate may have tested the
utmost limits or even have succeeded in crossing the boundaries of what is normally
understood by ‘rigorous debate’. About the nature of this debate, Heisenberg uses the
term ‘violence’ more than once to depict how heated the debates really became.
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what it takes for ‘reality’ to ‘disclose’ a fundamentally different level.
Questioning, suspending and changing the assumptions underlying the
extremely well-entrenched Newtonian worldview came through not only
posing the ‘right questions’16, but also turning questions completely
around17 in an attempt to solve the contradictions facing the Copenhagen
group of scientists inquiring into the deepest levels of the structure and
being of matter. In the end, it took “a quarter of a century to get from the
first idea of the existence of energy as quanta to a real understanding of
the quantum theoretical laws. This indicates the great change that had
taken place in the fundamental concepts concerning reality before one
could understand a new situation” [Heisenberg, 1959, pp. 44-5].

Fusion of horizons: the knowledge – power relation
and production of new levels of language
To be sure, what is at stake here is the point made earlier that what
is needed for a new ‘level of reality’ to be identified is the formulation of
an entirely new language — i.e., words, concepts, ideas, images, representations — without which the so-called new ‘level’ will simply remain illusive and will most certainly not be able to serve its purpose of being the
locus or vantage point from which to ‘see’ the resolution of apparent contradictions we are being confronted with. It was also mentioned earlier
that this formulation of such a new language is not necessarily a ‘smooth’
process and could at times be associated with the equivalent of a conceptual ‘warfare’. To understand the intricacies of the ‘rigour’ involved here,
it may be useful to look at this from the point of view of the intimate
relationship between power and knowledge. Michael Foucault has provided us with an in-depth analysis of this particular relationship, the detail
of which we cannot go into at this point. However, what is of particular
16. “What were these questions? Practically all of them had to do with the strange apparent contradictions between the results of different experiments. How could it be that
the same radiation of that produces interference patterns, and therefore must consist
of waves, also produce photoelectric effect, and therefore must consist of moving
particles? Again and again one found that the attempt to describe atomic events in traditional terms of physics led to contradictions” (Heisenberg, 1959, p. 38).
17. “The final solution was produced in two different ways. The one was turning the
question around. Instead of asking: how can one in the known mathematical scheme
express a given experimental situation? The other question was put: is it true, perhaps,
that only such experimental situations can arise in nature as can be expressed in the
mathematical formalism? The assumption that this was actually true led to limitations
in the use of concepts that had the basis of classical physics since Newton. One had
learnt that the old concepts fit nature only inaccurately” (Heisenberg, 1959, p. 44).
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relevance for our discussion is his notion that power is not only repressive/subversive, but simultaneously productive/affirmative. Explaining
why it is necessary not to reduce our conceptions of power to the negative
notions of repression and domination only, he argues that the positive,
productive side of power can be linked to the production of knowledge
and discourse: “I believe that this is a wholly negative, narrow, skeletal
conception of power […] If power were never anything but repressive,
do you really think that one would be brought to obey it? What makes
power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms of knowledge, produces
discourse. It needs to be considered as a productive network which runs
through the whole social body, much more than a negative instance whose
function is repression” [Foucault, 1972, p. 119]. The importance about
‘thinking the complex’ about the repressive and productive aspects of
power in this manner may help us to think through the ‘rigorous’, and
at times as per Heisenberg’s comments above even ‘violent’, aspect of the
debate around the formation of a new language with which to conceptualise a new ‘level of reality’. In order to ‘produce’ this new language it is
necessary to ‘suppress’ the old concepts, ideas and representations. However, although there is definitely an element of domination of the ‘new’
over the ‘old’ necessary here, we do not have to accept or associate the
nature of such suppression or domination with extreme notions of complete ‘annihilation’ or ‘excommunication’ from the ongoing trans-disciplinary dialogue altogether. The old language, with its old ideas, concepts
and images, which has been suppressed to make way for the new language
has not been ‘demolished’ or ‘deconstructed’ in a way that they have
become completely meaningless. ‘Suppression’ here means that they have
merely been ‘restricted’ to a particular ‘level of reality’ where they still
exercise their original validity and truthfulness. In this way, it becomes
possible to acknowledge the productive presence of power, as the interplay between resistance and non-resistance, in a transdisciplinary
hermeneutics in a way that it positively contributes to producing the new
knowledge, with a new language.
However, for as long as there is still a prevailing attitude of ‘interrogation’, implying instrumental domination and control, of the world
(the object) by the subject at work, it remains impossible to associate the
transdisciplinary approach with this position. Instrumental cosmological-ontological and epistemological assumptions underpinning or used
to justify such an interrogative attitude, namely that the machine-like
world with its static universal laws is there for the ‘taking’ by mankind,
is needless to say an approach which can hardly be associated with the
thinking and praxis of a transdisciplinary hermeneutics. Trying to find
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sustainable ‘solutions’ to the problématiques facing us today within such
a ‘combative’ approach will not only prove to be an impossibility, but will
result in perpetuating the very problems we are trying to solve.18 If we
are to succeed in finding sustainable solutions to these vexing problems,
paradigmatic ideas of power, infused and justified by assumptions of
domination as an end in itself, need to be rigorously questioned and
changed. Applying the logic of the knowledge – power relation developed
above, it could be argued that the starting point for transforming this
negative and reductionist conception of power is to replace the logic of
the excluded middle, inherent in this form of fragmentary thinking, with
the logic of the included middle. Therefore, in so doing, we will allow
ourselves to better understand and work with the productive side of the
power – knowledge relation, which, in turn, will allow us to become
involved in the ‘production’ of what Heisenberg has referred to as different ‘levels of language’. Heisenberg, although not using the term ‘levels
of reality’ explicitly, it would appear from what he is saying these ‘levels
of language’ are related to different ontological conceptions of structure
of reality. At the macro-physical level, this is a precise language using
classical concepts such as matter, space, time, cause etc., whereas at the
micro-physical level these concepts become less precise and resemble
more the Aristotelian notion of potentia, with the result that: “It is not
a precise language in which one can use normal logical patterns; it is a
language that produces pictures in our mind, but together with the notion
that the pictures have only a vague connection with ‘reality’, that they
represent only a tendency toward ‘reality’” [Heisenberg, 1959, p. 156].
This overall concept of different levels of language produced by the
knowledge – power relation is of particular significance from our perspective of the key notion of ‘fusion of horizons’. The complexity of the
planetary crises we are facing is of such a nature that they straddle different levels of reality. As both natural and social systems are inextricably
intertwined, involved and affected we are facing problematiques never
confronted before and, as mentioned, this a trans-disciplinary approach
which can think the complex. For this to be achieved, and depending on
the context, it may be necessary from time to time to develop a new language with new words, concepts and images with which to understand
the complex problems under consideration. Not only can we anticipate
that such a language may contain both precise and probable characteristics and descriptions of what is being looked at, but we can also anticipate
that any new levels of language may be ‘produced’ by the knowledge –
18. As Albert Einstein put it: We cannot solve problems within the mindset that created
these problems in the first place.
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power dynamic — i.e., the ‘new’ language, new logic, and concepts asserting itself rigorously over the ‘old’ language by restricting its applicability and validity to its own sphere of influence. Such then is the meaning
of the term ‘fusion of disciplinary horizons’ when having to solve complex
social-ecological systems problems. Spanning different levels of reality
these problems cannot necessarily be solved in the language(s) of the
single disciplines and to understand the different dimensions of the
problem(s) involved implies having to formulate new concepts, images
and representations — a new language. In short, developing new levels
of language, crossing disciplinary boundaries and moving between different levels of reality when dealing with complex problems are all integrally linked processes in a ‘fusion of disciplinary horizons’ of which the
aim is to produce a new, unified transdisciplinary understanding of our
world.

Fusion of horizons: complementarity between interdisciplinarity, multidisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity
From a completely different angle, however, we may also have to
admit that not all the problématiques confronting us need or warrant a
paradigmatic or fundamental shift in our understanding. It is foreseeable
that certain problems may only warrant inter- and/or multi-disciplinary
ex-changes of specifically theoretical and methodological assumptions
underlying our extant understanding and ideas of the problem(s) being
looked at. This does not imply, in turn, an absence of a rigorous questioning and suspending of ontological and epistemological assumptions.
On the contrary, this rigorous awareness and testing of the full range of
assumptions should be present in any act of transdisciplinary understanding when a number of different disciplines enter into a dialogue
with each other with the clear intention of finding sustainable solutions
to complex problems. It does mean, however, that after such testing of
assumptions has taken place, that the changes considered to be necessary
reside predominantly at the theoretical and methodological levels —
not necessarily at the ontological and epistemological levels. In this way,
then, it becomes possible to understand how inter-, multi- and transdisciplinarity can all co-exist as legitimate forms of knowledge production.
It is not so much a questioning for the sake of questioning or a changing
of ideas for the sake of changing them as it is an acceptance of, and commitment to, allowing the ‘polycrisis’ we are being confronted with today
to ‘disclose’ itself in its full multi-dimensional complexity. To repeat what
was said earlier, the planetary problems of global warming, energy, water,
waste, poverty, violence etc. cannot be solved from a single disciplinary
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point of view. It needs the co-existence of all forms of disciplinarity — the
simultaneous working together of inter-, multi- and transdisciplinarity.
To be sure, we need to remind ourselves that we are under no obligation
to be in the transdisciplinary mode all the time. All forms of disciplinarity
have their place and role and function to fulfil. “Disciplinarity, multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity, and transdisciplinarity are like four
arrows shot from but a single bow: knowledge” [Nicolescu, 2002, p. 46].
However, where the production of new, transdisciplinary knowledge of
the world is needed, we need to be cognizant of the fact that this may
only be arrived at through truly ‘fusion of disciplinary horizons’ where
the intentional transcending of disciplinary boundaries through ‘open’
and ‘rigorous’, yet ‘tolerant’ questioning, suspending and changing of
extant assumptions as well as the production of new ‘levels of language’
is at stake. In so doing, we create the intellectual space and conditions for
the much needed emergence of a new, transdisciplinary understanding of
our troubled world. And it is from within this holding space of complementarity that we are in a position to employ all forms of disciplinarity
to help find long-term, sustainable solutions to the problématiques posing
a serious threat to our stay on the planet.

Conclusion
he complex problems associated with the unprecedented levels of
fragmentation and separation, cannot be solved from within fragmented knowledge systems. For the first time in human history are we
dealing with complex social-ecological systems problems on a planetary
scale which cannot be solved from a mono-disciplinary point of view.
Global warming, currently receiving huge amount of public attention, is
one example to illustrate this point. Global warming in its current manifestation is not a natural phenomenon. Is it human-made, brought upon
ourselves through human economic activity, again unprecedented levels
of production, consumption and waste or pollution, with serious longterm consequences. But to say that global warming is human-made is too
generic, too abstract, removed from the dynamics of the planetary context.
Global warming, in its current format, is the outcome of a form of human
or social fragmentation between the rich Northern societies and the poor
Southern ones. But not only does global warming originate from a human
fissure, it will also impact and exacerbate this very fissure through its
anticipated devastating consequences. Expert opinion is clear that it will
be poorer countries of the South who will be hardest and first hit by the
two-pronged sets of consequences, excessive flooding (e.g. in areas like
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Bangladesh) and severe droughts (e.g. in Africa). New York, London, and
Paris will not be the first places to experience the consequences of their
own indulgent economic activities — although in the long run no place
on earth will be spared from some of these devastating consequences.
However, the consequences of global warming may not stop at exacerbating current levels of poverty only. Questions are already being asked
about further consequences of global warming. What new forms of poverty can we anticipate will be created by global warming, beyond existing
poverty levels? For the first time in human history are we dealing with
problems where human activity is interfering with nature in a way and
on a planetary scale which, in turn, turns itself back onto the human level
through either intensifying current social problems, or creating new ones.
To try and picture this global catastrophe the image of a vicious circle or
a giant snake eating itself by its own tail comes to mind. As mentioned in
the introduction, global warming is not the only ‘big’ problem we face.
We are again reminded by Edgar Morin that we are facing a polycrisis.
While the human-created global warming is making its presence felt,
what other planetary ecological-system thresholds are we about to cross,
or have we already crossed — only to cause irreversible damage to their
proper functioning to support all forms of life, including ours, on Earth?
The proverbial jury is out on this and the many research reports appearing on this question indeed make for chilling reading.
Such is the complex reality we are facing where man/nature, social/
ecological have become so interwoven that any idea, image, concept, or
theory that wishes to represent this inseparable relationship in terms of
either the Cartesian subject  object dualism or as a mere post-modern
social re-construction, will be resisted by this complex reality itself. In the
wake of the challenges we face it is difficult to see how these positions
will be able to sustain themselves. What we do know and realise though
is that the unity of our knowledge, the overcoming of the disciplinary
divide, has become a prerequisite for meeting tomorrow’s challenges.
However, this does not mean having to fall back onto pre-modern mystical or anti-modern romantic ideas of ‘direct’ access to, or knowledge of,
reality. The complex unity of the transdisciplinary object and the transdisciplinary subject provides a credible alternative option. While affirming
the mediated nature of the subject – object relation, through language,
images and representations and for which we need an alternative formal
logic of the included middle to understand the complexity of this unity,
transdisciplinarity offers us a different ontological-epistemological position from which to develop a hermeneutics which is capable of conceptualising how the overcoming of the disciplinary divide can be achieved.
Through an ongoing process of trans-disciplinary dialogue the disciplinary
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participants to this dialogue manage to question, suspend and change the
assumptions on which their respective disciplinary paradigms have been,
tacitly or explicitly, built and constructed. In this process the power –
knowledge dynamics is positively and productively at work as new
words, concepts, and ideas, in fact a new language, has to be formulated
to identify new vantage points, levels of reality, from which the complex,
multi-dimensional face of reality has to be looked at. However, there is no
meta-vantage point from which all other vantage points or levels of reality can be understood in a transcendental or a priori way. However, this
does not, in turn, imply that there is no ‘overall’ coherency or complementarity in our understanding and knowledge of reality. What it does
mean is that this complementarity/coherency, the basis for the possibility
of the unity of our knowledge, is an emergent property of an ongoing
process of trans-disciplinary dialogue in which the pieces of this complex,
multi-referential puzzle gets woven together piece by piece, not in ab-stract
or isolation from the planetary context, but always in response to the latter
as an interpretive-engagement with the problematiques of the day.
Founded on a multi-dimensional ontology and a multi-referential
epistemology of transdisciplinarity, allowing us to imagine both the discontinuity and continuity in the structure of reality as well as our knowledge of reality, the development of a transdisciplinary hermeneutics a
first and important step has been given in developing a truly unified
theory of understanding the complex world and its problems — without
falling back into the modernist subjectivist or objectivist belief and
promise of absolute certain knowledge. In so doing, we have seen that
any act of understanding is contextual and historical and can never be
pre-supposition-less. However, this does not pose an impediment to
understanding, but makes understanding possible if those in dialogue
are ‘open’ to allow for the multi-dimensional disclosure of reality. This
happens through a ‘rigorous’ process of questioning, suspending and/or
changing the full range of ontological, epistemological, theoretical, and
methodological assumptions underpinning a particular disciplinary
paradigm. To the extent that this full range of assumptions has undergone a fundamental shift, is it possible to assert that ‘fusion of horizons’
has taken place and given rise to the emergence of a fundamentally ‘new’,
transdisciplinary understanding of the world and its problems.
In a multi-disciplinary context where a number of disciplines have
intentionally agreed to enter into dialogue with each other, in search of
sustainable solutions to complex problems, the interpretation of these
problems are never ‘value-free’ or ‘presupposition-less’ — they can never
escape their own historicality — however, and very importantly, this does
not necessarily impose an impediment to ‘understanding’ — on the con-

A NEW WAY OF GOING BEYOND THE SCIENCE / RELIGION DEBATE

153

trary, understanding happens due to the presence of the underlying
assumptions of our ideas and perceptions of the world — provided the
different disciplines in dialogue with each other become aware of the
assumptions informing their understanding of the world and demonstrate an ‘openness’ to question, suspend and change these — in so doing,
the different disciplines open themselves up to let the complex problems
‘disclose’ themselves in all its different facets, dimensions or levels and,
the extent to which this happens, is it possible to say that a new, transdiscplinary understanding of the world is emerging.

Going Beyond the Science / Religion Debate
ransdisciplinary hermeneutics has the potential of exploring the unity
of knowledge beyond the science vs. religion debate, a debate which
marks a much wider and deeper problem of the disciplinary divide on
as the disciplinary big bang takes its course. In geophysical terms, the
science vs. religion debate signifies one fissure amidst a continental drift
of disciplinary fragmentation occurring on a scale never witnessed in the
relatively short history since the first disciplines emerged from the once
general knowledge areas of the Renaissance. The religion/science debate
is by no means insignificant, but its significance lies in the fact that it
epitomises a much deeper problem. A transdisciplinary hermeneutics
wishes to address this deeper or wider problem of our knowledge-systems drifting apart at a time in our human and planetary history when
they need to come together in order to help finding sustainable solutions
for our future. A transdisciplinary hermeneutics wishes to provide an
interpretive framework which will make it possible for us to understand
how this may happen through a ongoing process of dialogue within and
between all the disciplines. However, this attempt to cross the disciplinary
divide amongst all the sciences is not something which should be seen
as something ‘external’ to the religion vs. science debate. On the contrary,
working towards the unity of all our knowledge-systems goes to the very
heart of the ‘internal logic’ of religion. It is my understanding that what
unifies all religions and what sets religion apart from all other disciplines
or domains of social life is the central message of Love. Professing to live
life by the logic Love is indeed a radical departure from the global forces
of power and greed which are contributing so immensely to the unprecedented scale and levels of planetary fragmentation.
Love has been defined by many over the ages, but for our purposes
the ontological definition of Love given by Paul Tillich [see Tillich, 1954]
goes to the crux of what we have been talking about in our attempt to
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develop a transdisciplinary hermeneutics. For Tillich, Love is ‘to overcome
that which has been separated’. Of course, the question as to what has
been separated is an immense problem when looked at, as we have indicated above, from the point of view of the ‘planetary context’. However,
that which has been separated and which needs to be overcome also
includes the disciplinary fragmentation in our knowledge — the non-unity
in our knowledge. The search and striving for the unity in our knowledge
and internal logic of Love, at least as defined by Tillich, seems, therefore,
to be complementary. Even in this area of knowledge which seemingly
concerns the intellect only it becomes impossible to restrict it to a matter
of the mind only. But should it? Is the overcoming of the fragmentation
of the mind only of intellectual interest? Can we really exclude our ‘heart’,
our emotions, our feelings, our ‘interior being’ from how we think, or not
think? Clearly not, for if we do we will be falling into another trap of
dualism and reductionism. Although the newly identified logic of the
included middle points in the same direction of wanting to ‘overcome
separation’, we should not forget that this is just a formal logic, a way of
thinking differently about seemingly mutually exclusive contradictions.
However, a general transdisciplinary dialogue on the unification of our
knowledge cannot and should not remain at the level of the intellect only.
This dialogue needs to be infused with the very same inner dynamic of
Love that is at work in all the attempts to overcome the specific religious
vs. science divide. Therefore, what is called for here is the need for a
transcending of the boundaries of this particular debate and, whilst still
respecting the specificity of this debate, to bring the ideas and knowledge
generated by this debate into a more general transdisciplinary dialogue
or hermeneutics seeking the overcoming of the disciplinary divide amongst
all the disciplines. Should this happen, should the religious vs. science
debate become part of a general transdisciplinary hermeneutics, it implies
that the participants in this debate should do so in a truly transdisciplinary
spirit of ‘openness’, ‘rigour’ and ‘tolerance’. In other words, the religious
vs. science debate should also open itself up to the ideas and knowledge
that have or may still emerge from such a more general transdisciplinary
hermeneutics.
The mutual enrichment that, in turn, may result from this can only
be huge benefit to both the specific religious vs. science debate and the
general transdisciplinary hermeneutics. However, tolerance of different
assumptions and viewpoints will be of utmost importance on both sides
where the ideas of ‘creation’ vs. ‘evolution’ appear to be another mutually
exclusive opposition.19 Is there a possibility of finding another ‘level of
19. As articulated by Richard Dawkins in his latest book, The God Delusion.
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reality’, with new ideas, concepts, images and representations, where this
contradiction can be resolved? If not, is it not possible to agree to disagree
on the cosmological-ontological level of the debate but to keep on looking
for agreement in the other areas of epistemology, methodology, anthropology, and axiology which are equally essential for overcoming what has
become separated — i.e., our knowledge-systems. The state of our troubled
world which we have brought onto ourselves is just too serious and complex an issue to warrant a Derridian repetition of the differences between
‘fundamental’ or ‘foundational’ ideas. If we, mankind, can only walk
away from each other re-affirming and re-claiming our irreconcilable differences, and not find sufficient common ground with which to approach
the extremely challenging task ahead to securing our continued and peaceful existence on the one and only planet we have, it will most certainly
mark one of the saddest and most tragic ‘events’ on the human calendar,
as it were. Should we not succeed in ‘overcoming what has separated us’,
or at least have developed the necessary tolerance for these differences,
and if, in the final analysis, all that we will be able to say that we have
failed in this task, whether from a creationist or evolutionary point of
view, we would yet again be confronted with the age-old question: what
is the purpose of human life on earth? The only difference in the planetary context that we are living today is that this question is inextricably
tied up with finding real solutions to our future.
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hen I turn inwardly and become more acutely aware of the stream
of representations, I notice that they occur in a certain order. As I
pay attention first of all to the concrete content of those representations,
their underlying order eludes me. To render it conscious, I would have
to shift my attention from the content of representations to the relations
that bind them together. Consequently, I need a secondary attention. This
is exactly as when, climbing a mountain path, I am at first absorbed by a
succession of landscapes, by the charm proper to each, and find out only
at the end, having reached a place where a panoramic view is possible,
how the landscapes are actually situated in relation to one another. As for
the secondary attention, I could focus it entirely upon relations of order,
utterly overlooking the content. The relations of order will then take up
the place that ordinary representations filled in the case of the first kind
of attention, which is to say that relations will themselves become representations to the secondary attention. Could it be that, should we resume
the procedure, we should find it repeatable ad infinitum? Should we find
relations of relations, then relations of relations of relations, and so on?
Is there an end-point?
If by relations we mean original structures, the end-point is already
at hand the moment we overlook the second level, because with a third
level of attention we place ourselves in the field of consciousness without
representations, a kind of pure act of consciousness. This level has been
termed ‘apophatic’ in theology, to distinguish it from any assertion of
a reflective kind that involves a content, which is defined as ‘cataphatic’.
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In this sense, apophasis should be termed highest apophasis because,
in ‘negative theology’, we can reject the attributes of Creation in order to
obtain if only the flimsiest delineation of God (and entirely through
negative sign-posts), which ought to be regarded as a last stage of cataphatic thinking and an initial stage in the apophatic.
Now, from the standpoint of an apophatic experience of consciousness
(or of the self) we can better understand cataphatic experience, as any full
understanding is only attained when — after courting for a time the
content to be understood — we abandon it irrevocably. When it is found
again, it is from within a reference system situated outside it, which is to
say that it is different or more comprehensive. If, for instance, we desire to
better understand a person, but our capacity of grasping character remains
for a long time at a loss with him or her, then the only solution is an
estrangement from that person, in the hope of later finding him or her
again on a deeper plane. The problem of faithfulness becomes acute only
insofar as we progress horizontally, and not in the case of an ascending
movement.
Cataphatic thinking in general, or any type of thinking that asserts
something, which is indeed to say any type of thinking, can be better understood when we fully suppress thinking itself. In this extreme a-representational system of reference we could say that there are solely two great
fundamental types of cataphasis (or assertive thinking): categorial thinking
and fragmentary thinking. A validation of the fact that only these two
fundamental types of thinking are possible is arrived at not by appealing
to the authority of somebody who has made the apophatic leap, although
such an experience is essential, but by proving it impossible to conceive
of a third fundamental mode of operating in thinking, one that does not
constitute a mere variation of the two above-mentioned types.1 This impossibility shall become clear as soon as the description of the two types
is completed.
Before we set off, I shall make just one observation so as to amend
an intellectualist impression that the above remarks might have created.
I have spoken earlier of thinking in the sense of a chain of representations.
What if we conceived of representations in a wide, noncognitivist sense?
What if by ‘representation’ we understood any content of consciousness,
be it in the cognitive sphere, or in the affective, the dispositional, the volitional ones, or in that of body posture? 2 In other words, what if we used
the term ‘representation’ in its widest sense, to refer to any content of the
1. Postmodernism can be regarded as either a modification of a dissolving kind of fragmentary thinking, or as a third structure of thinking.
2. Dance, ballet, martial arts etc.
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mind and of the inner world, or, which is more, to any conscious or unconscious content? In case we should operate such broadenings of scope
within our investigation, its limits would be apt to explode, making it
impossible to obtain any concrete result in the limited space allotted to it.
We should, then, alter the term thinking itself to make room in our undertaking for abysal psychology etc., and we would far surpass our intentions
here, which are to delineate the structures and instruments of two fundamental traditions of thinking. This observation, however, has the role of
showing the direction into which further research can go deeper.
Each cultural product, irrespective of the field it belongs to, is engendered and expressed by means of a structure of thinking, which gives
it both form (the mode of argumentation, of exposition etc.), and overall
content (essential ideas). Throughout the history of European thinking
there seem to have been myriads of philosophical systems, yet not all
constitute radically different modes of thinking, absolutely distinct looking
glasses through which we perceive the universe. I believe that two great
styles of thinking may be identified in the range that we have at our disposal at this time: one, in keeping with the above, I shall name ‘categorial’,
and the other, because developed in a space quite opposite to that of the
former in the topography of philosophical reflection, might be labeled as
‘noncategorial’ — which, however, would not be very informative. For
this reason, I have named it fragmentary, yet it can be referred to equally
well by such terms as ‘local’, ‘weak thinking’, or ‘thinking by examples’.
The two directions of thinking, in a sense, represent only two ideal types.
In order to describe all the propositions ever advanced in the history of
European philosophy, we should, of course, speak of subtypes, mixtures,
and hybrids.
Since meaning springs out more poignantly when two radical
alterities are confronted, I shall first of all be interested in those radical
propositions situated at the extremities of the spectrum and which I shall
regard as paradigms for categorial and fragmentary thinking respectively.
I shall, however, proceed differently in each of the two cases: for categorial thinking, which has numerous historical examples, I shall assemble
a composite profile. For non-categorial thinking, I shall not go to the farthest end of the spectrum (with respect to categorial tradition), which is
represented by postmodernism, as it often verges on the nonsensical, but
I shall confine myself to a single author: the paradigm for the fragmentary
tradition is represented by Wittgenstein’s late philosophy.
Presenting the two worlds placed in opposition, I interrogate myself
on the minimal chances for a communication between them, or whether
such a thing is at all possible. The distinction between the undetermined
transcendental horizon, the determined transcendental experience, and the
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phenomenal (unreduced) experience plays a central role here. (This issue
shall not be tackled in the space of this article).

The Categorial Tradition
enerally speaking, it can be typified by the image of the Porphyrian
Tree or that of the pyramid (a foundational metaphor), unique and
with a minimal base given by the supreme genera (an epistemic, yet often
also ontic, base; its minimal character comes from the tendency of this
type of thinking to simplify things exceedingly). This base diminishes to
the extreme if the tree or the truncated pyramid ends in one single reality:
the Being, the Absolute, the One etc., which joins together in itself the
highest genera (while utterly emptying them of any specificities). Readers
must not forget, in the course of this exposition, that they are presented
with a schematic model. Both Plato and Aristotle — to exemplify with the
earlier authors who make use of categorial thinking — understood that
the initial simplification must step back in front of the complexity of reality. (Not the case of Boethius, the agent through which this foundational
metaphor enters the culture of the Middle Ages!)
I shall be somewhat more explicit about this tree for the reader who
may, conceivably, have never seen an image or a scheme of the Porphyrian
Tree. What it attempts to do is systematize the entire gnoseologic and/or
ontologic reality. It is, in fact, an image of all that is, of beings of each and
every kind, as well as of the knowledge that we have of them: their structured image. The correct analogy is rather the one with the pyramid: it has
a tip that represents the most comprehensive reality, the reality that forms
the base for all the others: Being, the Absolute, the Will (Schopenhauer) etc.
This supreme Reality comprises the highest genera, those characteristics
that can be predicated about the entire range of beings, and which are
somewhat more informative than Being itself. It comprises the highest
genera, or categories, whatever this ‘comprising’ may mean. At the same
time, categories are mutually exclusive divisions, which is to say complete
partitions, of the prime term. In relation to it, the highest genera are situated all on one level, a different one, a fact that describes two features that
propagate along the whole pyramid: a) when we move downward from
the top towards the base, we have to deal with different, hierarchically
ordered, levels; b) the terms of one level are derived by division from those
at the level immediately above (or, to be more specific, by ‘splitting’, as we
often encounter ‘divisions’ of a term into a number of subterms greater
than two). The splitting or division of the highest genera gives us the
simple genera, which in their turn may be divided into species. The species
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of one level represent the genera of the level immediately below, so that the
distinction genus/species relates to the level where we place ourselves.
Our pyramid ends with individual beings.
An example is easy to give: my friend Ioanid, a particular person,
is placed at the base of the pyramid, one of the countless, if not infinite,
individuals belonging to the genus ‘Bucharester’, then to the genus immediately above, ‘Romanian’, then to that of ‘white male’, then simply to
‘male’, then to ‘human’, ‘mammal’, ‘animal’, ‘living creature’ (being), and
at the end, via the highest genera, to ‘Being’. This path represents a running through the pyramid that is specific to Ioanid alone. In the case of
my girlfriend Arra, I have to deal with another path, while to my dog pertains yet another, and to another the laptop on which I write these lines.
This way, all beings, with no exception, are individuated beyond doubt
by means of a unique path through the pyramid. All these paths attempt
to reduce the richness of countless individuals to a minimal number of
highest genera and, finally, to the uniqueness of Being.
Just as important as the minimal base is the crystalline ordering
of the tree’s branches, which is at the same time a complete ordering of the
world. This crystalline ordering generates a hierarchy of the strata and
a linear thread of explanation (explanations of a causal type, inferences of
a certain type between the general and the particular), unilaterally directed
by that ordering and the precisely defined sense of the words (genera, species).
The explanatory thread is linear because it is not allowed to ‘jump from
one branch to another’ (the interdiction to transgress the genus, or
Aristotle’s ‘categorial fallacy’).
The tendency towards generality and uniformity leads to a lack of
interest for the diversity of real phenomena. The accent is laid not on
examples and their analysis, but on the abstract. (Kant brings this to the
extreme: the individual is only considered in the third Critique. The few
hundred pages of the first Critique deals with the transcendental-abstract
level of pure forms, or else that of categories and principles).
The form in which this tradition expresses itself is the theory, which
prior to being regarded as a cognitive structure has to be seen as a sign of
the desire for a definitive result. Philosophy or science attempt to offer a
final and definitive image on the world (a set of truths). As it knows the
general state of the world, this tradition tends to penalize deviations (from
the truth and the right moral conduct): it is an authoritarian tradition.
We have to deal with a clear distinction between the levels of thinking, of language, of the world (reality), and action.
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The Noncategorial (Fragmentary) Tradition
he foundational metaphor is here that of the woolen thread made up
of partially overlapping streaks, or that of the labyrinth of the network type (this last expression belongs to Umberto Eco). This type of
metaphor eliminates the discourse carried out in terms of verticalness:
we no longer have to deal with something ‘deeper’, or ‘above’, having a
‘common root’ etc. From the point of view of structure, it consists of locally ordered filaments (not of total chaos), lacking a minimal base and a
general ordering of the world, lacking the strata that are so important to
the categorial tradition. The disappearance of a general order and of the
strict, univocal, and determined meaning of words leads to the abandoning of the ideal of crystallinity. Instead of the features of a tradition
marked by the ‘thirst for generality’, now step in the analysis of examples,
the local research, and the consideration of particular situations. Seeing
aspects from different points of view replaces the thirst for generality. The
significance of entities (be they objects, actions, thoughts, words, all
impossible to clearly delineate through absolutely distinctive ways of
achieving significance) comes in a manifold network (what G. Deleuze
calls ‘rhizomatic thinking’). As a result, the (philosophical) domains of the
real, separated by tradition — thinking, reality, language, and human
action — are interconnected in a way that is also manifold. Meaning does
not come out as situated in a general field, separated ontically and/or
epistemically, but is local and can simply be given by the way in which
we manipulate something (a word, a thing). The place of theory is taken
by the suggestion of therapeutic exercises. For that reason, and also given
the absence of a general crystalline order which might generate general
strategies for decision, this tradition cannot authoritatively impose any
truth, and consequently can be characterized as rather a ‘lax’ tradition.
Now that we have a first characterization of these traditions of
thinking, can we inquire into the relation between them? Is there a tradition which is more of a ‘Tradition’, is there a ‘better’ way of thinking?
A hierarchy of this kind is impossible to make: no matter what arguments
one may bring in favour of drawing up such hierarchies, counterarguments
are also present at the very same time. For instance, in a study3 that — in
what concerns the theme — is closest to our present reflections, Umberto
Eco gives priority to what I name here ‘fragmentary tradition’ or, in his
terms, ‘weak thinking’. Eco’s line of argument is as follows: he starts from

T

3. Umberto Eco, Anti-Porfiriu, in Gianni Vattimo and Pier Aldo Rovatti, Gândirea slabã,
(The Weak Thinking), Constanþa, Pontica, 1998, pp. 47-72.
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the categorial tradition (‘strong thinking’), which he justly divides into
organic thinking and a thinking that builds a model-world. The latter I
shall call combinatorial categorial thinking, for reasons that will become
obvious when we analyze it further on. Eco’s interest is placed at the level
of semantics, a fact pertaining to a certain evolution in philosophy during
the first half of the 20th century. Within the scope of semantics, Eco shows
how the claim to precision in the definition of terms (the claim to a closure
of the meaning of words in a given field), a claim that he considers to be
the ‘dictionary-like’ feature of the categorial tradition, cannot be de facto
fulfilled, and for that reason this precision explodes at the level of signification into an ‘encyclopedic’ diversity (multiplicity of meanings), which
— according to Eco — undermines categorial tradition. The argument,
of course, is just and ingenious, yet it overlooks a commonplace fact:
weak thinking is in turn undermined by the tendency towards order,
by the existence of trees that are at least local and which adulterate it. In
this sense, Eco’s argument that weak thinking, or else the fragmentary
tradition, should replace the strong one because of the subversive elements
that existing in the latter tradition, could easily be answered that, conversely, categorial tradition should replace the fragmentary one when we
notice subversive elements in the latter.
Consequently, the edge of the approach I favour against one in Eco’s
line consists first of all in an equivalent and non-hierarchical treatment
of the two traditions. Secondly, as instances of both directions of thinking
go from the Greek Antiquity to this day, I shall not place myself in a particular angle from which to look at things (‘semantics’, ‘language’ etc.),
but I shall treat the whole issue ontically and epistemically. I shall retain
the purity of the two traditions as ideal models, yet permanently interposing the necessary ‘corrections’ in order to account for the complexity
of thinking and reality. Thus, the elements which for Eco are subversive
and justify our abandoning a path represent only elements that point to
the complexity of the real for me. In the spirit of Whitehead’s observation
on the history of philosophy, Plato, the first name with whom categorial
thinking emerges, is at the same time the first that accounts for the ‘subversive’ elements within its complex nature.
The two ideal types once delimited 4, we can focus on their different
variations. Categorial thinking has had many representations throughout
4. I use the term ideal as in physics: a situation is ideal when all kinds of external influences can be isolated from the system to be studied. For instance, the motion of a body
at a uniform speed on a perfectly flat surface, where one can exclude any force of friction existent between the body and the surface. By working with such ideal situations,
we arrive at a certain law-like regularity (in this case, the principle of inertia), consequently amended in relation to the initially neglected forces.
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history: from Plato’s Sophist to Aristotle (Categories, Metaphysics, Book )
etc.), from Porphyry and Boethius to the whole ‘quarrel of universals’
in the Middle Ages, then Kant and, in the 20th century, Husserl with the
first part of his philosophy, Whitehead with ‘Process and Reality’, or Wittgenstein with Tractatus logico-philosophicus.
In the other tradition, we have the Socratic dialogues, Wittgenstein II,
Heidegger after Kehre, and at the borderline, maybe as a third current with
a fundamental structure which is insular, ancient sophism and the different
variants of postmodernism.
(These enumerations, these variations do not represent so much an
aim of investigation in its own right as itemizations of the two traditions
described above, and virtual sources of inspiration.)
An aim of research in its own right may be the way in which these
two traditions are to be found at all levels of human activity: from the
abstract theorizing to the most down-to-earth level of individual or group
attitudes and behaviours. In a future study I shall delineate this different
impregnation of the two traditions, taking up science as a field of research
and, more precisely, quantum mechanics. Here, with reference to the 20th
century, we can easily find both directions of thinking. Such an investigation in the case of physics, one of the strong sciences of nature, additionally brings an unexpected result: the Wittgensteinian type of research can
be applied to science itself, although Wittgenstein himself did not foresee
such a possibility. In his view, the type of philosophical approach that he
proposed was dissociated, if not opposed, to that of science. The turn that
the language of physics took in the latter half of the 20th century makes
it equally well suited to fragmentary analysis as the philosophic and the
common language that Wittgenstein had in view.
Plastic representations are not to be despised, but are, to the contrary, quite suggestive in the attempt to understand abstract structures.
That is why in what follows I shall resort to them to illustrate the traditions under discussion and the way in which the fundamental structures
of a tradition (or subtradition) — considered as a mathematical object —
might generate the other existent structures through a functional transformation.
I shall start from the organic categorial tradition, proceeding then
towards the others. The Romanian-born philosopher Mihai ªora 5 is a perfect representative of the organic current of thinking. His ontologic model
5. Mihai ªora (b. November 7th, 1916); his first book: Du Dialogue Intérieur. Fragment d’une
anthropologie métaphysique, Gallimard, 1947. For a general presentation, see Virgil Nemoianu: “Mihai ªora and the Traditions of Romanian Philosophy”, in Review of Metaphysics
no. 43, March 1990, pp. 591-605.
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is presented in his second book, The Salt of the Earth, in ‘the fifth day’, and
developed in ‘the sixth day’ — out of the twelve days into which the work,
conceived in the form of a dialogue, is structured — and also in his third
book To Be, to Do, to Have. A model of all relations of being and knowledge
cannot be a spatial one, because we evidently do not deal with a physical
model of the cosmos, but with a model that also includes the modalities
of being that are not spatial (in the work mentioned above, the whole inner
domain of capabilities). Consequently, the sphere 6 as a geometric model
is only a symbolic representation of the ontologic model. In what follows,
I shall employ this symbol to reach all the traditions presented earlier.
Let us consider this sphere as
a symbol for the organic categorial
tradition. 7
The surface of the sphere is
made up by the level of individuals
or of the existential actuality, EA.
The interiority is the ‘locus’ of the
possible, starting with the terminal
possibilities (rom. putinþele terminale) that correspond to each EA,
going through the intermediary
possibilities (which, in traditional
terms, might have a relative equivalent in the hierarchically ordered
genera), and ending with the centre
of the sphere where UP is that “infinite of conpenetration” that makes
both the interior of the sphere and
The organic tradition
its ultimate surface possible. Paradoxically, the radius of this sphere is null, because unlike in the medieval
categorial tradition (at least the realist one), the possibilities of any existential actuality are not separate from it.
What might happen if, through a geometrical operation, we should
spread out the surface of the sphere? (It is astonishing how far the analogy
between geometry and ontology can be carried!)
“If we thus spread out the sphere to the point when we obtain a
planisphere, the locus geometricus of interiority would be the vertical…”
(Sarea Pãmântului, p. 121):
6. Sarea Pãmântului (The Salt of the Earth), 1978, pp. 97 and 107; A fi, a face, a avea (To Be, to
Do, to Have), 1985, the chapter „Cheile“ (“The Keys”), especially p. 66.
7. This image is reproduced after Sarea Pãmântului, 1978, p. 107.
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We encounter here a
pyramid whose base is given
by existential actualities (EA),
that is to say by all individual beings that have existed,
exist, or will exist. On the
vertical, their possibilities,
terminal or intermediary, are
ordered, all converging in
the same point, UP. In the
tradition that begins with
Plato and Aristotle and goes
through all the Middle Ages,
the area of these possibilities
is the hierarchical area of the
genus and the species. If we
The pyramid (The Porphyrian tree)
believe that we can give exact
definitions to each genus,
and also if we think that species can be obtained through a clear-cut, unambiguous operation of the division of species, the entire vertical of the
ontologic model receives a crystalline aspect. It is turned into the dichotomic Porphyrian Tree, belonging to the combinatorial categorial tradition:
The categorial tradition
may be regarded, according
to the drawings above, in a
two-fold way: first of all we
deal with a calculational
variant of it, or else with that
modality of conceiving the
real and knowledge believing
that a crystalline structure
can be outlined, irrespective
of where we might place that
structure (within the human
transcendental structures, as
in Kant, in the logical space,
in the first work of WittgenThe combinative categorial tradition
stein’s etc.). The characteristic
of this tradition is the belief
that there exists a fundament area, somehow separated from the world of
becoming, that area where we can find the bricks, the ultimate atoms out
of which we shall compose any type of existence. Philosophic reflection
then tends to concentrate upon the ‘logical space’, that is to say the abstract
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area, starting from which we shall hardly account for the individual. It is
not, in this sense, accidental that concrete examples, the individual, occupy
almost no reflective place in this tradition.8 The ‘logical space’, the area of
the abstract, is dichotomically separated by that of the individual. In spite
of the declared interest in the individual, philosophic reflection seeks
above all a science of the fundament, metaphysics.
The dichotomic tree often proves to be too poor for the complexity
of reality. Then it grows excrescences: our tree keeps growing on the vertical still, yet the vertical has now infinite directions!

Recognizing the complexity of reality

The reason for this metamorphosis is not hard to find: the organic
categorial tradition, now under discussion, believes that the concrete real
cannot be reconstructed through an operation of putting together elemental bricks. Moreover, the dichotomic type of thinking leaves room for
another fundamental type of thinking: the organic and the convoluted one,
the one of the “included third” (ªora). We no longer deal with an abstract
space of categories or of logical objects separated through a hiatus from
the world of individuals, but with an intimate intricacy between the two
ontologic domains (that of the possible and that of the actual in ªora), or
else, a null distance. That is why the language we employ can no longer be
the rigorously defined and simple one of abstract space, but one capable
— without fully doing away with the idea of hierarchy and of vertical —
to account for the complexity of becoming. The significance of words no
longer has sharp edges, the words extend ‘adherences’ towards the other
words, towards the various situations in which they are being employed.
What happens, however, with the above drawing if we spread the
spherical surface to the end, until it becomes a plane?
8. See here both Kant’s first Critique and Wittgenstein’s Tractatus.
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We shall, of course, obtain a novel phenomenon at the level of its
fundamental ontologic structure: each radius will be perfectly parallel
with all the others and at the end “the essential will however be lost: the
infinite of conpenetration of the centre (underlining mine) — this ‘one’ of
plenitude from which all radii draw their sap at one end” (Sarea Pãmântului, p. 121). As the vertical already had a null radius in the organic
categorial tradition, we shall obtain a simple plane: the logical space will
disappear entirely, yet, more importantly, it seems that the atopic point
of infinite density, which had the role of keeping the world together, irretrievably evaporates. The resulting dissolution is a major one, but we
do not have to deal with the final stage as yet.
Representative for the
fragmentary tradition that
corresponds to the drawing
above is the last Wittgenstein.
There still exist, however,
in Philosophical Investigations
and in the works of the same
period, some structures of
coagulation. The fragmentary
tradition develops in the vicinity of the organic categorial
tradition, seen from the point
The disappearance of the centre
of view of the general topology of European thinking.
The null radius of the vertical in the organic categorial tradition
(ªora) becomes an unapparent stratum, given by the ‘dimension’ from
under the surface of language games where we may find their grammar.9
The adherences of words become, at Wittgenstein, the diverse aspects,
a diversity increased by the multiple angles from which language games
may be considered. The topological distance between the two traditions
is given by the absence of a global hierarchy in the fragmentary tradition:
there is no general grammar, but only local grammars; at the same time,
this distance is generated by the inexistence of an unique centre of focus
for the world: in Wittgenstein’s late philosophy, we have to deal with the
notion of Übersicht, yet that is about views which, no matter how much
they may take in, never go past a fragment of reality: Übersicht accounts
for the grammar of a series of language games that, no matter how extended it may be as a series, does not approach — even asymptotically — the
9. Philosophische Untersuchungen, § 664: „Man könnte im Gebrauch eines Wortes eine
Oberflächengrammatik von einer Tiefengrammatik unterscheiden“.
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infinite (the infinite of all particular language games). Besides, there is no
Übersicht of all global views (that view-point typical to the Tractatus, from
which we may look at the world sub specie aeternitatis 10, no longer exists).
If we compare the computational categorial tradition with the fragmentary one, we are struck by the surgical operation of cutting off the
abstract and the thirst for generality:
The fragmentary tradition

Logic is crystalline, grammar is dirty

I have drawn the plane of the world on the right side of the drawing with interrupted line to indicate that the world (the language etc.) in
the case of the fragmentary tradition is no more enclosed in a well delineated space (by a global Übersicht, for example).

Postmodernism
n postmodernism the world is no longer kept together by either a global
hierarchical structure or by local networks of meaning with connections
as delineated by the concept of ‘family resemblance’: it is pulverized into
myriads of discrete units, and its character becomes insular. Postmodernism might, in a way, represent a third tradition, if it did not represent
rather a tendency to dissolve any tradition that attempts to offer significations that coagulate the world in one way or another. This current seeks
rather to dissolve meaning, and it comes too close to nonsense to be considered a genuine tradition, which is not to say that it does not constitute
a cultural current of attitude towards the Real.

I

10. Tractatus, 6.45.
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If we represent all the former modalities as a global topography of
the structures of thinking, postmodernism will be a manifestation at the
borders of the fragmentary tradition; the local networks of meaning in this
tradition are dissolved and we have to deal with ‘islands’ that no common
plan or attempt at an all-encompassing view (Übersicht) can hold together:

If we try to describe the postmodern spirit we must take into account
the explicit intentionality of disorganising the sense, which implies an
absolute relativism without self-reference (the relativity of its own claims
is not an object of dispute) and also from a pragmatic point of view a
position of trying to gain (at all costs) power.
The fact that the postmodern world is made up as a ‘site of remains’
(R. Guideri), necessary implies the simultaneous presence and acceptance
of different traditions which are mutually incompatible, traditions which
are given not in their totality, but just as ‘remains’, ‘survival elements’,
a fact which hides just for a profan eye the incoherence of this tolerance.
The superficiality has its origin in considering the world at an epidermic
level, from which also the esthetization and loss of the tragic character of
human existence come.

Final Part: General Topography
think now we could admit that from the point of view of fundamental
thought structures we do not have any more possibilities of thinking
besides the ones enumerated and explained above: the categorial tradition
with its two variants, dichotomic (calculator) and organic, the fragmentary tradition and postmodernism. We have also seen that they are not
specific traditions of the 20th century; their fundamental character consists
in that they are the only possibilities conceptible for all European culture.

I
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Being presented together according to a neighbourhood logic that I hope
is now obvious to the reader, they offer us a general topology of the fundamental structures of thinking, which can be symbolically represented
as in the picture below.

Looking at this general topology, it is easy to remark the fact that all
these possibilities have been covered in the 20th century. Consequently,
there is no place of this sui-generis map that cannot be instantiated by a
philosophical creation of the last century. We could, of course, think that
in the future we shall witness different variants and combinations of these
main possibilities. An investigation of such combinations will bring us
a deeper understanding of how the human mind functions and also of
Reality itself. But the question is, are we condemned to repetivity or is it
possible to discover some day that this topography is incomplete, that
there are other more dimensions, the fourth, the fifth etc., as in the case of
the unified theories in physics, extensions which would make possible the
appearance of the new and of creativity, traits most peculiar to the essence
of the human beings, namely that of being a lively person searching for the
unknown Infinite?
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La dimension ecclésiale de la gnoséologie
patristique dans le contexte
épistémologique contemporain
ADRIAN LEMENI
Faculté de Théologie Orthodoxe, Université de Bucarest

Le dialogue entre théologie et science, fondé dans l’esprit
de la Tradition patristique
omment ferait-on possible l’articulation du mode de connaître et de
faire théologie des Pères de l’Église dans le contexte de la théologie
académique et, d’autre part, dans quelle mesure la théologie contemporaine peut-elle répondre aux défis épistémologiques de la science de nos
jours ? Dans quelle mesure peut-on parler du caractère scientifique de la
théologie ? Peut-elle être réduite, la théologie, à une simple science, une
parmi beaucoup d’autres, et intégrée dans l’enseignement universitaire ?
Comment peut-on assimiler l’autorité spirituelle de la gnoséologie patristique avec l’autorité dictée par les critères scientifiques de la théologie
académique d’aujourd’hui ? Dans le contexte des extraordinaires découvertes de la science contemporaine, avec de profondes implications épistémologiques, peut-on configurer un dialogue réel entre la théologie et la
science ?
Ce sont seulement quelques questions qui ouvrent des directions
d’investigation diverses dans le domaine de la gnoséologie patristique
et de l’épistémologie scientifique. L’approfondissement de ces quelques
aspects peut constituer une base de possibles réponses et d’éventuels
repères cognitifs dans la multitude des orientations épistémologiques
d’aujourd’hui. Ainsi, l’actualité du sujet provient, d’une part, de la nécessité de récupérer et de valoriser, dans le cadre académique, la dimension
spirituelle-existentielle de la gnoséologie patristique et, d’autre part, de la
réalité des défis de la science contemporaine, qui ouvrent la voie du dia-
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logue vivant et honnête entre théologie et science. Dans le contexte actuel,
s’avèrent essentielles la formation et la consolidation d’une conscience du
dialogue qui doit être valorisée inclusivement dans la relation entre théologie et science.
Sans être incompatible avec les exigences culturelles du temps,
la connaissance des Pères de l’Église était enracinée dans l’acte vivant
fondamental concentré dans l’expérience directe de l’union avec le Christ
crucifié et ressuscité. Cette connaissance était vie, expérience et union
avec la Source de la vie et de la connaissance et, en même temps, elle
impliquait le témoignage de cette expérience personnelle. « Or, la vie
éternelle, c’est qu’ils Te connaissent, Toi, le seul véritable Dieu, et Celui
que Tu as envoyé, Jésus Christ » (Jean, 17, 3).
La gnoséologie patristique ne réduit pas la connaissance à un problème en lui-même qui épuise la motivation et l’élaboration en un système
conceptuel, sans résonance dans la vie quotidienne. La connaissance
répond impérativement aux besoins concrets liés à l’acte vivant expérimenté dans le monde et l’Église. Ce qu’on cherchait était le témoignage
d’une connaissance basée sur l’expérience spirituelle et ecclésiale, avec
une puissance de changer les esprits et les cœurs des hommes, non pas
un étalage des connaissances par des paroles habiles et prétentieuses,
destinées à fasciner uniquement au niveau intellectuel.
La connaissance de Dieu est un mystère qui peut être déchiffré et
assumé seulement dans le laboratoire sanctificateur de l’expérience ecclésiale, parce que l’union avec le Christ est possible seulement par le Saint
Esprit, dans l’Église. Le mystère de Dieu ne saurait être explicité exclusivement au niveau discursif, ni être disséqué d’une manière analytique.
La force de la connaissance fondée en l’Esprit Saint ne consiste pas dans
l’accumulation des informations ou dans l’habilité des paroles, aussi
impressionnantes quelles soient, mais dans la confirmation du pouvoir
de l’Esprit Saint avec des implications existentielles profondes. Dans ce
sens-là, la pensée de Saint-Paul est continuée et exprimée éloquemment
dans la tradition gnoséologique patristique. « Pour moi, quand je suis
venu chez vous, frères, je ne suis pas venu vous annoncer le mystère de
Dieu avec le prestige de la parole ou de la sagesse… Ma parole et mon
message n’avaient rien des discours persuasifs de la sagesse ; c’était une
démonstration d’Esprit et de puissance, pour que votre foi reposât, non
sur la sagesse des hommes, mais sur la puissance de Dieu… Nous
n’avons pas reçu l’esprit du monde, mais l’Esprit qui vient de Dieu, pour
connaître les dons gracieux que Dieu nous a faits. Et nous en parlons
non pas avec des discours enseignés par l’humaine sagesse, mais avec
ceux qu’enseigne l’Esprit, exprimant en termes spirituels des réalités
spirituelles » (I Corinthiens, 1, 4-5, 12-13).
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La présence de l’autorité charismatique, spirituelle, comme repère
existentiel dans l’acte de la connaissance chez les Pères de l’Église n’annule pas la fonction cognitive exercée dans le plan naturel. Il y a là une
réciprocité entre apophatisme et cataphatisme, qui est fondée sur la relation intrinsèque entre naturel et surnaturel dans le cadre de la Révélation
divine. Pour ce fait, il est important d’investiguer l’attitude des Pères de
l’Église dans leur démarche gnoséologique dans le contexte de la culture
de leur temps. On pourrait vérifier la dimension intégrative de la gnoséologie patristique, qui n’est pas exclusive devant la culture, mais inclusive,
sans réduire pourtant son identité à une culture ou à une autre.
Il est essentiel que, dans le fondement et l’élaboration de la connaissance théologique contemporaine, soit récupérée et valorisée cette attitude des Pères de l’Église, non seulement par la connaissance en lettre
des textes patristiques et leur utilisation pour légitimer ses propres idées,
mais surtout par l’effort d’obtenir la même continuité spirituelle, dans
le même mode de vie et de connaissance des Pères de l’Église. Dans la
mentalité contemporaine, où la connaissance est contenue entre une
compilation intertextuelle conjoncturelle et la recherche ostensible de
l’originalité, il est impératif d’obtenir la signification originaire, et non
pas originelle des textes patristiques. Ainsi, on peut obtenir un bon voisinage entre le sujet chercheur et l’esprit de la Tradition, car la Tradition
est celle qui exprime le fruit de la connaissance théologique propre dans
la mesure de l’existence d’une continuité spirituelle, et ce n’est pas le
théologien qui explicite et interprète la Tradition, en fonction de critères
extérieurs à la Tradition elle-même.
Bien que, dans le contexte académique, l’autorité spirituelle de la
théologie ait été substituée par une autorité scientifique quantifiée par
des critères scientifiques, la récupération de la dimension pratique et existentielle de la théologie s’impose, afin de conserver la vraie identité de la
connaissance théologique. Il ne s’agit pas seulement d’une cohérence
obtenue par la coïncidence des idées exposées par l’auteur avec sa vie
effective, mais surtout de la formation d’une conscience qui pourrait
réglementer une réciprocité entre le sujet rechercheur et l’objet de la recherche, conscience qui a sa source dans un acte vivant. Ainsi, la connaissance ne sera pas seulement transmission des informations, mais aussi
des convictions existentielles.
La théologie, dans sa forme académique et scientifique, assume
réellement une responsabilité ecclésiale. L’une des responsabilités ecclésiales et théologiques de notre temps est celle de répondre aux défis
impressionnants de la science contemporaine. Dans la mentalité actuelle,
l’autorité de la science sur le plan épistémologique est déterminante. Dans
la conscience publique, il y a l’opinion, implémentée et fortifiée médiati-
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quement, que la science a une prééminence absolue dans le problème de
la connaissance. Malheureusement, il y a encore une tendance idéologique
qui oppose la science à la religion et qui considère la connaissance scientifique comme norme de l’objectivité, et la connaissance religieuse comme
expression de la subjectivité, sans aucune valeur dans le plan de la
connaissance objective.
Dans ces conditions, est importante l’investigation honnête et sincère
de la relation entre théologie et science dans la perspective épistémologique. Les prémisses de la science moderne (basée sur la mathématisation
des phénomènes physiques par Galilée, sur la construction de la philosophie cartésienne dans laquelle la vérité de la connaissance peut être
obtenue par une mathesis universalis, sur les principes de la physique
classique élaborés par Newton) ont favorisé une interprétation philosophique tendancieuse des données scientifiques. Ainsi naquit la pensée
mécaniciste et déterministe qui proclame l’autosuffisance de la science
analytique dans la démarche cognitive. La science est substituée par le
scientisme qui idéologisera les résultats de la recherche scientifique et déterminera une opposition artificielle entre théologie et science. L’illuminisme, le positivisme et le marxisme sont des expressions du scientisme
idéologique qui a occulté la vraie relation entre la théologie et la science.
Dans la perspective orthodoxe, le dialogue entre la théologie et la
science doit être fondé dans l’esprit de la Tradition patristique, parce que
la gnoséologie patristique constitue le pilier de référence de chaque engagement de la théologie dans le dialogue avec la science. Dans le contexte
contemporain de la rencontre entre certaines traditions religieuses,
diverses cultures et théories scientifiques, la formation d’une véritable
conscience du dialogue est indispensable. L’attitude des Pères de l’Église
vis-à-vis de la science de leurs temps, leur démarche gnoséologique dans
le cadre de l’existence d’une multitude de conceptions culturelles et philosophiques peut constituer un modèle valorisable aujourd’hui.
Le recours à un tel modèle ne présuppose pas simplement l’adéquation littérale des solutions patristiques données en différents moments de
l’histoire, mais l’effort existentiel pour acquérir la conscience des Pères de
l’Église par laquelle on peut donner les réponses valables aux problèmes
concrets de la société contemporaine. C’est important à suivre la récupération et la valorisation de l’esprit, non pas de la lettre dans laquelle les
Pères de l’Église ont répondu aux défis de la culture de leurs temps.
L’option pour la sélection du corpus des textes patristiques en ce projet
de recherche est justifiée par le fait qu’ils signifient les textes représentatifs des Pères de l’Église élaborés dans le contexte de la rencontre entre
l’Évangile et la culture hellénistique.
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Le paradigme de la science contemporaine offre le cadre d’une
rencontre réelle entre la perspective théologique et celle scientifique du
monde. Il y a aujourd’hui de représentants significatifs de la communauté
scientifique internationale qui reconnaissent l’impuissance de la science
de trouver et épuiser la vérité du monde et de l’homme par une recherche
exclusivement analytique et empirique. Dans les conditions de la reconnaissance et de l’assomption des limites des possibilités humaines dans
l’acte de la connaissance, le savant est plus proche de la Vérité que dans
le cas d’une conscience démiurgique qui prétend qu’elle peut savoir et
prédéterminer analytiquement le tout. Dans un tel cadre, il y a la chance
que la gnoséologie théologique et l’épistémologie scientifique soient réconciliables.
À cause du fait que la nature de la Vérité ne peut pas être épuisée
par une méthodologie et ne peut pas réduite à un concept, l’expérience
du mystère de la Vérité devient possible. Il n’existe pas une vérité théologique et une vérité scientifique, mais le fidèle, ainsi que le savant, partagent l’une et la même vérité, en fonction de leur intégration dans une
expérience doxologique où la théologie et la science sont l’expression de
la liturgie cosmique. « La distance entre théologie et science peut être
dépassée si elles sont restaurées dans leur relation avec la liturgie en ses
dimensions cosmiques concrétises par l’art, la science et la technologie.
L’activité scientifique peut être traitée comme un travail liturgique cosmique. Ainsi, la science peut être vue comme un mode de l’expérience
religieuse, un point très clair pour les savantes qui participent à la vie de
la communauté ecclésiale, mais pas encore démontré pour ceux qui sont
en dehors de la communauté ecclésiale. »1
La théologie orthodoxe n’a jamais essayé d’accommoder la révélation à une certaine science, parce qu’il est impossible d’exprimer la vérité
par un concept ou une pensée axiomatique. La théologie orthodoxe n’a
pas été intéressée à justifier la vérité révélée par une conception terrestre,
même si cette conception est très élaborée. L’apparente indifférence de la
théologie orthodoxe vis-à-vis des sciences naturelles ne s’explique ni par
l’hypothèse tendancieuse qui affirme un faible développement des sciences
de la nature dans l’Europe de l’Est, région traditionnellement orthodoxe,
ni par l’opposition entre théologie orthodoxe et science. Dans la Tradition
orthodoxe, est central le témoignage de la Vérité qui peut être vécue dans
l’expérience spirituelle et ecclésiale de l’union de l’homme à Dieu.
Dans cette perspective, la rencontre entre théologie et science ne
saurait être réduite à un dialogue entre une discipline théologique acadé1. Alexei Nesteruk, Light from the East. Theology, Science, and the Eastern Orthodox Tradition,
Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 2003. p. 2.
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mique et une certaine conception scientifique. Quoique la récupération et
la valorisation du caractère existentiel de la théologie et aussi de la science
soit prioritaire. « L’orthodoxie chrétienne n’a jamais développé sa propre
théologie naturelle et n’a essayé intégrer les résultats scientifiques dans
sa vision du monde, parce que son identité n’est pas donnée par une discipline académique, mais par la voie de la vie en Dieu. » 2
La conservation des compétences spécifiques à la théologie et à la
science favorisera l’évitement d’une conception unilatérale, concordiste
ou séparatrice, en facilitant l’articulation de la théologie avec la science
dans le cadre de l’épistémologie philosophique contemporaine. Ainsi deviendra-t-il possible de récupérer et de valoriser la pensée unificatrice des
Pères de l’Église, dans laquelle les distinctions sont conservées dans la
perspective interdisciplinaire et transdisciplinaire contemporaine.

La connaissance de Dieu —
expression de la vie spirituelle et ecclésiale
’attitude des Pères de l’Église dans la rencontre entre le christianisme
et la philosophie antique peut être un repère dans le dialogue entre
la religion chrétienne et les autres traditions religieuses, philosophiques
ou la science de leurs temps. Il est intéressant de retrouver la position
des Pères de l’Église vis-à-vis de la culture de leur temps pour observer
les implications obtenues par le dialogue entre l’expérience chrétienne et
la philosophie grecque dans le cadre gnoséologique.
La réalité de l’Incarnation du Christ a une dimension universelle,
le Logos divin récapitulant et accomplissant les prophéties des traditions
religieuses. Même au commencement il y a eu une tension interne dans
l’élaboration de la gnoséologie chrétienne, à cause de la distinction entre
l’expérience ecclésiale basée sur l’Incarnation avec une ouverture universelle et la nécessité d’un discours qui exprime cette expérience dans la
culture du temps.
La caractéristique essentielle de la gnoséologie patristique est qu’elle
est l’expression d’une expérience directe, vécue aussi au niveau personnel
qu’à celui ecclésial. L’expérience spirituelle chrétienne, appelée la vraie
philosophie dans le christianisme primaire, est enracinée dans la réalité
vivante de l’Eglise dans laquelle se vit l’union avec le Christ. L’ascension
spirituelle classifiée d’Origène a été généralement utilisée dans la tradition
mystique chrétienne. Pour Origène, la philosophie connaissait trois étapes:
éthique — l’accomplissement des commandements de Dieu ; physique —
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la sage utilisation des choses ; théorique — la contemplation de Dieu. La
première étape implique, d’une part, katharsis et, d’autre part, phothismos.
La purification et l’illumination ne restent pas seulement dans la région
de l’intellect, elles impliquent la mort et la résurrection dans le Christ.
L’expérience mystique vécue dans la tradition de la philosophie
antique était influencée par le dualisme qui séparait l’âme du corps. Ce
qui prévalait était la perfection de l’âme. Dans cette perspective, aussi
bien la purification que l’illumination étaient des aspirations de l’âme.
L’expérience spirituelle est différente vis-à-vis de cette position, car elle
implique tout l’être humain : corps et âme. Le baptême, le mystère de
l’initiation dans le christianisme présuppose le partage réel avec la mort
et la résurrection du Christ par le fait que celui qui est baptisé est né, par
l’eau et l’Esprit, à une nouvelle vie. La présence simultanée de la réalité
matérielle et spirituelle indique l’intégralité de l’expérience vécue par la
personne baptisée. Si l’expérience mystique chrétienne n’est pas seulement le fruit d’une purification de l’âme, alors la connaissance chrétienne
est-elle l’expression d’une expérience intégrale de l’homme : corps et âme.
Platon appuie le principe de la vraie connaissance à partir du dualisme qui existe entre le monde perfectif des idées et le monde sensible,
éphémère. La vraie connaissance et sure est celle appliquée sur les idées,
c’est-à-dire seulement les réalités du monde intelligible, invisible peuvent
être connues authentiquement. Les choses du monde sensible, visible ne
constituent que l’objet d’une connaissance apparente et approximative.
C’est pourquoi la connaissance véritable peut être obtenue seulement par
la séparation de l’âme vis-à-vis des réalités matérielles (présentée dans
le symbole du cheval et de l’attelage dans le dialogue Phèdre). Dans la tradition patristique, bien que la vraie connaissance dépasse la réalité du
monde naturel, elle n’est pas dissociée du monde concret et sensible,
parce que l’acte de la connaissance de Dieu est basé sur la rencontre avec
un Dieu personnel. À cause de l’Incarnation, dans la perspective chrétienne, la connaissance de Dieu part de ce caractère interpersonnel vécu
dans la rencontre avec un Dieu assumé comme une présence personnelle.
Le caractère personnel de l’expérience spirituelle chrétienne ne
signifie pas la singularisation de l’expérience, parce que la communion
personnelle vécue intensivement dans la rencontre entre Dieu et croyant
est partagée dans l’Église du Christ. Ainsi, l’expérience chrétienne n’est
pas le résultat d’une démarche initiatique et élitiste, mais porte l’empreinte de la communion ecclésiale avec un profond caractère sacramental. Dans ce sens, la mort et la résurrection avec le Christ, expérimentées
par les chrétiens, ne peuvent pas être perçues d’une manière individualiste. Elles sont vécues au niveau personnel dans une perfective symbiose
entre la liberté de l’homme et la grâce divine, mais dans un cadre ecclésial
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où le mystère vécu par chaque croyant est aussi un mystère de l’Église
partagé au niveau communautaire.
La connaissance patristique ne s’appuie pas seulement sur l’effort
ascétique qui conduit à l’apatheia, mais aussi sur la dimension positive
résultée par le caractère personnel de l’expérience mystique chrétienne.
Dans la perspective patristique, il n’est pas possible de connaître une
chose si la chose n’est pas expérimentée. La connaissance est consécutive
à la participation de l’objet cognoscible, parce que la chose en elle-même
est antérieure à tout discours dit ou écrit sur elle.
Par le fait que les Pères de l’Église ne pouvaient pas concevoir
d’une connaissance séparée, extérieure de par l’objet de la connaissance,
est révélé le caractère ontologique de la gnoséologie patristique. La
connaissance signifie participation et union avec l’objet étudié parce que
la vérité de la chose peut être formulée seulement par l’expérience de la
chose respective. Notamment, quand il s’agit de la connaissance de Dieu,
elle est authentique seulement par l’expérience de Dieu exercée dans la
rencontre personnelle entre Dieu et homme.
Ainsi, la connaissance de Dieu n’est pas seulement une conséquence
de l’apatheia, mais aussi une mesure donnée par paresia, l’état de sécurité
vécu par le croyant dans la relation avec Dieu, perçue comme une filiation
spirituelle, dans laquelle le fidèle prend conscience du fait qu’il est appellé
à devenir fils de Dieu. Cette caractéristique est spécifique pour le christianisme et s’appuie sur l’Incarnation, parce que si le Fils de Dieu est devenu
un homme comme nous, chaque homme est ontologiquement frère avec
le Christ et est appelé à actualiser et à accomplir la vocation de devenir
fils de Dieu.
Paresia est associée avec apatheia parce que le voisinage avec Dieu
n’est pas donné par une relation superficielle avec Dieu, dissociée des
exigences de la vie spirituelle. La mort vis-à-vis du péché vécue par la
mort avec le Christ et exprimée par apatheia s’accomplit eschatologiquement par la résurrection dans laquelle le fidèle se partage avec la gloire
de la résurrection du Christ, en prenant la conscience du devenir dans le
Christ comme fils de Dieu. Par le Baptême chrétien, on peut regagner le
paradis perdu où l’homme vit une familiarité spirituelle et transparente
avec Dieu, exprimée par paresia.
St. Grégoire de Nysse observe précisément la relation entre apatheia
et paresia dans l’expérience du croyant qui est sur la voie de la connaissance de Dieu, comprise comme union avec Celui qui se fait connu. Mais
St. Grégoire de Nysse associe aussi paresia avec l’eleutheria, la liberté
spirituelle. Pour ça, il utilise une terminologie spécifique à la philosophie
antique, mais il la transfigure par l’expérience chrétienne: « L’eleutheria est
ce qui qualifie l’état du citoyen dans la cité grecque. Elle s’oppose direc-
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tement à la douleia. Or, la paresia, qui appartient à ce langage, est le privilège du citoyen libre, le franc-parler, fondé sur l’égalité avec les autres
citoyens et sur le caractère souverain, adespotos, du citoyen dans la cité
démocratique. Ce sont les mots que nous allons retrouver dans la langue
religieuse de Grégoire. L’homme étant image de Dieu, lui est en un sens
égal. Il jouit à l’égard de Dieu du franc-parler qui est le propre du fils et
que n’a pas l’esclave. » 3
La liberté vécue dans la relation spirituelle entre Dieu et le fidèle,
perçue comme celle entre un père et un fils, offre à la gnoséologie patristique la possibilité de se libérer de la tyrannie de tout concept. La connaissance ne signifie seulement pas la cohérence formelle donnée par une
adéquate correspondance avec les règles de la logique humaine et n’exprime pas la fidélité à une certaine loi, mais est marquée par la puissance
de la liberté que le fils vit dans sa relation avec le père. L’autorité de la
connaissance patristique est donnée par cette liberté spirituelle, elle n’est
pas comprise comme libre arbitre, mais comme une réciprocité perfective
entre la volonté de Dieu et celle de l’homme. Ainsi la liberté exercée dans
la connaissance patristique dérive-t-elle de la puissance de celui qui fait
la volonté de Dieu, en prenant la conscience que la perfection de sa liberté
s’accomplit dans la volonté de Dieu.
Dans cette perspective, la liberté humaine et la grâce divine ne sont
pas comprises antagoniquement dans l’acte de la connaissance. La gnoséologie patristique est simultanément le résultat de la liberté humaine
de la pensée dans laquelle le génie humain utilise toutes les possibilités
de la connaissance et de la grâce de Dieu. C’est uniquement l’expérience
de la grâce qui donne une vraie puissance à la connaissance. L’expérience
par la grâce marque l’identité de la gnoséologie patristique. Dans l’effort
d’obtenir la connaissance qui est éclairée par l’expérience de la grâce,
l’homme ne reste pas l’esclave des propres concepts, mais partage la gloire
des fils de Dieu.
Par le Baptême chrétien, la relation fondée sur la mort et la résurrection du Christ partagée des croyants dans l’Église fait une distinction
entre la liberté chrétienne comme le fruit de la grâce et celle de la philosophie antique ou de l’Ancien Testament. « Le baptême présente ce double
aspect, d’être à la fois rédemption et incarnation, libération et promotion,
effacement du péché et adoption divine. Par opposition à la douleia païenne,
il désigne la libération du péché. » 4
L’Auteur peut être contacté à l’adresse suivante : adlemeni@hotmail.com
3. Jean Danielou, Platonisme et théologie mystique, Paris, Éditions Montaigne, 1953, p. 107.
4. Ibidem, p. 110-111.
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here is a popular idea that the Church Fathers — in particular the
Greek Fathers, to whom the Eastern Church turns in forming its doctrinal foundations — and monastics have long held secular learning in
low esteem. This idea is frequently touted in both clerical and lay circles,
today, doing great disservice to the formidable intellectual heritage of the
Patristic tradition and Eastern Orthodoxy. It supports the mistaken notion
that the Eastern Church and her traditions are somehow anti-intellectual,
if not preliterate. Indeed, with astonishment we have even seen claims that
the Greek Church Fathers ushered in the demise of the ancient institutions
of higher learning, during the early centuries of Christianity. Many such
assertions are supported by misused Patristic quotations, thus leaving
a reader unacquainted with the vaster Patristic witness and the historical,
pastoral, and consensual context in which such citations must be read,
with the unfortunate impression, once more, that the early Christianity
and its Eastern Christian legacy spurned science and worldly knowledge
and that the Eastern Orthodoxy approves, cultivates, and advocates antiintellectualism. Nothing could be farther from the truth.
The blossoming of Orthodox Christianity in the Byzantine Empire
was accompanied, not by a trend towards the wholesale rejection of secular knowledge and the sciences, but by an open, if eclectic, adaptation of
classical studies and the sciences for the formation of the Christian soul.
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Nonetheless, many anti-religious Western historians attribute to Orthodox
Christianity, if not its very demise, at least a hostile attitude towards education, inevitably adducing (and substantially misusing and overstating)
the famous maxim of 2nd-century ecclesiastical writer Tertullian: “We want
no curious disputation, after possessing Christ Jesus”.1 This attribution
is simply an unjustified myth — and one clearly reinforced by the historiographical prejudices towards the Byzantine East so egregious as to be
downright embarrassing.2 In response to this myth, and to those contemporary scholars (some Orthodox thinkers among them) who invoke it as
a kind of testament to the Orthodox Church putative anti-intellectualism,
we might point out that the oldest state-supported medieval university
in the world was established in Constantinople by Emperor Theodosios II,
in 425 A.D. The Byzantines also established major universities in Alexandria, Beirut, Athens, Nicaea, and Thessaloniki, where many Christian
professors and, as we shall subsequently see, famous Saints studied and
taught. Suffice it to quote what the eminent Argentine philologist and classicist, Dr. Saúl A. Tovar, has said about the University of Constantinople:
“I am amazed when I read works concerning European education
and the establishment of the first universities of the West, and find
that they do not even mention the University of Constantinople. It
seems that the writers of these works do not know that Constantinople is a European city — a city that lies on the continent of
Europe — but think that it is in Asia. Or else, they are deliberately,
through some prejudice, keeping silent about the university there.
…The university of Constantinople was established in 330 A.D.,
whereas the universities of Europe were established nine centuries
later.” 3
1. Tertullian, The Prescription Against Heretics, Chap. 7, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1973), Vol. III, p. 246.
2. It has often been argued, for example, that Emperor Justinian closed the Athenian
School of Philosophy. There is no evidence, in fact, to support this accusation. Father
Asterios Gerostergios observes that the school actually closed because of limited
resources and, of course, because its faculty was not sympathetic to Christianity. Many
scholars fled to Persia, but, again, not because the Emperor had dissolved the Philosophical School. See Asterios Gerostergios, Justinian the Great: The Emperor and Saint
(Belmont, MA: Institute for Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, 1982), pp. 72-3.
3. Quoted in Constantine Cavarnos, Cultural and Educational Continuity of Greece: From
Antiquity to the Present (Belmont, MA: Institute for Byzantine and Modern Greek
Studies, 1995), pp. 16-7. While there is historical evidence that professors were appointed by the Emperor Theodosios II to teach with state stipends at the University of
Constantinople, there is less reliable data to support the view that Emperor Constantine
established a school at the date suggested by Dr. Tovar; however, there is also no reason, on account of the lack of explicit evidence, to consider this date wholly untenable.
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With regard to the fame of these schools, the university in Alexandria
was celebrated for its school of medicine, while Beirut and Constantinople
were distinguished centers for legal study.4
Many important Christian figures and Greek Church Fathers studied and taught at Byzantine universities throughout the Empire’s history;
they are numerous, indeed. St. Athanasios (d. 373) attended the university
in Alexandria, which was called the Catechetical School and which had
a full academic curriculum, as did St. Gregory the Theologian (d. 389/390).
Clement of Alexandria (d. ca. 215) and Origen (d. ca. 254) both studied
there and later headed the school, where Clement also gave Christian
instruction to the students. St. Basil the Great (d. 379) followed courses
at the university for a short time, as well. St. Basil the Great, St. John
Chrysostomos (d. 407), and St. Gregory the Theologian also studied at the
University of Athens, the latter after having studied in Alexandria as well.
St. Photios the Great (d. ca. 895), one of the most eminent Fathers of the
Eastern Church, was a learned scholar (a professor of philosophy) at the
University of Constantinople. When he was originally called to the Episcopacy (having gone from a layman through the ranks of the Priesthood
— from monk to Bishop — in the short span of six days), the Saint greatly
lamented the loss of his intellectual vocation and the “sweet and tranquil”
scholarly way of life.5 Indeed, after his first exile, in A.D. 869, he returned
to the University of Constantinople (the Higher School of Naura) and,
as a clergyman, continued his teaching activities.6
What we have said of the first eight centuries of Christianity was true
throughout the history of Byzantium (St. Gregory Palamas [d. 1359], for
instance, is presumed to have studied at the university in Constantinople).
And with the advent of Slavic Orthodoxy, many of its great theologians
and Saints also studied and taught in theological academies of university
status (St. Philaret of Moscow [d. 1867] is one example), and several significant Orthodox theological figures in the modern age were scholars and
teachers. The Greek Saint Nectarios of Aegina (d. 1920), a graduate of the
University of Athens, was Rector of the Rizareios Ecclesiastical School.
The Serbian theologian Justin Popovich (d. 1979) studied at Oxford and
the University of Athens and was, as a clergyman, Professor of Dogmatics
in the faculty of Theology at the University of Belgrade. Another Serbian
Saint, Nikolai of Ohrid and Zica (d. 1956), held two university doctorates
4. Georgina Buckler, Byzantine Education, in N.H. Baynes and H.B. Moss (eds.) Byzantium:
An Introduction to East Roman Civilization (Oxford: Clarendon Press: 1948), p. 216.
5. See his second letter to Pope Nicholas I, in Patrologia Graeca, Vol. CII, col. 597.
6. Asterios Gerostergios, St. Photios the Great (Belmont, MA: Institute for Byzantine and
Modern Greek Studies: 1980), p. 69.
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(one from Oxford) and taught philosophy, logic, history, and foreign
languages at the theological faculty of the University in Belgrade. And
the Russian Saint John of Shanghai and San Francisco (d. 1966), who also
studied law, taught at the theological seminary at Bitol.
It is, of course, quite possible to find in the writings of these Church
Fathers a number of very blunt and even acerbic statements about pagan
philosophy and science, secular knowledge, and the pursuit of knowledge
for the sake of knowledge. St. Gregory of Nyssa, for instance, is unequivocal in his condemnation of secular knowledge per se: “Secular education,
in very truth, is infertile, always in labor, and never giving life to its offspring”.7 The Church Fathers considered Christianity to be the “science
of sciences” and the unique and singular path to human restoration
through the therapeutic application of its precepts and the Mysteries of
the Church. And to those who rejected or distorted the Church’s teachings
(heretics), they have, over the centuries, directed clear condemnations for
offering a “stone” instead of “bread”. However, this condemnation is
quite distinct from their admonitions about secular knowledge falsely
elevated to something that it is not; i.e., to a stature that exceeds its proper
place in facilitating our ascent beyond the mind to the heart or beyond
reason to noetic enlightenment.8 Not only were the Fathers quite clearly
not troglodytic anti-intellectuals, but, placing secular knowledge in proper
perspective, they experienced the positive and productive awe that it
can evoke and the inspiration which it can provide even to non-believers,
7. St. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses, Book II, in Herbert Musurillo (ed.), Gregorii Nysseni
Opera (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1964), Vol. VII, Part 1, p. 36.
8. The Patristic scholar, Father Dr. Gregory Telepneff, has made some excellent observations on this subject that we consider worthy of repetition here: “I am always amazed
that these anti-intellectual types seem to misunderstand the nexus between worldly
knowledge and theological knowledge. The latter is surely a matter of noetic illumination; but such illumination is not granted ‘magically,’ as it were… The lives of the great
Church Fathers demonstrate that they were assiduous in their efforts at educating
themselves, even if only in their monasteries or by their superiors. There is no doubt
that many Saints experienced the higher levels of the spiritual life by direct communion
with God. But those Church Fathers who were also well-educated and intellectually
brilliant Saints had the special gift of adequately conveying this experience in their
writings. The confusion in our times — like that during the decades of struggle against
Arianism, Nestorianism, Iconoclasm et al. — is proof enough that we must also understand Church teachings intellectually, in the pursuit of apologetic ends. The dogmas of
the Church require no small intellectual effort toward their understanding and assimilation — needless to say, within the context of prayer, fasting, piety, humility, obedience
etc., which are, among other things, epistemological principles in Patristic thought. The
Fathers understood and respected secular learning as a tool for learning and for living
theology. And St. Gregory of Nyssa chided those who, missing this point, mocked
pagan and secular knowledge.” (Father Gregory Telepneff to Archbishop Chrysostomos, June 24, 2004 [electronic transmission]; document in authors’ hands.)
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when they approach it with humility and an openness to the spiritual
knowledge to which natural knowledge can lead.
A striking example of this awe towards the sciences and human
knowledge of the world around us is found in the writings of 19th-century
Russian St. Ignaty (Brianchaninov): “The world presented nothing enticing for me. My mind was entirely immersed in the sciences, and at the
same time I was burning with the desire to discover… the true faith…”
It was in his study of the sciences and the awe which they evoked in him
that — despite, or perhaps because of, their inadequacy — this Saint
came to “the boundaries of human knowledge”, which prompted his
ascent to spiritual knowledge.9 These sentiments are a cogent testimony
to the fact that the Church Fathers have as much (if not more) to say about
the positive value of secular knowledge than they do about its dangers
when improperly understood or made a fruitless end in and of itself.
A few other representative quotations from the Fathers should further
reinforce this point — one which critics of the Church Fathers and even
certain Orthodox anti-intellectuals (who often include, tragically enough,
individuals with significant educational credentials10) — too often ignore:
• “I think that it is admitted by all intelligent men that education
is our first good, and not only this noble form of it that is ours, which disregards fanciness or vainglory in speech, and cleaves to salvation alone
and to beauty in the objects of thought, but even that secular culture
which many Christians injudiciously spit upon as treacherous and dangerous, and as putting us far from God. So, from secular literature we have
taken heuristic and theoretical principles, whereas we have rejected whatever in it is demonic, erroneous, or leads to the pit of perdition. Indeed,
even from secular literature we have derived benefit with regard to
reverence for God, by ascertaining what is superior from what is inferior
and by rendering what is in them weak a strength for our own aim.
9. Bishop Ignaty (Brianchaninov), Collected Works (in Russian) (Jordanville, NY: Holy
Trinity Monastery, 1957), Vol. I.
10. It is often the tendency of the educated, when placed in an anti-intellectual setting,
to become almost rabidly anti-intellectual themselves. This is in part, of course, related
to issues of psychological provenance (not unlike the need for converts to the
Orthodox Faith who, though embracing its universal character, still attach themselves
with intense fervor to some national or ethnic ecclesiastical tradition). However, it is
also the natural tendency of any educated person, whether of a religious bent or not,
to see the folly of knowledge for the mere sake of knowledge. This is because true
education eventually creates in an individual a thirst for spiritual knowledge; hence,
the inadequacy of mere intellectual exercises can provoke strong condemnation of
sterile learning. Indeed, academics are often the most vocal opponents of their field,
though not in the spirit of anti-intellectualism.
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We must not then dishonor education because some are pleased to do so,
but rather consider such people to be boorish and uneducated, desiring
all others to be as they themselves are, in order that this commonness
within them might be concealed, and [thus] escape reproach for their lack
of education.”11
• “[In the]… struggle before us, …[w]e must associate with poets
and writers of prose and orators and with all men from whom there is
any prospect of benefit with regard to the care of the soul.”12
• “If there is some affinity between Christian and pagan teachings,
knowledge of this would be useful for us; but even if there is no affinity,
yet to compare them and to understand the difference between them
serves in no small way to assure us of what is superior. …It is said that
Moses, that great man, who has the greatest name among all men for his
wisdom, first trained his mind in Egyptian learning, and then approached
the theory of being. In a similar way to Moses, and closer to our age, it is
said that the wise Daniel in Babylon first learned Chaldean wisdom, and
then undertook to learn the things of God.” 13
• “Manners are wanted, not talking; character, not cleverness; deed,
not words. …Stimulate not his tongue, but cleanse his soul. I do not say
this to prevent you from teaching him these things [secular subjects], but
to prevent you from attending to them exclusively.” 14
• “The acquisition of education (paideia) becomes for one who has
grown old the strongest staff of life, and it transports without pain one
who is in the bloom of youth to the beauty of virtue.” 15
What we have said about secular knowledge and learning and the
importance of counter-balancing the intellectual activities, gifts, and proclivities of the Fathers — as well as their attestation to the contributions
of worldly erudition to spiritual knowledge — against their sometimes
seemingly choleric opposition to the vain elevation of intellectual pursuits
11. St. Gregory the Theologian, Oration XLIII, in Patrologia Graeca, Vol. XXXVI, cols. 508-9.
12. St. Basil the Great, Exhortation to Young Men About How They May Derive Profit from
Greek Letters (in Greek), in N.G. Wilson (ed.), St. Basil on the Value of Greek Literature
(London: Duckworth & Co., 1975), p. 21. (The translation is our own, with emendations from the text in Constantine Cavarnos, New Library [Belmont, MA: Institute for
Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, 1992], Vol. II, pp. 62-3.)
13. Ibidem, pp. 21-2.
14. St. John Chrysostomos, Homily XXI on Ephesians, in Patrologia Graeca, Vol. LXII, col. 152.
15. St. Photios the Great, Letter XXXVI, quoted in Despina White, Patriarch Photios of
Constantinople (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1981), p. 176. See the original
in Patrologia Graeca, Vol. CII, col. 952.
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is perfectly illustrated in the life and works of he great Greek Saint, Archbishop Gregory Palamas, whom some have wrongly tried to transform
into an anti-intellectual. In his writings (and especially his short treatise,
Essay on the Sacred Hesychasts 16), St. Gregory speaks of two kinds of wisdom: worldly and spiritual. He places the latter, quite properly, above the
former, but attributes to each form of knowledge the dignity of the appellation “wisdom”. Palamas was himself a man of astounding intellect and
brilliance and a gifted diplomat and administrator with a classical education and particular abilities in philosophy. This is evidenced in an anecdote
from his life: In the Emperor’s presence, young St. Gregory was discussing
Aristotle’s writings on logic. The Great Logothete of the Byzantine Court,
Theodore Metochites, turned to the Emperor and said of the Saint: “If
Aristotle himself had been present to listen to this young man, he would,
I believe, have praised him beyond measure. For the time being, I say that
it is those with such a soul and of such nature as his who should be pursuing knowledge, and especially the omnifarious philosophical writings
of Aristotle.” 17
Nonetheless, in the tradition of the Fathers before and after him,
St. Gregory taught that secular wisdom, when embraced as something
superior to spiritual revelation, or cast as something inimical to spiritual
hunger and learning, can lead one to spiritual delusion. It is primarily in
his disputes with Barlaam the Calabrian, his Scholastic adversary, and the
Latinophronoi (“Latin-minded”) Byzantine scholars who championed the
Calabrian’s ideas within Orthodoxy, that St. Gregory invokes this demonic
image of secular knowledge. After all, it was Barlaam himself who portrayed theology drawn from philosophy as superior to the theological
revelation given to the Apostles — a contention that Palamas considered
blasphemous and that perfectly illustrates the Calabrian’s total misunderstanding of noetic wisdom and the fact that the Apostles, at their enlightenment, attained a knowledge above knowledge, as the Church Fathers
teach, which encompassed both a “vision of God” and insight into worldly
wisdom (as illustrated by their abilities in languages which they had
heretofore not known — the phenomenon of glossolalia).
In addressing this and other of Barlaam’s theological deviations,
St. Gregory was very clearly not acting in the spirit of misology.
16. St. Gregory Palamas, KBXD JT
y< [gDT
yH YFLP".`<JT<, in Philokalia (Greek text) (Athens:
Aster: 1977), Vol. IV, pp. 121-131.
17. See the “Laudatory Discourse on the Life of our Father Among the Saints, Gregory
Palamas” by St. Philotheos (Kokkinos), Patriarch of Constantinople, in W880<gH
A"JXDgH J0
yH W6680F\"H [Greek Fathers of the Church], ed. Panagiotis K. Chrestou
(Thessaloniki: Gregory Palamas Patristic Publications, 1984), Vol. LXX, p. 52.
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The late Church historian Jaroslav Pelikan, Sterling Professor Emeritus of History at Yale University and himself a convert to Eastern Orthodoxy, makes a number of very insightful and helpful comments about the
general attitude towards education among the Greek Fathers and religious
figures, particularly the 4th-century Cappadocian theologians: St. Basil
the Great, his younger brother, St. Gregory of Nyssa, and St. Gregory of
Constantinople (the Theologian). He notes that “[t]he display of Classical
learning that figured so often in the apologetics of the Cappadocians was
of a piece with their high estimate of scholarship in general”. Naturally,
they used secular knowledge, not as having spiritual content in and of itself,
but rhetorically “for purposes of illustration” and logically “for purposes
of demonstration”.18 They nonetheless showed an immense appreciation
for reasoning as a tool and for its inherent usefulness in the revelation
and discovery of truth: “Purely empirical observation did not suffice for
arriving at… conclusions of natural theology, but empiricism was not
adequate even for valid scientific study, as [Saint] Basil argued: ‘We must
not measure the moon with the eye [alone], but with reasoning. Reasoning,
for the discovery of truth, is much surer than the eye.’”19
Professor Pelikan then elaborates on the special significance of the
science of mathematics in the theology of these paradigmatic theologians
of the Greek tradition, citing the scholarly nun, St. Makrina, sister of
Sts. Basil the Great and Gregory of Nyssa: “…[T]he Cappadocians
acknowledged that in their application of mathematics to natural theology
they had as predecessors the ancient Pythagoreans. The apologetic value
of geometry, according to [Saint] Macrina, lay in its capacity to ‘lead us
step by step through visible delineations to truths lying out of sight’.”20
Pelikan’s general assertion and St. Makrina’s specific words reinforce
and clarify the fact that science and reason were not ends in themselves,
for the Cappadocians and the Greek theological tradition, but apologetic
devices and paths to a higher vision — a spiritual Truth, if you will —
beyond normal seeing. As such, however, they bring into focus our argument against the putative opposition of the Greek Fathers and the foundational theological voices of Orthodoxy to secular learning and education:
“It was… clear that orthodox [sic] theology as a scientific discipline required
a high level of education in the Classical as well as in the Christian tradition, and therefore the Cappadocians as orthodox [sic] Christian theologians repeatedly addressed themselves to the philosophy of education.”21
18. Jaroslav Pelikan, Christianity and Classical Culture: The Metamorphosis of Natural Theology
in the Christian Encounter with Hellenism (New Haven: Yale U.P., 1993), p. 29.
19. Ibidem, p. 101.
20. Ibidem.
21. Ibidem, p. 175.
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It is often assumed that, even if the Church’s theological tradition
is not anti-intellectual, monastics, who retreat from the “world”, are called
to disdain worldly knowledge.22 First, it should be noted that many of the
greatest theologians of the Church — including those whom we have just
cited — were monastics. Secondly, the monastic rejects, in his or her dedication to the spiritual life, the passions, hypocrisy, pretense, and vainglory
of the world, not those innocent things — and intellectual interests —
of the secular world that are edifying and even enjoyable. Moreover,
there are different levels of, and callings in, monasticism; thus, the strict
ascetic may live a life apart from many things in the world, while even a
practiced Hesychast may live “in” the world but not “of it”, combining
the rigors of internal prayer with an active life having clearly secular
dimensions. And finally, in a healthy monastic atmosphere, monks
receive a broad education — often surpassing in quality that offered in
secular colleges and universities — in human behavior, social issues,
history, and even the rudiments of science, by the very nature of a spiritual life that reaches into the depths of human psychology and the soul.
So it is that, in sharp contrast to the anti-intellectualism attributed
to Orthodox monasticism (that some incautious monastics have admittedly cultivated in their pursuit of the Orthodox ethos), we have the statements of St. Kosmas Aitolos (d. 1779) — a Hieromonk and missionary
who, in the darkness of the Ottoman Yoke, established schools throughout Greece — regarding the value of education, both for society and for
the Church, and, in fact, for monastic institutions themselves: “It is better,
my brother, for you to have a Greek school in your village rather than
fountains and rivers, for when your child becomes educated he is then a
human being. The school opens churches; the school opens monasteries”.23
22. In her popular Why Angels Fall: A Journey Through Orthodox Europe from Byzantium to
Kosovo (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), Victoria Clark writes, in this vein, that
“anything that smack[s] of science… [is] …guaranteed to alienate an Orthodox monk”
(p. 319). There are, we are sorry to say, numerous Orthodox monastics who would
fulfill her expectations. Nonetheless, in a shamefully prejudicial way, she paints only
part of the picture and ignores the fact that there are many Orthodox monks with
excellent educations in science who hold to no such view. Clark’s book, we might incidentally add, is replete with such one-sided reportage.The Orthodox emerge from her
book as primitives and social pariahs, in general, which is quite unfortunate and unfair.
One cannot imagine such a book being written, in our age of selective “political correctness”, about Islam; but Orthodoxy seems a fair target. Naturally, we Old Calendarists
— whose “hierarchy, churches, and monasteries” in Greece and “thriving… movements
in all… the Orthodox countries” (p. 309) are at least acknowledged — are dismissed
with the epithets of what she calls the “mainstream Orthodox” as “dangerously schismatic and fundamentalistic” (p. 309).
23. Nomikos Michael Vaporis, Father Kosmas, Apostle of the Poor (Brookline, MA: Holy
Cross Orthodox Press, 1977), p. 77.
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Characteristically, the Saint further affirms that the establishment and
perpetuation of the Orthodox Faith were accomplished, not “by ignorant
saints, but by wise and educated saints”.24 This affirmation is reflected in
a contemporary scholar’s comments about similar attitudes in the writings
of an earlier monastic figure and Hesychast of great renown in the late
Byzantine Empire, Nicholas Cabasilas, prior to the fall of Constantinople:
“Cabasilas could contend that the saints themselves were incomplete personalities if they had not received sufficient instruction in this world”.25
Elaborating on what we have said about a proper view of secular
learning and education in the monastic setting, it must be emphasized
that education in the “monastic university”, if we may use that expression,
follows the Patristic admonition that all learning should serve to form the
soul. At the same time, monastic education contains within it a spiritual
mystery that we would be remiss not to acknowledge. In the diligent pursuit of spiritual wisdom, there are many monastics who, though lacking
even basic formal education in the world, come, through their spiritual
discipline, to acquire knowledge of a secular kind. This is, of course, partly
because, as we noted above, the spiritual life reaches into the depths of
human psychology and the soul, touching on the same matters that any
scholar, scientist, or intellectual sets out to explore. But it is also because,
by the action of Grace, a monastic sedulous in the philosophy of philosophies — as the pursuit of spiritual wisdom is often styled — is taught
directly by Divine enlightenment, becoming 2g@*\*"6J@H (theodidaktos),
or “God-taught”.
The sagacity which a monk or nun thus acquires is not only spiritual, but, in restoring the proper harmony between the mind and the
noetic faculty (or the heart, in Hesychastic parlance), the monk or nun
comes to a natural knowledge of so-called “worldly” things. Such accomplished monastics may not, perhaps, hold forth with precision in areas
of technical secular knowledge, but they will unflaggingly show that conceptual and theoretical breadth which is essential to an understanding of
such. In short, logic and reason, as wholly natural attributes of the human
being, are restored in one who pursues, and succeeds in acquiring, spiritual wisdom. This is why the true Saint, whether formally educated or not,
is not a foreigner to learning, but an inexorable advocate of the ultimate
unity of knowledge and wisdom, the latter encompassing the former and
the former either a precursor to or, by Divine Grace, a product of the latter.
An anti-intellectual Saint or monastic, then, is an impossibility, since
enlightenment is not some esoteric trait, but a sign of the human and
24. Nomikos Michael Vaporis, op.cit., p. 145.
25. Georgina Buckler, op.cit., p. 214.
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Divine synergy expressed in the Perfect Manhood and Perfect Divinity of
Christ and realized in our ascent to union with the God-Man.
Let us conclude by making two important observations. First, it is
not just in the words of the Fathers that we find guidance with regard to
the Orthodox Church’s attitude towards, and understanding of, secular
knowledge, but also in the general ethos and life of the Church. Given the
vicissitudes of history, there are times when prevailing intellectual trends
deviate significantly from the established principles of Christian spiritual
life. In these instances, the Church of necessity places itself at odds with
the intellectual Zeitgeist. But, in so doing, she acts out of pastoral responsibility for the protection of the flock against manifestly dangerous influences of a specific kind and in a specific context, never abandoning the
general ethos of the Faith, which, as we have demonstrated, encourages
the Christian to avail himself of what is good in secular and worldly
knowledge. This point we see beautifully illustrated in the persons of
St. Anthony the Great and St. Athanasios the Great. As we learn from his
Life, the former was, though a formally unlettered man, “not rough like a
man of the mountain”, but “graceful and polite”, “lettered by the spiritual
mind”, from which, as he once affirmed, letters ultimately proceed.26
The latter was formally lettered and likewise spiritually enlightened.
Their famous common struggle against Arianism, which had triumped
in their age, reflects the oneness of spiritual knowledge that truly characterizes the Church and its life: the unlettered monk and the learned
Patriarch showing for one another unreserved respect, one learning from
the other, and both informing us in wisdom unmarked by any artificial
distinction between “worldly knowledge” and “spiritual knowledge”.
They testify to the fact that wisdom in the Church is one and that those
who attain it, whether lettered or unlettered, are of one mind and spirit.
Second, and finally, from a pastoral standpoint, anti-intellectualism
is a divisive thing, introducing unnecessary strife into the Church. As we
repeatedly averred above, the Fathers and monastics of the Church, when
they speak negatively of secular learning, do so to dissuade the Faithful
from making worldly knowledge an end in and of itself. They act thus,
as we have said, not in a spirit of anti-intellectualism, but from concern
for the soul. They have the same pastoral ends in mind when they speak
in praise of intellectual awe and wonder, hoping that these will lead to
the next step in personal growth: moving from the intellectual to the
spiritual. In this perfect balance, treading the Royal Path of moderation,
they avoid the danger of setting the mind against the spirit or the Church
26. Patrologia Graeca, Vol. XXVI, col. 945.
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against the world — the danger of creating, in the name of Orthodoxy,
a sect turned in on itself and unable to address the world. Instead, they
focus our spiritual struggle on the dark powers of evil and away from a
misguided, fruitless, and distractive battle against the good things of the
world and the profitable things of learning and the intellect. They fix us
on a oneness of mind (cf. I St. Peter, 3, 8) that wholly thwarts strife and
that makes the learned and unlearned wise together.
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o we really have free will? If so, how is it possible and just where in
the brain is the thing that can make free choices? Almost everyone
believes in some freedom of choice — we have freedom to move our hand
to the left or to the right as we wish. But how this is possible has been a
long-lasting and unanswered question. Philosophers and thoughtful
people of almost all times and all cultures have discussed it, (See a recent
summary in the Oxford Handbook of Freewill 1). We generally and simply
put aside the question and move on, believing in free will. Yet it is critically important to our view of human life, and I think the problem must be
faced more and openly, even though and because it has no solution so far.
Until about a hundred years ago, the known laws of science made
our world completely deterministic. Then the understanding of quantum
mechanics eliminated complete determinism, giving molecules and atoms,
and hence even larger objects, only a probabilistic behavior. A molecule
speeding through a hole may go one way or another, but just where it
goes is not unique or definite until some human observes and checks its
position. Quantum mechanics does not allow any special force or object
to determine the molecule’s path precisely. And a single molecular change,
for example in our genetic makeup, can in principle make a major change
in our lives. There is another mysterious problem that, according to our
present understanding of quantum mechanics, a device or machine cannot
establish a clear-cut answer to the molecule’s position unless a human
uses the device. Thus science recognizes that the future behavior of the
molecules of which we are made, or hence of us, is not completely determined by its laws, and allows no influence which can do so. So our pre-
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1. R. Kane (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Free Will, Oxford University Press, 2002.
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cise behavior is not determined, but we have no control over just what
happens according to presently understood science.
What is the possible interpretation of our strong sense of free will
or choice in at least some of our behavior? There are several proposals
which are typically discussed:
1. We actually have no free will; it is an illusion, a feeling and belief
which humans have somehow developed, perhaps useful for
some reason and from an evolutionary point of view, but only an
illusion and a fake;
2. Free will is a phenomenon emerging from the large number of
neurons in the brain and their complexity. It is produced by the
behavior of individual molecules which we understand but, given
the complexity, we simply do not presently understand this outcome;
3. There is indeed a new type of force or phenomenon, that present
science does not visualize and perhaps never will very completely,
but which provides the phenomenon of free will. It may be part
of what we generally think of as the “human spirit”.
The first proposition is quite consistent with our present scientific
knowledge. But it is counterintuitive and, even if we think it must be correct, we almost all proceed believing we can make free choices. And why
would such a belief be useful or result from evolution? It is not clear that
belief in free will improves the behavior of a mechanistic individual for
which actions are determined only by present scientific laws. Why would
such a belief help in behavior which results in any case from scientific laws
that cannot be changed? Perhaps such a belief can be of some help in
human success even through we do not understand why, or perhaps it is
just an unnecessary phenomenon.
The second proposition, emergence, is attractive. But it cannot be
really consistent with the present scientific knowledge. It is certainly true
that the phenomena which are unexpected to us can arise from complex
systems, and one can find many such cases. For example weather, a result
of complex phenomena, is still unpredictable by us. But whatever phenomena arise this way from a complex assembly of simpler systems must
be consistent with the basic laws governing its more elementary parts,
and freedom of choice or free will is not. If basic physical laws are followed, there is nothing that can make a choice, even though according
to quantum mechanics, the outcome of events is indeed unpredictable.
The behavior of very complex systems must still be consistent with the
laws governing their elements. Hence, to make this assumption, we must
blind ourselves to what science really says. Complexity in a system can
indeed produce an impression of free will or almost anything, but that
does not mean the impression is correct.
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The third assumption is, of course, parallel to, and consistent with,
the idea of something like a human soul or consciousness — something
in the human being which is beyond the material world and the laws of
science we presently know. It is a common human assumption and belief.
But it is also mysterious. What is this spirit, where is it really located —
somewhere in the brain, perhaps, but where and what is it?
Another puzzling aspect of human life, in addition to free will, is
consciousness. Everyone believes they know what consciousness is, but
it is difficult to define. One possible definition of a conscious entity is one
that has a purpose, that can sense the world around it, and take action in
accordance. But a mousetrap does that. It has a purpose, senses a mouse,
takes appropriate action, yet we certainly do not consider a mousetrap
to be conscious. Of course, the mousetrap’s purpose has been planned
and designated by its builder, not the trap itself; it makes no such choice
of purpose. Hence consciousness must perhaps be closely associated with
free will; purpose must be chosen by the entity itself for something like
consciousness to exist. And consciousness seems to be essential for us to
make any free choice.
To what extent do living beings other than humans have free will
(if we really have it) and consciousness? Presumably microorganisms
do not. Their structure is of course much less complex than ours. But perhaps anthropoid apes do. These are notably different from humans in
some ways, such as in the use of language and tools, and presumably in
abstract thought. But they are also remarkably similar to humans, with
about 98% of the same genes, although with somewhat smaller brains.
How far down the chain of animals do free will and consciousness go?
And if other animals do have free will, do they have a moral responsibility
as we assume humans have? Consider such a question in the light of the
three above propositions as to the nature of free will.
The first proposition listed can in principle give the appearance of
free will to almost any living being, even though it does not occur. Do apes
or lower animals have such a perception? This is again a presently unanswerable question. Consider, for instance, the rabbit. A wild rabbit will
flee from the presence of a human, presumably with the instinct that
humans are dangerous. A tame rabbit may come towards a nearby human,
hoping for food or perhaps petting. Is the rabbit making a free will choice,
or are these behaviors simply something that is ingrained and automatic
as a result of past events? The first proposition at least presumably allows
any animal to have an impression of free choice as it does humans, though
whether they have such an impression is unclear.
The second proposal also allows other living creatures to have free
will, though how complex their brains need to be is not known. In any
case, free will presumably stops at some point down the biological chain
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when the brain becomes sufficiently simple, because complexity is a basic
assumption in this proposition.
The third proposition, more or less corresponding to a special phenomenon as a gift not presently understood, can be extended to animals,
but it may mean that only humans really have free will, a special property
or gift to us presumably developed through evolution.
If free will is naturally built into our neural system, then other animals can be expected to have some aspects of free will. Consider language,
which is quite complex and obviously requires a well-developed brain.
Humans use it extensively and well. Some animals also make sounds
which communicate to fellow animals, so something like speech is present.
They also make motions which communicate. Do they similarly have free
will and consciousness like humans, but in a more elementary and less
pronounced way? Since the phenomena allowing free will are unknown
(maybe a gift from God), it may or may not have been allocated to other
animals. Thus the question as to how far down the biological chain, if at
all below humans, real free will and consciousness may go is left open.
But the religious viewpoint is generally that humans are unique in such
respects, so animals do not really share free will and moral responsibility.
One can also ask at what stage in the human development does free
will exist and to what extent. Does a new-born baby or even an unborn
embryo have free will? When does free will begin, and is it a gradual
development, as seems likely in a newborn? A similar question must also
be faced concerning people with mental disabilities. To what extent do
they have free will? Generally, we assume that people with severe mental
disabilities may not be as responsible for their actions as are normal individuals. So free will can having a varying reality and is somehow connected
with the nature and health of the brain and nervous system. If it is not an
on or off phenomenon, then this type of partial free will applies not only
to new-borns, but may well apply to animals with less brain power than
normal humans. Does this imply perhaps a low-level moral responsibility
on the part of animals?
The possible existence of real free will, rather than only the impression of it, is a basic puzzle and requires laws or phenomena we simply do
not know. Perhaps it takes us into phenomena outside of our presently
recognized materialistic world — the spiritual and godly. However, such
a conclusion is not obvious, since we must recognize that there are also
many other puzzles, apparent inconsistencies and unknowns in our world,
including in particular sciences, and be ready to accept unknowns and
apparent inconsistencies. For example, quantum mechanics and general
relativity, both checked well by scientific instruments and accepted as real,
do not seem consistent with each other. We believe the universe began
about 13 billion years ago with a “big bang”; but how can something like
that get started? Such a phenomenon is inconsistent with our present,
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supposedly constant laws of science. We now have physical evidence that
the type of matter we know in our universe is only about 5 percent of total
matter. There is what we now call dark matter, which is about 20 percent
of the total, and dark energy, the remaining approximately 70 percent.
What these really are we do not know, but believe they are here. Are there
dimensions and phenomena beyond our visualization? In science, we
move ahead accepting what we think most likely correct and simply setting
aside, for the moment, such inconsistencies hoping we will eventually
understand. There is no reason we should not do the same for free will,
recognizing that it involves scientific phenomena we simply do not comprehend. Otherwise, there may be spiritual realities and dimensions we
cannot clearly recognize.
Free will is also contradictory to some religious views. For example,
if God is all-knowledgeable and, hence, knows just what will happen in
the future, then the future is fixed and we cannot change it by free-will
choices. Furthermore, if God is complete goodness, how can evil things
and human suffering occur because of human behavior? Theses anomalies can be understood if we believe that God has given humans power
so that we have some god-like qualities in being able to make choices and
determine what happens. This means a power and responsibility of our
own overrules what is normally seen as God’s goodness. Such an assumption represents indeed a remarkable gift of God’s will to imperfect humans.
Some interesting experiments on free-will have been done by Libet.2
Unconscious impulses initiating the motion of the wrist were found to be
consistently initiated about one-half of a second before the event, while
conscious knowledge of the event occurred only about one-sixth of a
second before it happened. This might seem to indicate that there was no
conscious choice concerning the action. However, it was also found that,
as conscious knowledge of the possible motion occurred only one-sixth
of a second beforehand, there was a conscious possibility of accepting or
prohibiting it. This seems to indicate that although the action was not
initiated consciously, it could be controlled consciously. Such a finding
is somewhat parallel to other well-known actions, such as a desire to eat
over which we have little control when we are hungry, but the possible
conscious decision to eat or not to eat. Certainly some of our actions are
simply instinctive. Libet shows that some are initiated unconsciously, with
decisions made only later. Are all our actions of this type? This can allow
us free will, but not free initiation. However, if the direction towards any
action is randomly initiated and we make a choice whether to proceed,
then at least we have a wide variety of possible free choices.
2. B. Libet, C. Gleason, E. Wright, and D. Pearl, Electroencephalograph and Clinical Neurophysiology 56, 367 (1983); B. Libet, Behavioral and Brain Sciences 8, 529 (1985).
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Do our composition and past experiences really determine what
choices are made rather than free will? In the case of moral decisions, for
example, one might suppose that our past experience and training would
really determine the outcome rather than a free decision. However, for
moving the wrist one way or the other, past experiences would seem to
have little influence in making the choice, so at least in such cases no
obvious background can determine the outcome and perhaps we really
do have a free choice, unless the motion is determined by some physical
mechanism and our free choice is only an illusion.
Our usual conception is that the body is a mechanism, constructed
of atoms and molecules and hence generally obeying physical laws, but
that there is some conscious element which can additionally control it.
Just where is this element and what is it? If it is made of physical particles,
then it too must be controlled by the laws of science, and hence has no
free choice. Our present understanding of science and the existence of
something with free will are simply completely inconsistent. Consciousness is perhaps not inconsistent with science, but is difficult to define and
presently somewhat puzzling. Where does all this leave us? Perhaps the
simplest answer is that we really have no free will; it is only a fake feeling,
regardless of how real it seems. But my own assumption and conclusion
is that our knowledge is clearly incomplete, and that there are remarkable
additional phenomena beyond it. Perhaps there is something like a completely new dimension, e.g. the spiritual world, outside of present scientific understanding. This should not be very surprizing. Even in science,
theorists are toying with ideas of new and presently inconceived dimensions. String theory, for example, generally uses eleven dimensions rather
than the presently recognized four (up-down, left-right, backward-forward,
and time) we understand, and with these additional dimensions scientific
theorists are able to solve most of the scientific inconsistencies we know
at present. String theory is very attractive, but involves seven additional
dimensions we presently cannot sense, and while it is able to fit most
scientific observations, it has not yet produced a way it can be clearly
experimentally tested, as is required of normal scientific theories. This is
somewhat similar to the assumed spiritual dimension, which seems real
to me and to many others, but has no clear-cut experimental test.
Along with spirituality, the assumption of a creating God can put
things in harmony and perspective. This is unprovable, such as are many
scientific assumptions. Some of us believe it firmly, and some will doubt.
But recognition that we clearly do not understand the existence of free
will, in which most people believe, should make belief in spirituality
recognizably reasonable.
The author can be contacted at the following address: cht@ssl.berkeley.edu
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his paper reflects on the meaning of the theme of our conference —
transdisciplinarity — by considering a case study. In many places
around the world, religious scholars, scientists, and politicians debate the
moral status of the human embryo. This debate provides a helpful case
study that draws our attention to the political, social, and economic contexts in which transdisciplinary scholarly discussions often occur. In this
particular case, the social and political dimensions are abundantly obvious.
In other scholarly explorations of a transdisciplinary sort, however, these
external dimensions may be less conspicuous. This paper is motivated
by the conviction that transdisciplinary scholars are well advised in every
case to pay attention to the political, social, and economic context that
surrounds their work, influencing it in ways they may not realize unless
they look for it and using their efforts in ways they might not anticipate
until too late.1

T

* Originally presented at the 2007 Metanexus Conference on “Transdisciplinarity and the
Unity of Knowledge” and previously published on the Global Spiral (www.globalspiral.com).
1. In part, this specific case is chosen because of my involvement with the religious and
the public discussion, for instance as co-editor of God and the Embryo: Religious Voices on
Stem Cells and Cloning (Washington DC: Georgetown U.P., 2003) and as author of the
statement included in the National Bioethics Advisory Commission, Ethical Issues in
Human Stem Cell Research, Vol. 3, Religious Perspectives (Rockville, Maryland, 2002),
available at http://www.georgetown.edu/research/nrcbl/nbac/stemcell3.pdf.
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Recent advances in embryo-related research, especially the isolation
of human embryonic stem cells in 1998, have raised the possibility that
research involving human embryos might open new fields of scientific
research and medicine, with new treatments for many diseases and with
economic benefits for those who first develop some of the technologies.
This research is already leading to significant new insights in the basic
biology of the embryo as the scientific field of embryology or developmental biology explodes with new knowledge.
The controversy that has arisen over these developments is well
known. The advocates of human embryo research point to the value of
advancing scientific knowledge and to its potential for medical benefit.
Opponents argue that the human embryo must never be used as a mere
object of research. It may be treated therapeutically, in ways that advance
its own health, but never used for the sake of knowledge or for the treatment of someone else. Often, those who object to human embryo draw on
science to support their argument. They point, for instance, to the joining
of egg and sperm to form the complete genomic DNA of life, or to the
immediate and complex structure of the fertilized egg, to support their
argument that the moral equivalent of a full human being is present from
conception.
The debate between advocates and opponents of research is played
out in many political contexts. At least in the United States, politicians
adopt one position or another on embryo research, not always on principle, but because it will help them win votes. Whether for principle or for
convenience, however, the political views on complex subjects like the
morality of human embryo research are embedded in political pressures
and constraints, which affect the conduct of the debate at every level. The
political, in turn, is closely linked with economic considerations that range
from national competitiveness to corporate interests. Which nation, which
corporation, which university will “win” the race to turn embryo-related
research into economically valuable treatments? Anyone active in the
debate, whether scientist, religious scholar, or policy analyst, knows very
well that it is naïve to ignore these political and economic factors. What
is not so clear is whether these individuals always realize how their work
as scholars is affected by the political context that surrounds them.
Looking only at the surface of the debate, one may be tempted to say
that the opponents of this research are using a transdisciplinary method
of reflection. The advocates of research, on the other hand, might be seen
as interested only in the science and in what benefits research. As a result,
it might be thought that the advocates of research, precisely because they
lack a commitment to transdisciplinarity, are guilty of diminished regard
for human uniqueness and human dignity, leaving the advance of scien-
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tific knowledge and medicine the supreme value. This paper is an effort
to dig below these initial impressions.

Transdisciplinarity: Definitions and Challenges
s an intellectual method, transdisciplinarity offers the promise of
taking various fields of research into account, but also of giving careful attention to the economic, social, and political factors that shape
and drive the discussion. In this first section, I ask about the definition of
transdisciplinarity, how it calls attention to social and political factors,
and what its advocates suggest that it offers us.
In the effort to define transdisciplinarity, the first point to be made
is to distinguish transdisciplinarity from disciplinarity, which of course is
the organizing principle of the modern research university. Disciplinary
studies allow for the development of discrete approaches to distinct realms,
based on a foundation of methodological reductionism that promises
advances in human understanding by first isolating each part or level of
nature from each other. This approach has been wildly generative of new
knowledge, especially in the sciences and in related technologies.
At the same time, as disciplines sub-divide, the net effect is increasingly unsatisfactory in science and technology itself, with a growing realization that wholes (such as cells and their cytoplasm, the whole genome
with its “junk DNA”, tissue niches, not to mention ecosystems and social
systems) play determinative roles over the constituent parts, whose behavior cannot be fully predicted based on a thorough knowledge of the part
in isolation from the whole. Thus, we see not just the study of proteins,
but “proteomics” (the study of the whole, living system of protein expression within an organism in real time) and not just genes, but genomics,
even comparative genomics that compares base by base the DNA of one
species with another to understand the evolution of genetic difference.
One indicator of this trend is the scientific journal Omics, A Journal
of Integrative Biology, which “seeks high quality, original-research papers
dealing with all aspects of integrative biology, diverse ‘OMICS-es,’ such
as genomics, transcriptomics, proteomics, metabolomics, pharmacogenomics, physiomics, etc., and their integration, data analysis, and modeling”.2 Transdisciplinarity, however, takes “omics” to the next step, going
beyond merely joining the insights of adjacent disciplines or the forming
of transdisciplinary research teams, which are often formed in the modern

A

2. From the instructions to contributors to the journal, Omics, at http://www.liebertpub.
com/manuscript.aspx?omi.
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university as a way to advance work that is specialized, but requires many
specializations. Transdisciplinarity is more than multi-specialist teamwork.
A second way of asking about the meaning of transdisciplinarity is
to distinguish transdisciplinarity from “interdisciplinarity” a term used
often in science and religion by scholars such as Wentzel van Huyssteen.
Van Huyssteen defines interdisciplinarity in this way: “Interdisciplinary
discourse, then, is an attempt to bring together disciplines or reasoning
strategies that may have widely different points of reference, different
epistemological foci, and different experiential resources”. To this point
in his definition, van Huyssteen appears to suggest a clear difference
between interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity. Interdisciplinarity
looks for conceptual relationship between separate disciplines, such as
theology and science. Interdisciplinarity is a dialogue between two or more
established disciplines, when it is thought that they bear on common
questions and that their findings have relevance for each other. If it is to
speak today about human uniqueness, Van Huyssteen argues, theology
must learn from the natural sciences and then integrate what it has learned
into its own perspectives, revising traditional perspectives as it goes —
a highly commendable exercise. Transdisciplinarity, on the other hand,
looks at what lies not in one discipline or the other so as to relate the two
established fields, but at what lies between, in the unexplored space that
neither considers as its own, beyond the scope of established scholarship.
However, in the very next sentence of his definition, Van Huyssteen
writes: “This ‘fitting together’, however, is a complex, multileveled
transversal process that takes place not within the confines of any given
discipline… but within the transversal spaces between disciplines”.3
According to this definition, the interdisciplinary discourse (like transdisciplinarity) moves into the spaces between the disciplines, not confined
to the scope of the disciplines themselves and not limited to getting them
to talk to each other, but in working through them to unexplored territory.
Compare Van Huyssteen with this statement from the Charter: “The keystone of transdisciplinarity is the semantic and practical unification of the
meanings that traverse and lay beyond different disciplines… In comparison with interdisciplinarity and multidisciplinarity, transdisciplinarity
is multireferential and multidimensional.” 4
The call for this Metanexus Conference sounds a similar note when
speaking of the epistemic promise of transdisciplinarity: “Transdiscipli3. Wentzel van Huyssteen, Alone in the World? Human Uniqueness in Science and Theology,
The Gifford Lectures, 2004 (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2006), p. 9.
4. Charter of Transdisciplinarity, Article 4 and 6, available at http://nicol.club.fr/ciret/
english/charten.htm.
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narity complements disciplinary approaches. It occasions the emergence
of new data and new interactions from out of the encounter between disciplines. It offers us a new vision of nature and reality. Transdisciplinarity
does not strive for mastery of several disciplines, but aims at opening all
disciplines to that which they share and to that which lies beyond them.” 5
Here we find a clear statement of the promise of transdisciplinarity, with
its anticipation of “the emergence of new data” and the offer of “a new
vision of nature and reality”. On the basis of this promise, the distinction
between transdisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity becomes more clear,
at least in the hopes of the advocates of transdisciplinarity. Unlike interdisciplinarity, transdisciplinarity goes beyond the “data” of any of the
disciplines and finds its way to what has previously been neglected. The
Call also suggests that, compared to disciplinary research, transdisciplinarity opens “an even richer vein in a quest for synthesis” that promises
to lead to “the emergence of new data”.6 The advocates of transdisciplinarity clearly suggest that, compared to interdisciplinarity, transdisciplinarity goes beyond the combined resources of the constituent disciplines.
In that regard, we may think of transdisciplinarity as the epistemic
correlate of the criticism of methodological reductionism. Every discipline
is limited and dialogue between disciplines (interdisciplinarity) is merely
an aggregate of limitations. Only transdisciplinarity opens the inquiry to
the level of the whole of the sweep of the intellectual challenges that face
us today. Precisely because of the success of reductionism, transdisciplinarity is needed to put life (in its fullest sense) together intellectually.
But to do so, transdisciplinarity must take into account the social, political,
and economic dimensions, both as scholarly disciplines (sociology etc.),
but as lived dimensions in which scholars do their work and intellectuals
live their lives. None of us is untouched by these dimensions. The central
advantage of transdisciplinarity over interdisciplinarity is that the former
appears to include the social, political, and historical embeddedness of
human inquiry. Thus we read in the Conference Announcement for this
Metanexus Conference that transdisciplinarity “strategically considers the
natural, social, and human sciences, philosophical perspectives, and even
religious insights in multi-pronged approaches to theoretical and practical problems. It takes up questions that transcend the boundaries of any
given body of expertise.” 7
This statement points in the right direction, but perhaps should go
even further. Perhaps we should say something like this: transdisciplinarity
5. Charter of Transdisciplinarity, Article 3.
6. Metanexus Announcement at www.metanexus.net/conference2007.
7. Ibidem.
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considers the social, economic, and political context, the “real world” of
political power and persuasive rhetoric, and is suspicious of any view of
academic work that ignores other disciplines or ignores the political context that supports and uses research. The Charter of Transdisciplinarity
contains a similar statement, also pointing in the right direction but perhaps overly cautious: “The transdisciplinary vision is resolutely open
insofar as it goes beyond the field of the exact sciences and demands their
dialogue and their reconciliation with the humanities and the social
sciences, as well as with art, literature, poetry and spiritual experience”.8
In the following sections, such suggestions will be pursued further by considering some of the rhetoric of the public debate about embryo research.

Embryo Research and the Question of Potentiality
f all the terms used in the debate over embryos and embryonic stem
cells, the word potentiality is perhaps the most pivotal and, at the
same time, misunderstood. Indeed, it may be impossible, at this stage in
the public discussion, to sort out one use of the word and apply it consistently across the various contexts of discussion. By exploring various uses
of potentiality, this section of the paper aims at pointing out how some key
terms are filled with meanings that transcend current science research,
perhaps because they are borrowed from older conversations in which the
original meanings may be largely unknown to the researchers who employ
these words, perhaps because the public speaks another language when
addressing questions of developmental biology. One may wonder whether
words like potentiality, quite apart from the intentions of those who speak
them, exhibit a certain transdisciplinarity of their own.
In recent developmental biology, the term potentiality is used most
often in compound forms, such as pluripotent, multipotent, and totipotent.
To anyone trained in theology and philosophy, these terms evoke memories of a long and complex discussion, dating back at least to Aristotle,
about the difference between what a thing is and what it is becoming by
its own inward tendency or “potentiality”. One question to ask as we go
along is whether the compounded forms of potentiality all use the root
of the word in the same way, or whether the various prefixes (pluri-,
multi-, and toti-) each add a unique twist to the definition. In the context
of research using human embryo and embryonic stem cells, however,
it is commonly said that the human fertilized egg (zygote) is a cell that
is totipotent, capable (given the right nurturing environment) to give rise

O

8. Charter of Transdisciplinarity, Article 5.
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to every type of cell in the developing body and in the placenta. It has,
therefore, the potential to become a fully developed human life. This sense
of potential is most akin to potentiality in the classical, philosophical sense.
If allowed to develop to the blastocyst stage, when about one hundred
cells are present, certain cells are formed that appear to be pluripotent.
These were first isolated and cultured from human embryos in 1998.
Because of their source, they were called “human embryonic stem cells”.
When isolated, pluripotent embryonic stem cells can be cultured
indefinitely, dividing while remaining “undifferentiated” or perpetually
pluripotent, which means that they have the capacity to give rise to all
the cell types of the human body. They are not totipotent because they
cannot give rise to the cells types of the placenta, nor can they give rise to
a new embryo. They lack the potential to become a human being, at least
according to the standard interpretation of the research.
In the course of development, stem cells may pass through various
stages of differentiation, becoming more specialized cells with each step
and losing their potential to become just any kind of cell. Pluripotent cells
stand at the beginning of this process. As they differentiate, they lose
some of their potentiality or potency to become a wide range of cell types.
They become “precursor” cells with a potential to become fewer types of
specialized cells, which are the ones the body actually uses, such as skin
or bone or muscle. Precursor cells is with flexible potential are sometimes
call multipotent, a term with a wide range of meanings. A key area of
research is to find multipotent cells in the adult body. The hope is that
scientists will learn how to “de-differentiate” these cells, restoring some
of their potency to become cells of different types. Future treatments from
these patient-derived stem cells will be easier to use medically than the
embryonic stem cells, assuming this search succeeds.
The use of the words that describe these various capacities of cells
has perhaps become needlessly complex. The word “stem” cell is metaphoric, suggesting a stem from which branches might “differentiate”,
in some cases these branches being “precursors” with potential for further
“stemming”. The metaphor becomes abstract property, with researchers
routinely speaking of “stemness”, which presumably is the property of
possessing potentiality. Furthermore, pluripotent stem cells have been
called “embryonic”, an adjective which no longer implies the noun. That
is to say, pluripotent cells might be found in sources other than embryos.
The key-point for our discussion, however, is how this terminology of
potentiality plays out across the scientific, religious, and political contexts
of research and debate, becoming a mode of rhetoric rather than a set of
precisely definable terms. In one sense, the challenge of transdisciplinarity
is for people working in each of these contexts to speak the same language.
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In this instance, however, the same word is employed, but does it mean
the same thing in each context?
When used by the developmental biologists, these words ordinarily refer to the potential of one type of cell to become other types of cells.
In traditional theological and philosophical use, and perhaps in the wider,
public use, the question of potential has to do primarily with how one
sort of being, the embryo, has an innate capacity to become another form
or stage of being, the adult. In today’s developmental biology, potential
has more to do with the developmental potential of the cell than of the
organism. In the wider public context, informed if only vaguely by the
distant memory of Aristotle or Aquinas, potentiality (in the context of
embryology) is a property possessed intrinsically by entities. In the case
of the human zygote, the potentiality is present in the zygote itself for
development to continue along a pathway that results in a fully formed
human being. This potentiality being present, the zygote must be thought
of (according to many) as being that human being or person from the
completion of conception. In Aristotle and Aquinas’ view, this potentiality exists, not in any part or physical component of the zygote, but in the
presence of the human form in the entire physical matter of the zygote.

Manipulating Potentiality
hy is this important to point this out? In part in order to sort out
the claims made by advocates of a special research strategy known
as “altered nuclear transfer” or ANT. ANT is largely the inspiration of
William Hurlbut, a physician and member of the US President’s Council
on Bioethics who opposes human embryo research, but who is strongly
supportive of medical research, including the use of pluripotent stem
cells. He has proposed altered nuclear transfer as a way to supply human
pluripotent stem cells — commonly called human embryonic stem cells
(hESCs) — without involving any human embryo. Hurlbut’s idea is based
on any number of modifications of the process of somatic cell nuclear
transfer (SCNT, which is commonly called cloning). According to Hurlbut,
if the SCNT “process could be altered so as to produce ESCs from a biologic construct having only partial developmental potential, no embryo
would be created or destroyed”. 9
The first thing to be said about ANT is that it is a hypothetic idea or
thought experiment rather than a specific technology. One of the leading

W

9. William B. Hurlbut, “Framing the Future: Embryonic Stem Cells, Ethics and Emerging
Era of Developmental Biology”, Pediatric Research 59.4 pt. 2 (2006): 4R-12R.
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documents that promotes consideration of ANT defines it as “a broad
conceptual proposal for producing pluripotent stem cells without creating
and destroying embryos”.10 This document singles out one particular
ANT strategy as particularly promising, mostly for its moral features.
This strategy is called “oocyte assisted reprogramming” (OAR). If successful, it “would immediately produce a cell with positive characteristics
and a type of organization that from the beginning would be clearly and
unambiguously distinct from, and incompatible with, those of an embryo.
Incapable of being or becoming an embryo, the cell produced would itself
be a pluripotent cell that could be cultured to establish a pluripotent stem
cell line. Significantly, this cell would not be totipotent, as a zygote is.” 11
What is the difference between the entity created by ANT and the
same sort of entity created by SCNT or, for that matter, by fertilization?
According to the advocates of OAR-ANT, the difference is both ontological and biochemical. Biochemically, the product of OAR-ANT and the
product of SCNT will be different because the two will express different
transcription factors. It is known that zygotes and hESCs express different
factors. Detecting these factors is routinely used in the laboratory to
distinguish various types of cells in terms of their developmental status.
If some transcription factors expressed in the zygote are known not to be
expressed in the pluripotent cell, and vice versa, this fact (according
to the advocates of OAR-ANT) can be used to provide reassurance that
laboratories are dealing with cells, not embryos. They might even control
some of these factors to “ensure that the epigenetic state of the resulting
single cell would immediately be different from that of an embryo”.12
This thought suggests that potency is soon to be something that can be
managed or controlled, maybe switched on or off at will. Because it is
based on discrete biochemical factors, rather than a feature of the embryo
as a whole, potency can be detected, predicted, perhaps even manipulated.
Based on these biochemical differences, the advocates of OAR-ANT
argue that there is a second, more profound difference between cells and
embryos. According to Hurlbut: “If the zygote lacks essential elements
such as the necessary complement of chromosomes, proper chromatin
configuration and cytoplasmic factors for gene expression, it will also lack
an inherent potency, a self-organizing drive in the direction of the mature
form. It will not have the characteristics necessary for it to be an organism, and therefore will not be an embryo.” 13 In other words, the potency
10. Hadley Arkes et al., Joint Statement: “Production of Pluripotent Stem Cells by Oocyte
Assisted Reprogramming”, June 20, 2005; the statement is endorsed by 35 individuals.
11-12. Ibidem.
13. Hurlbut, art. cit.
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and the ontological status (which in some ways are the same thing) both
depend on the presence of certain key biochemical factors, which may
in the end be manipulated. What might seem strange about all this is the
slender thread of difference between the cluster of cloned cells that make
up the totipotent “embryo” and the cluster of cloned cells that are merely
pluripotent stem cells. “Transcription factors” are not part of most people’s daily vocabulary, and they are to be forgiven if they fail to see how
a difference in the presence of these factors can make such a huge moral
difference. “Through systems biology, we are beginning to recognize how
even a small change of one or a few genes can affect the entire downstream
working of an enormous network of biochemical processes.” This may
be true from a scientific point of view, but it represents a new meaning of
the word potentiality, in a way this will lead quite predictably to further
confusion and debate.
In all fairness, it should probably be said that the public’s view of
potentiality is based on a vague notion of an undetermined future, as when
young people are routinely told that they have the potential to become
whatever they want. This is clearly not what advocates of ANT or developmental biologists have in mind when speaking of the potential of zygotes
or pluripotent cells. If there is a deeper reservoir of meaning that lies
beneath the surface of the public’s view of potential, it is mostly likely
grounded in the Aristotelian-Thomistic tradition that sees the potential of
the embryo as an inherent power of the whole, possessed not in any part
but only in the whole.
The key point to note here is that for the advocates of ANT, the biochemical part is the necessary and sufficient ingredient that determines
the potency, ontological status, and moral worth of the whole. Again, Hurlbut, speaking of the deliberations of the President’s Council on Bioethics:
“We had to ponder what potential capabilities and manifestations of form
or function endow a developing live with human value and inviolability.
Similarly, we had to ask what lack of these qualities or capacities reduces
a biologic entity to raw material, mere matter and information, to be
instrumentally used for projects of the human will.”14 Absent certain biochemical factors, such as specific transcription factors, an entity no longer
has “human value and inviolability” but is “mere matter and information”.
But if so, one wonders what specific bits, of “mere matter and information”, present or absent, can add or remove such lofty status, which by
definition exceeds that upon which it is based.

14. Hurlbut, art. cit.
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The Rhetoric of Potentiality
o its proponents, nonetheless, ANT solves the public policy problem.
Research goes forward without embryos being harmed. The task of
selling this idea, however, is challenging, to put it mildly, especially in the
context of the political rancor that has recently characterized elections in
the US.
In a remarkably detailed and lucid address, former US Senator Jim
Talent (Missouri) separates these two meanings of “potential”. When he
gave the speech, Talent was facing an election challenge over his restrictive
views on human embryo research. In the speech, he announced that he
was removing his name as a co-sponsor of a bill that would, among other
things, ban any use of somatic cell nuclear transfer using human materials.
Talent had recently been persuaded that ANT is morally acceptable, even
though it uses SCNT. ANT, he suggests, is “a form” of SCNT in which
the “somatic cell is altered prior to being transferred. The resultant entity
would be capable of producing pluripotent stem cells, but because of the
preemptive alternations during the transfer process it would be incapable,
from its creation, of the organization and developmental potential that are
the defining characteristics of an embryo”.15 What ANT produces never
has the “capacity to be considered a human embryo”.
Talent continues is greater detail: “The entity that ANT could create
would produce pluripotent stem cells from a laboratory-constructed
cellular source lacking the developmental potential of a human embryo…
It renders moot the question of whether human life begins at creation or
implantation of an embryo since the entity that ANT could create would
not have at its inception the organizational and developmental capability
to be considered a human life”.16 To back up this political and moral claim,
Talent cites one of the leading scientific experts, Rudolf Jaenisch, who told
a congressional committee that “because the ANT product lacks essential
properties of the fertilized embryo, it is not justified to call it an
‘embryo’”.17
It is clear to Talent himself that not everyone will agree and that
some will think he is splitting hairs. After all, the product of ANT will
look like the cloned embryo or the product of SCNT. It will have much of
the same function as the product of SCNT. Looking at these similarities,
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15. US Senator Jim Talent, Address on Stem Cell Research, given on the floor of the US
Senate, February 10, 2006.
16. Ibidem.
17. Rudolf Jaenisch, statement of October 19, 2005, quoted by Talent, loc. cit.
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Talent insists, is misleading, for “…it fails to account for the possibility,
created by Altered Nuclear Transfer and some other alternative methods,
that an entity may be ‘virtually identical’ to an embryo in the sense that
it has a similar external appearance (and can seem to be developing as it
divides) without ever possessing the inherent organizational capability to
be rightly considered a human being”.18 How can that which is “virtually
identical” to an embryo not be an embryo?

Non-Embryos, Pseudo-Embryos, and Sick Embryos
he rhetoric of ANT heats up with the suggestion that the entity created
by ANT is not a “nonembryo” or a “virtual embryo”, but is indeed a
real embryo, a “sick” or “disabled” embryo at that, and it is deliberately
made sick by scientists who want to exploit its extreme vulnerability. This
attack, sometimes inappropriately vicious in its ad hominem tone, points
to the slenderness of the distinction between the product of ANT and the
product of SCNT. It is a criticism that has dogged the advocates of ANT
since the beginning, when Hurlbut first proposed the topic for discussion
before the President’s Council on Bioethics.
Reflecting on this debate, the President’s Council on Bioethics
summarizes its rather tentative conclusions in its White Paper, published
in 2005: “Hurlbut’s claim that his method would not yield a defective
embryo rests on the fact that a genetic alteration sufficient to prevent
embryogenesis is introduced into the nucleus before it is transferred to
the oocyte, and that the alteration would be so fundamental that it would
preclude the integrated organization that characterizes a human embryonic organism. If no embryo is created, then none is violated, mutilated
or destroyed (which would be the case if the alteration were introduced
after normal fertilization).”19
The Council, recognizing that this is far from convincing, adds this
lengthy paragraph:
Nonetheless, some critics wonder how the product of that nuclear
transfer is in fact essentially different from — and less an embryo than —
a fertilized egg into which the same disabling genetic alteration is introduced only after normal fertilization. A person’s perception of the truth in
this matter may depend on how easy it is to turn the genetic defect on/off.
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18. Talent, art. cit.
19. US President’s Council on Bioethics, White Paper: Alternative Sources of Pluripotent Stem
Cells (Washington, DC, May 2005), at http://www.bioethics.gov/reports/white_paper
/text.html.
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The easier it is to activate and deactivate the genetic defect, the more this
proposal looks like interfering with the normal development of an embryo
rather than manufacture of an artificial non-organismic structure. Unless
it can be shown that the artifact is not truly an embryo — that is, that it
lacks (by design) the possibility of becoming not only a live-born human
but an organized, differentiating early human embryo and fetus — there
will likely be an ethical debate on whether it is permissible to continue
“abusing” the embryo-like entity by suppressing the genes it needs for
development. Furthermore, even if the artifact were conclusively shown to
lack genes indispensable for becoming an organized, differentiating human
embryo, some critics may continue to insist that it was destined to become
a defective, severely deformed human embryo, the defect and diformity
having been deliberately inflicted on it by the scientist. Experimental work
in animals, however, might help resolve these questions and allay these
concerns. If, for example, the biological begins to grow in ways resembling
unorganized cells in a tissue culture, critics may gain confidence in the
non-embryonic character of the product.
Advocates of ANT are criticized from two sides. Some argue that
what they are proposing is the worst of all possible solutions, making
embryo research only worse by crippling the embryo first, then brutalizing it in its pitiful vulnerability. Whether they can fend off that attack
looks doubtful at the moment, in part because the advocates of embryo
research, including those who would limit this research to the use of
embryos already created for fertility purposes and destined to be discarded. These advocates of less-restricted embryo research see ANT as
a diversion, an impossible solution to an unnecessary problem, which
only serves to undermine political support in the United States for more
standard approaches to embryo research and nuclear transfer technology.

Transdisciplinarity in Public Debate
he public debate over embryo research extends, in rhetoric and theme,
far beyond the discussion of potentiality and strategies such as ANT.
In this final section, some of these other themes are noted briefly.
Dead embryos — Most closely tied to the ANT debate is the question
of the use of “dead” embryos as a possible source of hESCs. The reasoning is that if the embryo is already “dead” in terms of its usefulness in
the context of reproductive medicine, then it is “dead” ontologically as an
organism. Whatever value or status it may have had is now gone, and its
“parts”, such as the cells of its inner cell mass, may be “harvested” without any moral hesitation.
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In terms of totipotency and pluripotency, a “dead” embryo would
appear to have lost its totipotency even while its cells maintain their
pluripotency. Whether this is true scientifically and whether it could be
exploited as a technique that provides hESCs without destroying a live
embryo remains to be seen. Advocating research in pursuit of this strategy,
US Senator Coleman of Minnesota stated: “The dividing line, though,
is whether you have totipotency…” Coleman continues: “What we look
at with dead embryos are cells that are pluripotent. I don’t know if it is
a great analogy, but even after death we can harvest organs that have the
ability to serve the function you want them to serve. So dead embryos are
embryos that have no totipotency but have pluripotency. You get pluripotent cells.” 20 It seems obvious that the Senator is a bit unsure about the
best way to explain how living, pluripotent cells can be found in a nonliving, non-totipotent or “dead” embryo, a category for which the science
is not clear. What he seems to want to say is that their totipotency is “dead”
while some of their cells remain alive with their pluripotency intact.
Links to the Abortion Debate — Over and over again in the US
public debate, embryo research is linked to the current legal situation
regarding abortion. For example, US Senator Orrin Hatch rejects any
tight linkage between the two areas but knows that he has to address it:
“So why does a pro-life Senator support embryonic stem cell research?
Because I do not consider a frozen embryo to be human life until it is
implanted in a woman’s uterus.”
Pro-Life Rhetoric — Probably in an effort to de-couple the embryoabortion link, Hatch raises the rhetorical level by accusing opponents
of embryo research as being untrue to their “pro-life” claims, which they
often make in defense of their position: “For the life of me, I cannot understand how we can destroy 7,000 to 20,000 live in vitro fertilized eggs every
year — just destroy them, kill them — without using those for the benefit of… kids [with various diseases]… Why wouldn’t we do everything in
our power to utilize those rather than cast them aside as hospital waste?
I cannot understand that. That is not pro-life; that is pro-death. Frankly,
being pro-life is not just caring for the unborn, it is caring for the living as
well.”21
Link to IVF — More directly than abortion, the in vitro fertilization
bears immediately on the US debate on embryo research, especially in the
way the issue has been put most recently to the Congress. The majority
20. US Senator Norm Coleman (Minnesota), speech on the floor of the US Senate, Congressional Record, April 11, 2007, p. S4358.
21. US Senator Orrin Hatch (Utah), speech on the floor of the US Senate, Congressional
Record, April 11, 2007, p. S4368.
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of Americans and of the members of Congress believe that the current US
policy, set in place in August 2001 by President George W. Bush, is too
restrictive. The question, then, is whether to liberalize this policy slightly
by allowing US federal funds to support research using hESCs derived
from an open (and growing) list of embryos that are donated as unneeded
by couples who created them for reproductive purposes. The fact that
thousands of these embryos are destroyed annually leads many to think
that they would better be donated for research, even if that research also
destroys them, and even if taxpayers who object have no way to avoid
their money being used for this purpose. IVF is generally very popular in
the US, even among many religious conservatives, and is not likely to be
banned.
One example of the link between IVF and embryo research is made
by US Senator Dorgan, who argues that research opponents should just
be honest and declare themselves as IVF opponents as well: “…if someone tries to throw away an embryo, as they do every day, if they try to
throw one away, have someone arrest them because you are throwing
away a human being. It is, of course, not a human being. It has the potential to become a human being if it is implanted in a woman’s uterus and
grown to term”.22
US Senator Smith (Oregon), one of several members of Congress
who is a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (the
Mormons), made this comment: “Drawing from my deeply held religious
beliefs, scientific evidence, and countless stories of individuals living with
terrible illnesses, I fashioned my position on the basis that I truly believe
it supports the sanctity of human life”. For Smith, the central question
is when human life begins. “For me, it begins with the mother, with the
implantation of the embryo.” 23 In this statement, Smith argues that his
position is consistent with the Scriptures. Most conservative Protestants
disagree with Smith, who holds his view largely because of peculiarities
in Mormon versus traditional Protestant thought. According to Senator
Smith, “Without being implanted in a mother’s womb, an IVF embryo is
a group of cells growing in a Petrie dish… it is the act of implantation
within a mother that gives them life”.24
22. US Senator Dorgan, speech on the floor of the US Senate, Congressional Record, April 11,
2007, (S4325).
23. US Senator Gordon Smith (Oregon), speech on the floor of the US Senate, Congressional
Record, April 11, 2007, (S4331).
24. US Senator Gordon Smith (Oregon), speech on the floor of the US Senate, Congressional Record, April 11, 2007, pp. S4331-S4332.
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Speaking on this issue in terms more reflective of conservative
Protestantism and Catholicism, Senator Sam Brownback replies directly
to Smith: “Some would say… if it is placed in a womb, it is [alive]. If it is
not in the womb, it is not. Location has not determined personhood in our
past… I am pro-life and whole life. I believe life is sacred. I believe life is
sacred in the womb and I believe life is sacred wherever it is.”25
Faith and Science — Finally, we can ask how this particular public
debate might be perceived by its participants as an episode in a long-running “conflict” between faith and science. Not surprisingly, the answer
depends on whether one supports embryo research or not. Rarely, of
course, will the opponents of embryo research describe their position as
a conflict between faith and science, but they will hint at their sense of
a conflict of scientific versus religious values. In a brief speech given by
President G.W. Bush when he vetoed a bill to liberalize embryo research,
the President said that the new law would cross a moral line: “Crossing
the line would needlessly encourage a conflict between science and ethics
that can only do damage to both, and to our nation as a whole”.26
A more dramatic statement is that of Senator Brownback, addressing a pro-life medical group at Harvard. Brownback speaks of a “…new
skepticism among scientists: skepticism about God; skepticism about the
sacredness of human life; skepticism about the value of human life; skepticism about the very ethic code — the Hippocratic Oath — that has guided medical professionals and researchers for more than two millennia;
and even skepticism about when life begins”.27 Seen another way, however, even the political opponents of liberalized embryo research would
say that faith and science are not in conflict, as long as science is willing
to remain within the moral limits set by religion.
The situation is obviously easier for people such as Senator Smith
(Oregon). In his final remarks on the subject in the recent Senate debate,
he suggested that this discussion is “…an issue that brings us right to the
edge of science and faith. I have argued for several years now that science
and faith need not be in conflict on this issue”.28 According to Smith,
“life begins not with a scientist, it begins with a mother. It begins when
25. US Senator Sam Brownback (Kansas), speech on the floor of the US Senate, Congressional Record, April 11, 2007, p. S4337.
26. President George W. Bush, “President Discusses Stem Cell Research Policy,” July 19,
2006, available at www.whitehouse.gov.
27. US Senator Sam Brownback, “Law & Ethics in a Brave New World: What Should
Government Do About Cloning and Stem Cell Research?”, an address given at the
Harvard Law School Society for Law, Life & Religion, April 15, 2005.
28. US Senator Gordon Smith (Oregon), speech on the floor of the US Senate, Congressional Record, April 11, 2007, pp. S4368.
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cells and spirit are joined to create a living soul… Life begins with the
joining of flesh and the spirit.” This happens, in Smith’s view, only with
implantation. Because of the particularities of the Mormon view on the
preimplantation embryo, Smith is able to take a stand that is at once consistent with his faith, supported by his pro-life constituents, and reflective
of his pro-research interests. Conservative Protestants and Roman Catholics
are not so lucky.
Most conspicuously missing in the public debate over embryo
research is a religion-based argument in favor of liberalizing research
policy. In the April 11 debate in the US Senate, those who spoke in favor
of wider research did not mention their religious reasons for doing so,
with the exception of the Mormons (Smith and Hatch). This only confirms
the view that the pro-research stance lacks religious support.

Broadening Transdisciplinarity
his paper ends with a few concluding observations about the future
of transdisciplinarity. Through the exploration of the public debate on
one issue, human embryo research, we can see that scientific, scholarly,
political, social, and economic factors are often thrown together in public
discussion. What is true of embryo research is probably also true of many
of the discussions and topics that are standard loci of our intellectual life:
evolution and purpose, neuroscience and consciousness, cosmos and
emergence, and on and on. In one respect, transdisciplinarity is hard to
avoid if one is going to think about these issues as all. Precisely because
we are political beings, socially formed and economically dependent, we
cannot avoid the wider implications of our thinking. Better to embrace
this situation knowingly and make the best of it, than to think that we
do our work in isolation. We need not just transdisciplinarity but a savvy
form of transdisciplinarity.
But this raises a serious challenge to our scholarship. Consider a
book that represents a scholarly treatment of the questions explored in
this paper. David Albert Jones, The Soul of the Embryo, is a fine contribution to public debate and a work of scholarship, but it is not unfair to say
that this book is more a work of advocacy than pure research, an observation that is supported not just by the book itself but by the fact that its
origins lie in a “Theologians’ Brief”29, an unapologetic work of advocacy,
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29. David Albert Jones, “A Theologians’ Brief: On the Place of the Human Embryo within
the Christian Tradition & the Theological Principles for Evaluating its Moral Status”,
Ethics & Medicine (Fall 2001); originally submitted to the House of Lords’ Select Committee on Stem Cell Research, 1 June 2001, by an ad hoc group of Christian theologians.
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which argued before the Parliament of the United Kingdom in support of
restrictions on embryo research.
The facts surrounding this book prompt us to ask: when is a scholar
also an advocate, and when does an advocate cease to be a scholar? In the
spirit of transdisciplinarity, we rightly reject the delusion of a detached,
uncommitted scholar, working alone in the pure pursuit of truth. To think
this of ourselves is to be blinded to our own prejudices and distortions.
Better to be clear about where we stand and to be clear with our readers,
too. But once we are clear with ourselves and others about where we stand
on complex issues, can we trust our own scholarship to lead us forward,
not as partisan debaters for a pre-set thesis, but as investigators seeking
further illumination? Can we be honest about the extent to which we are
advocates and, at the same time, relentless in our pursuit of intellectual
rigor? As scholars, we are also citizens; and as citizens, we believe in our
scholars, whose integrity is a unique form of public service. For some of
us, these loyalties are compounded further in that we are members of
religious institutions, sometimes employed or designated with offices of
responsibility. These duties may be in conflict. They will almost certainly
be confusing, even conceptually messy. The call to transdisciplinarity,
precisely because it is a call to intellectual courage, is also a call to clarity
and honesty.
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he Metanexus Institute’s 2007 Conference was hopefully titled, ‘Transdisciplinarity and the Unity of Knowledge: Beyond the Science and
Religion Dialogue’. Yet there are a number of issues raised by the assertion
around which the event was organized: “The challenge of the 21st century
will be to integrate or synthesize the outcomes of the exponential growth
in human knowledge into meaningful wholes”. One issue concerns the
clarity of intent. If the yearning for transdisciplinarity and the unity of
knowledge is about something as ambitious as “a chance to get the whole
story of the whole cosmos for the whole person”, then we should call it
what it appears to be: a desire for worldview change. This might entail
articulating and enacting new answers to such questions as: (1) What kind
of world is this? (2) How do we fit into the world and how did we come
to be? (3) What is most of value in life and how is it to be achieved? (4) How
can we develop a better world? (Maxwell, 1980, pp. 20).
Yet as we name this process and raise it into conscious awareness,
we enter uncharted territory. Worldviews have certainly changed in the
past, but there is no precedent for a civilization deliberately catalyzing
such a shift from within. Indeed, there are good reasons to doubt whether
this is even possible. Genuine worldview change is non-linear and may
be entirely beyond our ability to manage or even predict. While we can
articulate the principles of a successor worldview, if our desired new way
of being is easily imagined, then it is probably not a worldview change.
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It is just our familiar framework extended into the future, in a linear
fashion, with marginal adjustments designed to remedy perceived flaws.
This leads to a second issue concerning motivation.
What compelling reason would drive more than just a few leisured
members of the theory class to pursue transdisciplinarity and the unity of
knowledge? What is the widely felt itch that would be scratched by this
ambitious agenda? Though some of us are genuinely troubled by the split
between science and religion and “a fracturing of knowledge, of culture,
and of the soul”, these are far from universal concerns. To put it more
directly, might it all amount to indulgent, grandiose, distracting talk at a
time when we should be focusing instead on a much needed civilizational
tune-up?
In this paper, I argue that if transdisciplinarity and the unity of
knowledge are ever realized, it will not be because they were pursued as
ends in themselves. They will be the byproduct of worldview change that
is rooted in our best scientific understanding of the planet and cosmos,
driven by an urgent need to address the planet’s accelerating ecological
crisis, and guided by a new civilizational vision in which our destiny is
learning how to become responsible members of the community of life.
A look at the history of worldview transition suggests that the present
is ripe. There are signs that we are in the early stages of another long,
slow period of change that could rival the shift from the medieval to the
scientific-industrial. It would be nice to go home and watch it all unfold.
Unfortunately, the looming planetary catastrophe is reason enough to attempt the unprecedented task of deliberately speeding up the process with
transformative learning practices. Daniel Quinn writes: “During your
lifetime, the people of our culture are going to figure out how to live sustainably on this planet — or they’re not. Either way, it’s certainly going to
be extraordinary” (Quinn, 2007, p. 169). If we do figure out how to live
sustainably, it will not be an engineering feat. It will be because a critical
number of people will have undergone a transformation of their worldview.
The most recent significant worldview transition, from the medieval
to the modern scientific-industrial, flowed from a confluence of critical
events and circumstances, and happened over a relatively long period of
time. Notably, it was not consciously planned or managed. The European
plagues of the Middle Ages are recognized as a major contributor to the
breakup of the medieval “cognitive map” with a hierarchical class system
— a ‘Great Chain of Being’ — governed by a God who rewarded the just
and punished the wicked (Laszlo et al., 1996, p. 91). The indiscriminate
deaths of so many people — in some areas nearly half the population —
shook the survivors’ frame of reference. The traditional understanding
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the world no longer made sense, for it was contradicted by reality in a most
horrifying way. Even so, there probably would have been much less
impetus for change if the rigid social structure had not already been
crumbling when the plagues struck (ibidem, p. 85). Though it took time
for new possibilities to develop, eventually two distinct visions emerged,
neither of which attributed any special meaning or intrinsic value to an
evidently inhospitable planet. Cultural historian Thomas Berry explains
it as follows:
“In response to the plague and to other social disturbances of the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, two directions of development
can be identified — one toward a religious redemption out of the
tragic world, the other toward greater control of the physical world
to escape its pain and to increase its utility to human society. From
these two tendencies the two dominant cultural communities of
recent centuries were formed: the believing religious community
and the secular community with its new scientific knowledge and
its industrial powers of exploiting the natural world.”
(Berry, 1988, pp. 23-4)

These two orientations have survived to the present, but two factors
have enabled the rise and eventual supremacy of the latter worldview.
First was a vision, Francis Bacon’s “promise to build an earthly utopia by
harnessing the forces of nature to meet human needs”. Second were the
discoveries and inventions that revealed the vision to be functional and
viable. According to Laszlo et al., a critical case involved Copernicus and
Galileo. Copernicus’ claim that the Earth was not the center of the universe was just a matter of one person’s ‘belief’ against another’s until
Galileo’s telescope provided objective evidence that could settle the matter (Laszlo et al., 1996, pp. 97, 92). Still, writes Daniel C. Dennett: “It took
over a century for the idea to sink in, a gradual and actually rather painless transformation” (Dennett, 1995, p. 19).
The lessons of this historical example are that for worldview change
to be set in motion, deliberately or not, there must be a ripeness that
includes motivating circumstances, a viable new vision, and evidence
to support it. There must also be ample time, which is the crux of the challenge today. The ironic dignity of the scientific-industrial world is that
it has provided overwhelming evidence that we are in the midst of a vast
ecological crisis, the sixth great extinction. It has also provided predictive
tools that give us a fairly clear picture of what the future holds if we do
not quickly alter our trajectory. This knowledge has thus far been the primary motivator for the ecologically oriented action groups in their efforts
to slow the damage, analyze causes, create alternatives, and urge us to a
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new relationship to the planet before a major collapse. There have been
changes, but another lesson of history is that a perceived or even actual
disaster is probably insufficient. Today, the data is overwhelming, but as
Nordhaus and Shellenberger (2004) correctly note, facts and arguments
alone have not been sufficient to generate even relatively limited, shortrange changes to prevent ecological catastrophe. A transition also requires
significant energy in a new, inspiring direction. Today that means falling
in love with a successor vision to Francis Bacon’s utopian dream, which
has been realized and disastrously overshot.
Obviously, “transdisciplinarity”, the “unity of knowledge” and
even “sustainability” are too narrow and too bland to function as inspiring civilizational visions, but there are other options. What they have
in common is a vision of the future in which we realize our place as
members of a single planetary community, and as conscious participants
in the flourishing of life. Liberty Hyde Bailey (1915) prophetically spoke
of “The New Hold”, Macy and Brown (1998) call it the “Great Turning”,
Thomas Berry (1999) writes about “The Great Work”, and Daniel Quinn
(2007) speaks of “The New Renaissance”. No matter what it is called, any
transitional vision must be more than a strategic plan. It must have a
narrative appeal that generates the kind of broad-based creative energy
that yielded the scientific-industrial revolution. Yet to legitimize any successor narrative and distinguish it from subjective fantasy or mere
dreaming, there would also need to be discoveries and/or evidence to
support it, and time for it to “sink in”.
The fact is that the evidence supporting an emerging, evolutionary,
non-dual, unitary vision of the cosmos has already been gathered, much
of it within the last hundred years, some within the last 150 years and
more. Laszlo et al. (1996) confirm that: “The new physics and the new
cosmology, and the new sciences of nature and complexity, elaborate and
specify the vision of a self-evolving, dynamic, and essentially unified
reality in which life and mind, and human beings and human societies,
are no strangers or accidents but integral co-evolving elements” (p. 111).
This evidence reinforces the philosophical principles proffered by Nordhaus & Shellenberger (2004), and the new cosmological vision articulated
by Thomas Berry and others. The signal event in this process of discovery
was the publication, in 1859, of Darwin’s Origin of Species. It provided
evidence and a strong argument for a particular mechanism of evolution,
while igniting a still smoldering debate about how we fit into the world
and how we came to be. The immediate aftermath was a widespread
worldview level conversation that transcended disciplinary boundaries,
engaging scientists, clergy, social thinkers, and much of the public.
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The impact of the debate surrounding Darwinism was far-reaching,
but the result of the intense public conversation was no worldview change.
For several reasons, the time was not ripe. First, though there were indeed
signs of environmental destruction from industrialism, it was comparatively less severe and there was no sense of imminent global catastrophe.
Second, no genuinely alternative narrative had yet been formulated, in part
because knowledge of the planet and universe were still sketchy at best.
Third, evolutionary thought was easily assimilated into both communist
and capitalist narratives. Marx gladly used Darwin to support a strictly
materialist variation on the industrial theme, and capitalists re-defined
the “survival of the fittest” to suit their needs. Elisabet Sahtouris (2000)
writes that
“the industrialists of Darwin’s England were in just such competition for survival with one another, so they readily adopted the new
evolutionary theory as part of their worldview. These ever wealthier
industrialists were not so ready to believe the news that they were
cousins to the apes, but the idea that they were the fittest creatures
in all nature seemed to make up for it.”
(Sahtouris, 2000, p. 230)

Finally, there was no major change because unlike the Copernican
revolution, which was assimilated relatively quickly and painlessly, the
implications of Darwinism struck at the most sensitive, and ultimately
most destructive, aspect of the controlling worldview. It was one thing to
accept that the Earth was not located at the center of the known universe.
It was quite another to accept a purely materialist, naturalist explanation
of human origins and destiny — that humans are just another animal, not
the focus of the cosmos, and perhaps not intended to have self-serving
dominion of the planet. These ideas were and continue to be resisted,
not because the evidence for them is weak — it is in fact overwhelming.
Rather, writes Kenneth R. Miller (1999, p. 167), it is resisted by so many
in the United States public because “of a well-founded belief that the
concept of evolution is used routinely, in the intellectual sense, to justify
and advance a philosophical worldview that they regard as hostile and
even alien to their lives and values”. In other words — and this is a critical point — evolution is resisted by many reasonable and rational people
because it has thus far been linked with an undesirable narrative or vision.
As we approach the 150th anniversary of the publication of Darwin’s
Origin of Species, Dennett (1995) marvels that “today, more than a century
after Darwin’s death, we still have not come to terms with its mind-boggling implications” (p. 19).
Today, the conditions that were largely absent in the post-Origin era
are now present and have created an opportune ripeness. There is, sadly,
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an ongoing ecological crisis that will only worsen, an available new cosmology, and the discoveries and knowledge to support a vision in which
humans are integral to the community of life. What remains undone is the
successful, widespread assimilation of the new knowledge into a vision
and cosmology that honors both science and spiritual-religious insights.
Unfortunately, within the United States there appears to be little progress
on this front. The situation remains polarized as mainstream science
continues to advance a militantly reductionist and materialist worldview,
while some communities still challenge the teaching of the evolutionary
theory.
Hope may be found in efforts to revive the kind of vibrant, difficult,
important worldview-level conversation that characterized the years after
the publication of the Origin. The objectives of such a conversation might
be: 1) a greater general understanding of the new knowledge and its philosophical and spiritual-religious possibilities; 2) a greater understanding
of the means to begin the long, difficult process of growing into new narratives, a new consciousness, and new individual-social purposes, and 3)
continued formulation of ways of living and being that would be diverse
but consistent with a new background narrative. In part, this is what the
Metanexus Institute is accomplishing.
Yet, as this year’s conference made clear, there are obstacles that
prevent such conversations from being more widespread. They are obstacles that have developed since the era after the Origin. In The Return to
Cosmology, Stephen Toulmin (1982) argues that since the latter half of the
19th century, the structures, practices, and guiding attitudes of the scientific disciplines resulted in much aggregated knowledge, but it has been
nobody’s job to integrate it into a meaningful “transdisciplinary” narrative:
“All the questions that arose within particular scientific disciplines
had corresponding groups of people whose professional task was
to deal with them. By contrast, the integration of scientific results
into an overall, transdisciplinary cosmology, and the theological
interpretation of the resulting structure, were nobody’s disciplinary
concern; and in an age marked by bureaucratic rationalization within all spheres of human activity, this soon came to mean that they
were nobody’s professional task, either.”
(Toulmin, 1982, p. 233)

And so, while researchers in universities and other institutions
have excelled at providing data within narrow disciplines, there has been
a failure to systematically assess and disseminate the possible emergent
meanings that transcend the sum of the parts. These are meanings that
could eventually capture the interest of a public suspicious of evolutionary
theory and of those currently using it as a primary weapon against religion.
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Toulmin (1982) captures the result of all this specialization by saying:
“It was no longer the professional business of anybody in the sciences to
think about “the Whole” — that is, to deal with those broader questions,
about the overall interrelations between things of vastly different kinds,
which had been a major concern of earlier cosmologies” (p. 237). There
are few, if any, generalists who take responsibility for interpreting or
making sense of the whole. The scholarship of integration, as Ernest Boyer
(1990) has called it, has been left to those mostly on the margins.
Nicholas Maxwell has identified another difficulty related to specialization. He argues that since our answers to fundamental, worldview
creating questions are always provisional, such questions should be part
of problem-solving in all disciplines, all the time, not just when there is
an imminent crisis. His provocative conclusion is that investigations
disconnected from regular consideration of worldview assumptions are
and have been irrational. Maxwell writes that
“If specialized puzzle-solving cuts itself off from all critical consideration of fundamental issues…, then such puzzle solving becomes
irrational in the straightforward and basic sense that implicit, influential, and controversial assumptions are made that are permanently
protected from critical assessment.”
(Maxwell, 1980, p. 42)

The academic culture of specialization has made it extremely difficult to generate regular, widespread conversations not only about transdisciplinary meanings, but also about fundamental, worldview creating
assumptions. In an effort to accelerate the process of worldview transition, there is a desperate need for the remedial work of restoring wholeness and rationality to the intellectual enterprise, and for individual
models of how to operate in this way. What will motivate this process is
the increasingly urgent need to recreate our ways of thinking and being
so that we can stop and reverse industrial civilization’s assault on the lifesystems of the planet.
What principles and practices may guide those wishing to actively
participate in accelerating worldview transition? First, an understanding
that the movement for a life sustaining civilization is different from 20th
century social movements because it is trying to do what has never been
done before — deliberately and rapidly facilitate our transition into a new
worldview. If one grants the necessity of intervening at the level of worldview — of deep assumptions and cultural narrative — it becomes apparent that even our best educational modes (environmental education,
education for sustainability) lack the mythic vision and transformative
practices needed to catalyze fundamental shifts. For me, the burning
question is this: What kind of education will help us grow out of the mode
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of consciousness that sees itself as separate from the rest of the planet and
universe, that perceives the natural world primarily in terms of use value,
and that is driven by a self-defeating vision of consumption and total
control of nature? The work of formulating answers to this question may
eventually coalesce into a new transdisciplinary field — Education for
Worldview Transition — producing practices, experiences, and materials
designed to facilitate a shift in consciousness. Such work would certainly
go beyond what we do at conferences. Even so, our best short-term
strategy may be to generate fertile conversations at a time that appears to
be auspicious.
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L’art et le sacré :
une solidarité épistémique*
DANIELLE BOUTET
Directrice, MFA in Interdisciplinary Arts Program,
au Collège Goddard — États Unis
artiste interdisciplinaire et compositeure

Avant-propos
e grand historien et philosophe des religions, Mircea Eliade, ne voyait
pas la désacralisation présente dans le monde moderne comme l’aboutissement souhaitable d’un progrès inéluctable. « Le sacré — écrit-il —
est un élément dans la structure de la conscience, et non un stade dans
l’histoire de cette conscience » (Eliade, 1976, p. 7). Pour lui, ce serait plutôt
la situation présente qui serait un stade, un moment de transition vers
de nouvelles formes du religieux ; des formes inconnues jusqu’ici, qui
pourraient même émerger de la situation profane, désacralisée, à laquelle
nous sommes arrivés. « Être, ou plutôt devenir, un homme signifie être
religieux », a-t-il souvent écrit, refusant ainsi que l’homme puisse vivre
définitivement séparé de tout système religieux.

L

« Un homme uniquement rationnel est une abstraction ; il ne se
rencontre jamais dans la réalité. Tout être humain est constitué à la
fois par son activité consciente et par ses expériences irrationnelles. »
(Eliade, 1965, p. 178)

Précisons par contre que le religieux, pour Eliade, n’est pas une affaire de croyance : bien au-delà des « idées de Dieu ou de religion » (Eliade,
1965, p. 15), des « figures divines » ou de « la croyance en Dieu, en des
* Texte présenté à la Conférence Metanexus de 2007 sur la « Transdisciplinarité et l’Unité
de la Connaissance » et publié dans The Global Spiral (www.globalspiral.com).
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dieux, ou des esprits », ce sont les modalités de l’expérience religieuse qui
l’intéressent (ibidem), le « schéma du sacré », pourrait-on dire, qui est
universel et qui concerne « les notions d’être, de signification et de vérité »
(Eliade, 1976, p. 7). « L’expérience du sacré est essentiellement de l’ordre
de la conscience », dit-il ; c’est « l’expérience d’une réalité et la source de
la conscience d’exister dans le monde » :
« Quand on pense au sacré, il ne faut pas le limiter à des figures
divines. Le sacré n’implique pas la croyance en Dieu, en des dieux,
ou des esprits. C’est, je le répète, l’expérience d’une réalité et la source
de la conscience d’exister dans le monde. Qu’est-ce que cette conscience qui nous fait homme ? C’est le résultat de cette expérience
du sacré, de ce partage qui s’opère entre le réel et l’irréel. »
(Eliade et Rocquet, 2006, p. 176)

Ainsi le sacré étant inhérent à la conscience humaine, il n’a pas pu
disparaître ; donc Eliade a espéré que quelqu’un s’attacherait à « déchiffrer le camouflage du sacré dans le monde désacralisé » (Eliade et Rocquet,
2006, p. 159). Or, un des lieux profanes actuels où le sacré se camoufle est
certainement l’art ; l’art solidaire du sacré depuis le début de l’humanité,
lui aussi préoccupé au premier chef par l’Être et la signification. Si, comme
Eliade le dit, le sacré est lié à « la signification de la vie » et s’il est la forme
de conscience qui nous permet d’appréhender cette signification, alors
l’art procède de cette même conscience. Quand Eliade découvre la structure sous-jacente du sacré dans l’histoire des religions (1976), ou quand
il décrit le « mode d’être » qui caractérise l’état religieux (1965), l’artiste
reconnaît une description de la structure sous-jacente de l’art lui-même,
et du mode d’être lié à l’expérience esthétique. L’art et le sacré ont une
structure et des modes d’opération semblables, ils sont tous les deux liés
à l’établissement de la signification du monde, c’est-à-dire voir et « rendre
visibles » (Klee 1) ces connexions sous-jacentes qui pour Eliade font du
monde un « Cosmos » (Eliade, 1965, p. 144). Il croit que sans un sens aigu
d’exister dans un monde signifiant, il pourrait être impossible d’imaginer
la conscience humaine. Dès lors, l’art et le sacré pourraient aussi avoir
une fonction semblable dans le développement de la conscience.
« (I)l est impossible d’imaginer comment la conscience pourrait apparaître sans conférer une signification aux impulsions et aux expériences de l’homme. La conscience d’un monde réel et significatif
est intimement liée à la découverte du sacré. Par l’expérience du sacré,
1. On trouvera une liste des artistes mentionnés avec de brèves notes biographiques à la
fin de cet essai.
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l’esprit humain a saisi la différence entre ce qui se révèle comme
étant réel, puissant, riche et significatif, et ce qui est dépourvu de
ces qualités, c’est-à-dire le flux chaotique et dangereux des choses,
leurs apparitions et disparitions fortuites et vides de sens. »
(Eliade, 1976, p. 7)

Le présent essai vise à dégager un lien essentiel entre le sacré, l’art
et la conscience. Je m’appuie pour ce faire sur l’ensemble des travaux
d’Eliade, et je dois beaucoup, aussi, aux intuitions ultimes de Gregory
Bateson sur l’aspect sacré de ce qui unifie la nature (Bateson, 1989, 1996).
Je m’inspire aussi de la pensée du mouvement transdisciplinaire 2 pour
une série de remarques visant à associer l’art de plein droit au dialogue
entre la science et la religion sur l’unité de la connaissance.

La « révélation » artistique
ne vie de travail créateur m’a amenée à poser la question de la « pensée artistique », c’est-à-dire de cette manière de penser et de connaître
propre à l’art. Informée par de fréquentes réflexions et conversations
transdisciplinaires, j’ai souvent posé la question dans les termes suivants :
Que connaît-on par l’art ? Y a-t-il quelque chose, inconnu par la science
ou la réflexion rationnelle, qui ne peut être connu que par l’art ? Et comment l’art s’inscrit-il dans le grand ensemble de la connaissance formé
par la philosophie, la psychologie, la théologie, l’anthropologie, ou les
sciences naturelles ?
On pense souvent à l’art comme à une forme d’expression, davantage que comme une forme de connaissance. Pourtant, si l’artiste exprime
bel et bien dans son œuvre ce qu’il connaît du monde et de lui-même,
c’est le plus souvent l’œuvre elle-même, dans l’expérience et le processus
de sa fabrication, qui informe le regard de l’artiste et le renseigne sur ce
qu’elle exprime. Nombre d’artistes le diront, la création artistique n’est
pas tant un travail d’expression qu’un travail de révélation. « C’est ce que
je fais qui m’apprend ce que je cherche », dit Soulages (2002, p. 15) : une
signification se révèle dans l’œuvre, signification que l’artiste a travaillé
à « ex-primer », certes, mais pas dans le sens d’expression de soi, plutôt
dans le sens de « presser hors », de « faire surgir » de la matière. L’œuvre
réussie surprend l’artiste, qui est très souvent le premier à être saisi de ce
qu’elle signifie.

U

2. Voir le Centre International de Recherches et Études Transdisciplinaires (CIRET) :
http://nicol.club.fr/ciret/index.htm
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Mais comment est-ce possible ? Comment l’œuvre d’art peut-elle
rendre visibles (audibles, perceptibles) des significations que son auteur
lui-même ne connaît pas avant de faire l’oeuvre ? Et si ces significations
concernent bel et bien le monde et la relation qui lie l’artiste à lui, qu’est-ce
que cela nous dit du monde ? Quel est ce monde qui se laisse connaître par
l’art ? 3 Des dimensions particulières du monde se révèlent à travers la
pratique de création et la contemplation esthétique. « L’art ne reproduit
pas le visible; il rend visible », dit Paul Klee (1985, p. 34). L’art nous rend
visibles des dimensions différentes, ou une révélation différente, de ce que
la science et la philosophie, par exemple, nous laissent connaître.

Une définition élargie de la connaissance
L’art dans l’ensemble de la connaissance
oser la question de ce qui est connu par l’art requiert une définition
élargie, générale, de la connaissance dans laquelle l’art serait une épistémologie aussi nécessaire et puissante que la science et les formes avancées de philosophie. Pour pouvoir intégrer l’art parmi les champs de
connaissance, il faut poser la connaissance comme étant à la fois scientifique et non scientifique, sûre et incertaine, objective et subjective. Il faut
admettre qu’une partie seulement de la vérité peut être observée, appréhendée par le raisonnement ou réfléchie : une part est aussi ressentie, une
part est imaginée, une part est révélée. Une autre encore est indicible : apophatique, « négative » et irréductible, elle vit dans l’expérience mystique
ou dans la rencontre du sublime, et plus ordinairement, dans l’expérience
intime du soi.
Déjà, donc, la notion même de connaissance est problématique.
« Connaître » ne signifie pas la même chose pour le scientifique que pour
l’artiste ou le mystique. Le premier veut d’abord observer et décrire ; les
deux autres, prenant « connaître » dans son sens étymologique premier
de « naître avec », veulent participer. Sont-elles réconciliables, ces deux
manières de connaître ? Il faut qu’elles le soient, insistait Bateson : il nous
faut une « méta-science », un « savoir plus large » (Bateson, 1996, p. 16).
« Il faut avoir à sa disposition plusieurs modes de pensée et d’observation » (Bateson et Bateson, 1989, p. 249). L’idée qu’on puisse résumer le

P

3. Je paraphrase ici une formulation chère à G. Bateson, qui utilisait souvent « la fameuse
double question de McCulloch : ‹ Qu’est-ce qu’un nombre pour qu’un homme puisse
le connaître ? Et qu’est-ce qu’un homme pour qu’il puisse connaître un nombre ? › »
(Bateson et Bateson, 1989, p. 42) Ainsi, il aurait pu dire : « Qu’est-ce que le monde pour
que l’art puisse le connaître ? Qu’est-ce que l’art pour qu’il puisse connaître le monde ? »
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monde à un seul mode de pensée, une seule épistémologie, fut-elle aussi
« scientifique » que possible, est une proposition fautive. Il nous faut intégrer dans la notion même de connaissance ces dimensions irrationnelles,
ces intuitions, ce ressenti, ce « psychique » qui informent notre vie intérieure. La Connaissance ne se résume pas aux seules « connaissances »,
ces savoirs purement positifs, transmissibles, échangeables et additifs,
avec lesquels on fait les encyclopédies.
D’ailleurs, le savoir « positif » ne suffit pas à la science elle-même.
Pour ne donner que ces exemples, la théorie de la relativité générale, la
physique quantique, de même qu’aux deux extrêmes de la psychologie, les
notions d’inconscient et de transpersonnel, ont établi l’incertitude et l’indécidable aux limites mêmes de la connaissance scientifique ; repoussant
certes l’horizon du connu et des outils de connaissance, mais installant
du même coup une impossibilité d’aller plus loin, une sorte de limite
ontologique à ce que la « connaissance » — entendue dans ce sens précis
du moins — peut espérer atteindre. C’est dans ce contexte précis que des
scientifiques décident d’interroger l’art, la poésie, le sacré. Après tout, cet
indécidable est quand même une partie importante de notre expérience
d’être humain, à bien des égards plus importante encore en termes des
questions existentielles qu’il nous fait nous poser, et des façons dont il
influence — voire contrôle — nos réactions, nos comportements, nos
émotions, nos conceptions de nous-mêmes et du monde. C’est toute notre
vie intérieure qui est imbue de cet indécidable. Et sans toujours nous
en rendre compte, nous agissons autant en fonction de lui qu’en fonction
de ce que nous considérons être le bien ou le vrai. Et pourtant, il reste impondérable et souvent immergé dans l’inconscient. Doit-on en conclure
qu’il est inconnaissable ? Cela dépend évidemment de notre définition de
la connaissance.

Niveaux de réalité
En contrepartie de la fragmentation disciplinaire qui découpe la
sphère du savoir en régions de plus en plus petites, le mouvement transdisciplinaire tente de réfléchir la totalité de la connaissance. La structure
théorique de la transdisciplinarité s’appuie sur trois axiomes 4, dont le
4. i. The ontological axiom: There are, in Nature and in our knowledge of Nature, different
levels of Reality and, correspondingly, different levels of perception. ii. The logical axiom:
The passage from one level of Reality to another is insured by the logic of the included middle.
iii. The complexity axiom: The structure of the totality of levels of Reality or perception is a
complex structure: every level is what it is because all the levels exist at the same time (Basarab
Nicolescu, “Transdisciplinarity — Past, Present and Future”, texte qu’il a partagé avec
les membres de la liste Internet du Centre International de Recherches et Études Transdisciplinaires [CIRET] en septembre 2005).
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premier nous occupera surtout : « La nature, et la connaissance que nous
en avons, s’organise en niveaux de réalité, correspondant à des niveaux de
perception ». La conceptualisation de ces niveaux de réalité est cruciale
dans l’exercice d’une pensée transdisciplinaire et elle seule, à mon avis,
nous permet d’envisager l’art comme une épistémologie à part entière,
complémentaire aux autres.
Ces niveaux de réalité correspondent grossièrement aux domaines
traditionnels du savoir, de la physique classique à la philosophie et la
religion, en passant par la chimie, la biologie, les neurosciences, etc. Cette
notion apparaissait déjà essentielle à Werner Heisenberg, qui y a eu recours
pour comprendre certains aspects de la différence entre la physique
quantique et la physique classique.5 Heisenberg lui-même s’inspirait de la
notion des « régions de réalité » empruntée à Goethe. Le terme « niveau »
apparaît cependant plus approprié que « région » (qui peut même faire
contresens), car il s’agit de niveaux superposés, ou, plus précisément,
enchâssés les uns dans les autres. La nouvelle réalité d’un niveau intègre
le niveau précédent avec sa structure et ses lois, mais aussi en résolvant
les paradoxes et les indéterminations qui s’y trouvent (deuxième axiome).
Nous obtenons ainsi une sorte d’échelle allant du plus simple niveau
d’organisation (les atomes, par exemple) au plus complexe (le vivant) et
finalement aux plus grandes synthèses créatrices. Heisenberg situe la
science et la religion aux deux extrêmes de cette échelle (Heisenberg, 2004,
p. 27-28), qui se présente dès lors comme une progression plus ou moins
discontinue de l’objectif (Chaos) au signifiant (Cosmos), d’un niveau de
réalité empirique entièrement lié à la physis à un niveau de réalité supra
élevé, rationnel et spirituel — celui des « facultés créatrices ».
« L’agencement de la réalité que nous cherchons doit progresser de
l’objectif vers le subjectif. Aussi doit-il commencer avec une partie
de la réalité que nous pouvons poser dans une entière extériorité par
rapport à nous et où nous pouvons faire entièrement abstraction
des méthodes à l’aide desquelles nous parvenons à une connaissance de son contenu. Mais au sommet de l’agencement se tiennent,
comme dans l’esquisse de Goethe, les facultés créatrices à l’aide desquelles nous transformons nous-mêmes le monde et lui donnons
forme. »
(Heisenberg, 2004, p. 37)

Les niveaux de réalité ne sont pas une donnée du monde extérieur,
qui, lui, n’est évidemment pas divisé en échelons : c’est l’esprit qui, en
ajustant ses niveaux de perception (de très proche et petit à la vision la plus
large cadrant tout un paysage ou embrassant l’immensité de l’univers),
5. C’est Basarab Nicolescu qui nous a mis sur la piste de ce manuscrit, dans le texte ci-haut.
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par le langage et la pensée, établit des connexions entre les éléments qu’il
distingue et voit ces connexions comme un niveau d’organisation. Aucun
de ces niveaux de réalité n’est la réalité en lui-même : « la réalité » serait
l’ensemble infiniment complexe de tous ces niveaux co-existants (cf. troisième axiome).
Autant l’esprit s’intéresse-t-il aux détails et à l’infiniment petit, autant il cherche des analogies, des sens, la « structure qui relie » (Bateson),
quelque chose d’unifié dans l’univers. L’esprit ne veut pas voir seulement
une série de choses séparées alignées les unes à côté des autres sans lien
entre elles ; il veut les relier, les intégrer et s’intégrer lui-même dedans,
dans une vision toujours plus systémique et synthétique, jusqu’à être une
vision cosmique ou — je me permets de le dire — mystique. À ce niveau
cosmique, le monde est lumineux, tout entier baigné de signifiance, ou,
pour emprunter des expressions de Mircea Eliade, inondé d’un « surcroît
de substance ontologique » (Eliade, 1965, p. 87), d’une « surabondance de
réalité » (ibidem, p. 45).
En fait, d’un niveau à l’autre, le monde est peut-être de moins en
moins sûr et objectivement mesurable, mais il est de plus en plus signifiant
et l’esprit en fait de plus en plus partie intégrante ; c’est de plus en plus
un Cosmos, de moins en moins un Chaos, pour reprendre encore la terminologie d’Eliade. C’est précisément la raison pour laquelle Bateson autant
qu’Heisenberg et Goethe, avaient posé la religion, qui évoque les niveaux
cosmiques et de l’esprit, aux derniers niveaux de réalité. Et on retrouve
de telles structures verticales, structures de niveaux de réalité superposés
en ordre croissant du matériel au spirituel, dans plusieurs traditions et
chez des penseurs contemporains tels Abraham Maslow (sa « pyramide
des besoins ») et Ken Wilber qui, s’appuyant sur d’anciennes traditions
spirituelles, parle d’une Grande Chaîne de l’Être 6. Ce n’est pas toujours
le même nombre d’échelons ou les mêmes termes, mais on retrouve
toujours une forme de transpersonnel — souvent la religion — en haut
de l’échelle et la physique classique en bas. On trouve aussi toujours l’art
à proximité de la religion.
Précisons encore que ce sont les niveaux de réalité qui vont de
l’objectif au subjectif, c’est-à-dire nos façons de regarder les choses. Divers
domaines peuvent regarder les mêmes objets, mais avec des a priori, des
axiomes et des méthodologies différentes : le ruisseau peut être étudié
par le scientifique comme par le poète — et les descriptions qu’en feront
l’un et l’autre seront tout aussi vraies (ou aussi fausses) l’une que l’autre.
Cela peut sembler évident, mais cette remarque est importante lorsqu’on
regarde des systèmes complexes. Par exemple, les différentes sciences
6. En anglais : The Great Chain of Being.
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sociales — sociologie, anthropologie, Cultural Studies, etc. — étudient les
niveaux supérieurs d’organisation liés à l’humain et à l’esprit (sociétés,
cultures, comportements, etc.) en mesurant et décrivant les manifestations extérieures des mouvements psychiques et symboliques et en tentant
d’en prédire les comportements : ce sont donc des approches de type
scientifique. Ces sciences travaillent peut-être sur des systèmes très complexes (sociologie des religions, par exemple), mais en termes de niveaux
de réalité, elles peuvent rester sur un plan relativement objectif et ne nous
renseigner que sur les manifestations extérieures des forces intérieures.
À l’inverse, la subjectivité et l’imaginaire ont fait une apparition incontournable dans la physique quantique et les mathématiques, insérant les
« objets » de la physique dans des agencements hautement imaginaires,
à composante psychique très forte. La psychologie est un autre exemple,
qui peut d’un côté être expérimentale et empirique, basée sur l’observation et la mesure, et de l’autre psychanalytique, archétypale ou transpersonnelle, c’est-à-dire basée sur des approches herméneutiques. Ce n’est
d’ailleurs pas pour rien que les niveaux élevés, comme l’art et la religion,
commandent souvent aux plus sérieux chercheurs une approche herméneutique : comme l’histoire de l’art en général et les études littéraires,
qui sont interprétatives et nourries d’imaginaire, les psychologies des
profondeurs qui s’abreuvent de mythes et de poésie, et — on l’aura reconnu encore — l’histoire des religions telle que l’a exercée Mircea Eliade.
Le monde est un tout unifié, mais on l’étudie et on s’y relie à différents
niveaux : il y a des champs de connaissance qui examinent les dimensions
objectives des choses ou des phénomènes, alors que d’autres, entièrement
différents sur le plan épistémologique, se jouent dans les dimensions
intérieures et subjectives. Avec les pratiques herméneutiques, mystiques,
l’art et la littérature, on est entré dans ce domaine subjectif des « facultés
créatrices » (Heisenberg). On est penché sur la face intérieure des choses,
leur côté invisible, ineffable, ce sur quoi, en vertu de ses axiomes, la science
ne peut se pencher.

Psychisme et physis — conscience et matière
« Au fond de nous-même, sans discussion possible, un intérieur
apparaît, par une déchirure, au cœur des êtres. C’en est assez pour
que, à un degré ou à un autre, cet ‹ intérieur › s’impose comme existant partout et depuis toujours dans la Nature. Puisque, en un point
d’elle-même, l’Étoffe de l’Univers a une face interne, c’est forcément
qu’elle est biface par structure, c’est-à-dire en toute région de l’espace
et du temps (…) : Coextensif à leur dehors, il y a un Dedans des
choses. »
(Teilhard de Chardin, 1955, p. 44)
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Le travail de Jung sur l’inconscient collectif et la synchronicité, le
travail de Bateson sur l’écologie de l’esprit, ainsi que les travaux de physiciens — Heisenberg, Nicolescu, Bohm… — nous autorisent à concevoir
un univers qui n’est pas seulement extensif en termes spatio-temporels,
mais qui a aussi une dimension intérieure : « l’ordre implié » de Bohm,
l’inconscient collectif de Jung, la « creatura » de Bateson. Comme les lois
de la physique régissent les mouvements des corps terrestres et célestes,
les grands archétypes (l’espace/temps, les Nombres et la dualité, le chaos
créateur, etc.) structurent cet « intérieur » de l’univers. À nombre de mystiques et de scientifiques pré-modernes, l’univers apparaissait comme un
Être cosmique, avec qui il était possible d’entrer en relation, et qui était
connaissable par la contemplation, par la résonance et par l’homologie
(par exemple, les correspondances entre le microcosme et le macrocosme).
Ainsi, même s’il s’agit d’une progression, l’échelle des niveaux de
réalité semble comporter une dualité structurelle.7 On voit rapidement
se dessiner, en effet, deux catégories, deux « niveaux de niveaux » : les
niveaux se rapportant à une approche scientifique, d’une part, et ceux
qui concernent davantage les aspects de la vie intérieure ou psychique,
d’autre part. Il apparaît que ces niveaux de réalité sont divisés en deux
par la séparation qu’on croit percevoir entre le monde extérieur, dans lequel le corps se trouve, et l’esprit qui semble habiter à l’intérieur ce corps.
Il y a les niveaux appartenant aux objets du monde extérieur (atomes
vers cellules vivantes vers écosystèmes), puis soudain — sans solution de
continuité évidente — les niveaux du monde intérieur. Il y a les niveaux
du plan physique et il y a le plan psychique, le monde sensible et le monde
imaginé/interprété, l’extensif (espace-temps) et l’intensif (vie intérieure).
Les niveaux appartenant au monde sensible sont étudiés par la science et
progressent du plus simple au plus complexe (de la physique à la biologie
à l’écologie et l’anthropologie) ; alors que ceux du monde intérieur vont
du plus fragmentaire (les perceptions, les événements) aux plus hauts
niveaux d’intégration appartenant à la poésie et l’art, aux mythes et à la
religion. Et tant qu’on y est, une distinction plus étonnante encore peut
être faite ici, entre la connaissance, au sens limité du terme (connaissance
objective), et la conscience — cette intuition plus ou moins intense et réfléchie de soi-même et de la réalité de l’autre et du monde, qu’on ressent
sans pouvoir la « prouver ». Elles ne s’excluent ni ne s’opposent : connaissance et conscience sont plutôt en relation d’interface. La première correspond au monde des phénomènes, l’autre est d’une tout autre réalité,
expansive, créative, intégrative et unifiante.
7. Dualité non dualiste, pourtant, comme nous le verrons plus loin en parlant de Bateson.
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Bateson : existence des choses et sens du Monde
« Le père de Gregory, qui était athée, faisait lire la Bible à ses enfants
pour qu’ils ne soient pas des « athées sans cervelle ».
(Bateson & Bateson, 1989, p. 242)

Cette conception duelle se trouve aussi chez Gregory Bateson. Mais
l’irréductible non cartésien qu’il était, un des très grands critiques de la
séparation dualiste, a cherché à unifier cette dualité, à réunir la nature et
la pensée, le corps et l’esprit, phénomène et noumène, dans une même
vision systémique. Il cherchait la « structure qui relie » l’activité mentale
et le monde physique.
« Où se situe, dans le tintement d’une pièce d’argent ou dans les
affres de la maladie, la frontière entre le matériel et le mental ? Et
comment bâtir une science qui soit capable de traiter, à l’intérieur
d’un même cadre organique, de la réincarnation et d’un problème de
déficience protéinique ? »
(Bateson & Bateson, 1989, p. 250)

Dans les dernières années de sa vie, Bateson s’intéressait de plus
en plus à la question de l’Unité, et s’interrogeait sur la nature de l’esprit
qui accomplit cette unité. Il proposait « une méta-science indivisible, intégrée, qui a pour objet le monde de l’évolution, de la pensée, de l’adaptation,
de l’embryologie et de la génétique — la science de l’‹ esprit › au sens le
plus large du terme ». Il voulait investiguer « ce savoir plus large, ce ciment
qui fait tenir ensemble (…) la totalité du monde biologique dans lequel
nous vivons » (Bateson, 1996, p. 16), une totalité qui inclurait notre expérience psychique, spirituelle, esthétique, autant que notre existence biochimique.
« (Bateson) avait progressivement découvert que l’unité de la nature
(…) ne pouvait être saisie qu’à travers le type de métaphores avec
lesquelles la religion nous a familiarisés — découverte qui l’avait
conduit, en fait, à explorer cette dimension unificatrice de l’expérience
qu’il appelait le sacré. »
(Bateson & Bateson, 1989, p. 14)

Excluant d’emblée toute possibilité d’une séparation ontologique
entre la nature et l’esprit, Bateson porte son attention sur l’échange d’information et la communication à l’intérieur et entre les systèmes vivants —
échange qui les caractérise justement en tant que systèmes : ce sont des
systèmes parce qu’ils sont structurés par des échanges d’information. Même
si on ne parlera pas de conscience ou de conscience de soi à ce niveau,
il y a néanmoins information, communication dans tout système vivant ;
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il y a échange, relation… Pour Bateson, cela signifie qu’il y a « esprit »,
c’est-à-dire qu’il y a des formes d’esprit présentes à tous les niveaux du
vivant, du simple unicellulaire dans un milieu quelconque à l’écosystème
le plus complexe, en passant par les individus d’espèces évoluées. Il réitère en quelque sorte l’exclamation de Teilhard qui, voyant une intériorité
apparaître au sein des êtres, en déduit que l’univers lui-même est biface
dans sa totalité. Pour parler de cela, Bateson utilise une conceptualisation
qui vient des alchimistes et des Gnostiques et que Jung a exprimée dans
un petit livre très ésotérique, Septem Sermones ad Mortuos : le Pleroma et
la Creatura. Dans ces Sermons, qu’il a étrangement signés du nom de
Basilide, un Gnostique du IIe siècle, Jung fait un emploi du mot Pleroma
qui rappelle le Tao : le Pleroma n’a aucune qualité, il est le vide et la
plénitude en même temps ; il est indistinct et tout en lui est indistinct.
C’est dans ce sens que Bateson l’emploie :
« En résumé, donc, nous emploierons le terme jungien de Pleroma
pour désigner ce monde non vivant, décrit par la physique, qui ne
contient ni n’établit en lui-même aucune distinction, bien que l’observateur doive naturellement en établir pour le décrire. À l’opposé,
nous entendrons par Creatura ce monde de l’explication dans lequel
les phénomènes mêmes destinés à être décrits sont gouvernés et
déterminés par la différence, la distinction et l’information.
Le dualisme apparent de cette dichotomie entre la Creatura et le
Pleroma ne doit pas faire oublier que ces deux domaines ne sont pas
séparés ni séparables, sinon en tant que niveaux de description.
D’une part, l’ensemble de la Creatura existe à l’intérieur et par
l’intermédiaire du Pleroma ; l’emploi du terme Creatura affirme la
présence de certains traits organisationnels et communicationnels
qui ne sont pas en eux-mêmes matériels. D’autre part, la connaissance du Pleroma n’existe que dans la Creatura. Nous ne pouvons
rencontrer ces deux « mondes » que combinés, jamais séparés. Les
lois de la physique et de la chimie s’exercent également dans la
Creatura — elles ne cessent pas de s’y appliquer, mais ne suffisent
pas à l’expliquer. Contrairement à l’« esprit » et à la « matière » de
Descartes, la Creatura et le Pleroma ne sont donc pas des substances
séparées, car les processus mentaux requièrent des arrangements
de matière à l’intérieur desquels s’exercer, des régions où le Pleroma
se caractérise par une organisation qui lui permet d’être affecté par
de l’information, aussi bien que par des événements physiques. »
(Bateson & Bateson, 1989, p. 33-34)

Le langage descriptif et explicatif, qui prévaut en science, ne nous
permet pas d’appréhender certains niveaux d’organisation de la Creatura,
notamment les niveaux les plus élevés, les plus intégrés. Bateson suggère
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que c’est par des modes métaphoriques (correspondances, homologies,
modèles) que nous pouvons connaître la Nature en tant que tout unifié,
en tant qu’être vivant, et non seulement en tant que somme mécanique
d’éléments séparés. Eliade dirait la connaître en tant que Cosmos et non
comme le Chaos qu’elle apparaît être à nos sens lorsque nous ne l’envisageons que comme des choses séparées, liées seulement par les lois de
la mécanique newtonienne, par exemple.
Heisenberg aussi avait fait état d’une distinction entre une pensée
déductive et un langage descriptif, qu’il a qualifiés de « statiques », et une
pensée/langage « dynamique », dont il prend la poésie pour exemple:
« Dans la région de la pensée ‹ statique ›, on explique — dans la
mesure où le but véritable de cette forme de pensée est avant tout
la clarté. Dans la région de la pensée ‹ dynamique ›, on interprète ;
car ce qu’on recherche ici, ce sont des relations infiniment variées,
avec d’autres régions de réalité que nous puissions interpréter. »
(Heisenberg, 2004, p. 20)

Bateson : modes de connaissance métaphoriques et esthétiques
C’est ici qu’entrent en jeu l’art, le mythe, l’imagination. Ces modes
d’expression opèrent de façon métaphorique, c’est-à-dire la mise en miroir
de deux systèmes dont les structures et les relations internes (leur niveau
esthétique autrement dit 8) sont comparables. J’écris : « Le monde est un
monastère ». Cette métaphore est un processus de pensée synthétique :
deux propositions (« monde » et « monastère ») sont placées côte à côte
et une homologie est établie entre elles. Cette juxtaposition est une affirmation simple, mais renfermant une infinie complexité (car autant
« le monde » qu’« un monastère » sont des systèmes complexes), visant
à montrer que dans l’ensemble tel système est apparenté à tel autre. En
montrant cette homologie, la métaphore permet de découvrir, par abduction, des caractéristiques peut-être invisibles du premier système. Elle
permet aussi de voir de réels systèmes là où l’autre langage, purement
descriptif, n’aurait peut-être vu que des choses séparées sans lien entre
elles, donc sans grande signification. Elle donne aussi des indices sur le
sens des deux systèmes ainsi mis en relation et évoque en nous des réactions systémiques (émotions, impressions, etc.). Je pourrais tout aussi bien
dire « Le monde est un théâtre », me permettant ainsi de réfléchir à une
toute autre couche de relations donnant un autre sens au monde ; un nouvel ensemble de relations qui n’invaliderait pas, pourtant, les intuitions
8. « Esthétique » entendu ici à la manière de Merleau-Ponty, en tant que la structure
interne d’une chose.
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obtenues par la métaphore précédente : chacune des deux métaphores
révèle quelque chose du monde. La métaphore, une fois posée, révèle une
nouvelle connaissance ; et cela se passe exactement comme pour l’artiste
qui ne connaît pas avant de l’avoir créée ce que son œuvre lui révélera.
« Si l’on cherche à faire une description de la Creatura, on se heurte
à un problème central : les multiples morceaux qui la constituent
sont cependant unifiés ; ils ont une organisation logique qui, d’une
certaine manière, modélise la complexité de l’organisation des
systèmes vivants. À l’intérieur de ces systèmes, d’innombrables
événements distincts se produisent, et cependant les éléments de
l’ensemble sont en quelque façon solidaires. C’est pourquoi il est
important de voir que chaque terme d’une métaphore est multiple
et doit avoir sa propre complexité interne. Si « le monde entier est
une scène de théâtre », il ne s’agit pas d’identifier les éléments d’un
théâtre à ceux d’un monde plus vaste, mais de reconnaître l’équivalence des relations entre les éléments d’une structure métaphorique
et ce qu’elle modélise.»
(Bateson & Bateson, 1989, p. 259)

Parce que la métaphore ne déconstruit pas ou ne décompose pas
le système auquel elle réfère (comme le fait par ailleurs la méthode scientifique), la vision qu’elle en propose est une vision intégrée. L’art tente de
créer de telles visions intégrées en tissant à l’intérieur de l’œuvre un réseau
d’analogies, d’homologies, de niveaux de sens. “A painting must be a
portrayal of relationships”, écrivait la peintre canadienne Emily Carr (1966,
p. 54). C’est cette intégration que, par ailleurs, nous ressentons comme la
« grâce » et la « beauté », explique Bateson dans un article sur une œuvre
visuelle balinaise (Bateson, 1977, p. 167).
Bateson avance que les créations d’un esprit exhibent les mêmes
caractéristiques que cet esprit et en sont donc, d’une certaine manière,
une métaphore (Bateson, 1996, p. 351). Ceci est important, car ça voudrait
dire que l’art crée des modèles de la conscience qu’il présente à la conscience.
Il crée des images du monde qui servent de métaphores à l’humain pour
se comprendre lui-même et pour comprendre sa relation au monde. L’art
présente à l’esprit des images de lui-même et des métaphores de son
rapport au monde : des raisons d’être et des structures sous-jacentes
apparaissent alors, mettant l’esprit en relation signifiante avec le monde
et formant, littéralement, le sens du monde.
« Le paysage se pense en moi et je suis sa conscience.» (Cézanne —
Merleau-Ponty, 1965, p. 30)

L’art crée ce sentiment d’intégration, aussi, du fait qu’il résout
l’opposition ontologique entre l’esprit et la matière, parce qu’il in/forme
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la matière, il lui insuffle un sens, il la spiritualise, dirait-on, en faisant de
son contenu formel, esthétique, une partie intégrante de son mode d’être.

Bateson et la religion
« Partis de l’abstraction des éléments plastiques en passant par les
combinaisons qui en font des êtres concrets ou des choses abstraites
tels les chiffres ou les lettres, nous aboutissons à un cosmos plastique
offrant de telles ressemblances avec la Grande Création qu’il ne faut
plus qu’un souffle pour que l’essence de la religion s’actualise. »
(Klee, 1985, p. 39)

La religion opère de la même façon aux niveaux d’intégration les
plus élevés. Elle présente à l’esprit humain une image unifiée du monde,
une image cosmisée, où corps et esprit, nature et humanité sont interreliés
et intégrés. Cette idée toute batesonienne ne déroutera évidemment pas
les lecteurs d’Eliade, qui voyait la religion comme une Weltanschauung où
l’homme se sent intégré et unifié dans un Cosmos structuré et signifiant,
qui donne sens à sa vie entière.
« La cosmologie totémique de l’aborigène australien établissait des
relations entre toutes les espèces et forces naturelles et les institutions humaines, les plantes et les animaux, le vent et le tonnerre,
la circoncision et le boomerang avec lequel il chassait. Ce système
définissait sa place d’humain dans cet ensemble complexe, et lui
permettait de mettre à profit, pour les décisions de sa vie quotidienne, sa perception de cette multiplicité de relations. Au Moyen
Âge, le paysan européen labourait les champs en présence et sous
la protection d’une foule (ou d’un nuage) de témoins, de saints
patrons, de Puissances et de Principautés, ainsi, tout naturellement,
que d’anges. Le paysan et l’aborigène respectent tous deux une
grande vérité, celle de l’intégration. (…) Pour la plupart des êtres
humains au cours de l’histoire, la structure qui reliait leurs vies individuelles à la régularité complexe du monde où ils vivaient a été
la religion. Elle a fonctionné comme une vaste métaphore, et permis
à chacun d’élever sa pensée à des niveaux de complexité intégrante
autrement impossibles. »
(Bateson & Bateson, 1989, p. 263)

« C’est la sacralité qui dévoile les structures les plus profondes du
Monde », dira souvent Eliade (1965, p. 130). Mais lorsqu’il dit ainsi que
le sacré « dévoile » ces structures, on peut encore se demander comment
et par qui s’opère ce dévoilement, par quelle sorte d’opération. Bateson
avait déjà insisté sur le fait que « cette unité ultime est d’ordre esthétique »
(Bateson, 1996, p. 17), entendant aussi « esthétique » dans le sens de struc-
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ture interne, organisation et forme. De fait, les structures profondes (et
moins profondes) du monde nous sont révélées à travers une expérience
esthétique. Or qu’est-ce que l’art, sinon la création délibérée d’une expérience
esthétique signifiante. Parce qu’un système religieux a une forme, un
contenu émotionnel et symbolique, qu’il est une représentation des relations et des structures sous-jacentes du monde et qu’il intègre le ressenti,
l’irrationnel et l’indicible, c’est lui aussi une construction esthétique. À ce
titre, on pourrait affirmer qu’une religion est une sorte d’œuvre d’art aux
dimensions cosmiques, dans le sens où Bateson entend les deux termes,
art et religion. C’est d’ailleurs une idée qu’Eliade n’aurait apparemment
pas disputée : « Les religions, (pour Eliade), sont des œuvres admirables,
pleines de sens et de valeur : tout autant que L’Odyssée, ou La Divine
Comédie, ou l’œuvre de Shakespeare » (Rocquet, in Eliade, 2006, p. 156).

Premières conclusions : la science, la religion et l’art
Bateson a lui-même ouvert la porte à une discussion de la façon
dont l’art, en tant justement qu’expression esthétique intentionnelle et
réfléchie, contribue à une perception du monde comme étant cohérent et
signifiant. Constatant d’autre part qu’Eliade voit dans le sacré cette structure de la conscience qui tisse le réseau des homologies informant l’homme
sur sa place dans le monde, je m’autorise à penser que l’art procède de
cette même structure de la conscience que le sacré. Je ne crois pas qu’on
puisse discuter d’une possible « unité de la connaissance » sans que l’art
en soit partie intégrante. La vérité de l’art n’est pas plus vraie que celle
de la science, mais ce que l’art voit, et révèle, n’est révélé par aucun autre
mode de connaissance — à l’exception de la religion, mais celle-ci s’occupe essentiellement du plus haut niveau d’unité, alors que l’art, lui, opère
aussi bien à des niveaux moins élevés — à des niveaux qui sont toujours
la révélation de relations et de sens cachés, mais souvent singuliers et
relatifs, autrement dit pas forcément cosmiques ou liés à une expérience
mystique de l’unité de tout.
Toute l’importance de la religion dans l’« écologie de l’esprit »
(Bateson) tient du fait qu’elle nous informe du fait que le monde est unifié.
Mais ce qu’elle en dit, comment elle qualifie cette unité, varie d’un système religieux à l’autre et n’est vrai que dans la mesure où une métaphore
est vraie, c’est-à-dire relativement. L’art, lui aussi, évoque des connexions
invisibles, mais ne dit nulle part que telle ou telle connexion est « vraie »
au sens scientifique ou objectivement, non plus d’ailleurs qu’au sens
dogmatique où les religions prétendent parfois à la Vérité. L’art dira plutôt quelque chose comme « telle connexion est possible, et voyons ce que
cela nous dit ». Il montre que les connexions en général sont possibles ;
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et si on peut établir des connexions partout et n’importe où, c’est que le
sens et l’intégration sont possibles partout. Ceci est à la base le message
des religions et, sur un plan différent, le message de l’art : le monde est
signifiant, cohérent, et il a une dimension invisible infinie — et c’est parce
qu’elle est infinie que toutes les métaphores, toutes les œuvres d’art sont
« vraies » d’une certaine manière, ou du moins, pertinentes quelque part.
Cette dimension intérieure du monde est un potentiel infini de créativité.
« Parmi toutes les métaphores dont nous disposons, la plus centrale
et la plus frappante, accessible à tous les êtres humains, c’est le soi.
Je ne parle pas seulement ici de la construction psychologique du
« soi », mais de l’être tout entier, la psyché et le soma, lieu de réunion,
pour chacun d’entre nous, de la Creatura et du Pleroma. L’expérience
du soi et la possibilité de s’y référer sont essentielles au réseau métaphorique à travers lequel nous identifions le monde et y réagissons. »
(Bateson & Bateson, 1989, p. 261)

Pour l’artiste et le poète, tout comme pour l’homo religiosus d’Eliade,
le corps et la situation terrestre (l’incarnation) apparaissent comme des
véhicules privilégiés pour la connaissance du monde : on peut connaître
le monde parce qu’on est fait à son image, et on peut se connaître soi-même
en observant le monde. « L’art est à l’image de la création », écrit Paul
Klee. « C’est un symbole, tout comme le monde terrestre est un symbole
du cosmos » (Klee, 1985, p. 40). Nous retrouvons ici l’écho d’une idée
scientifique pré-moderne : celle de l’homologie entre les mondes. Dans le
microcosme de l’individu, le macrocosme de l’univers et le « supra-cosme »
du Divin se reflètent. Mais cette homologie et cette résonance entre le Soi
et le monde est aussi la métaphore, ou la mimesis, fondamentale, première,
de l’art et de la poésie.
L’homme le moins religieux n’est pas l’athée, mais le positiviste pour
qui toute correspondance présumée entre le monde et soi est arbitraire.
Pour un tel individu, on ne peut connaître le monde en y vivant et le
monde ne nous renseigne absolument pas sur nous-même : seules l’observation et la rationalité peuvent nous renseigner sur l’état du monde,
mais sa « surnature » (c’est-à-dire sa dimension de sens) est inconnaissable et indécidable, voire arbitraire. Mais il ne s’agit que d’une posture
intellectuelle, qui n’implique pas la non-existence de l’état de conscience
qui nous permet de voir le monde comme réverbérant d’homologies,
imbu de présence et de sens, susceptible d’inspirer les sentiments qui
nous étreignent devant l’infini, le sublime, le numineux; ou, plus simplement encore, inspirer une révérence envers une chose, un lieu ou une
personne que nous voudrons dès lors considérer comme sacrées. En fait,
le statut ontologique qu’on accorde à l’imaginaire est secondaire dans
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cette histoire : les constructions imaginaires ne sont-elles que de simples
inventions arbitraires, ou l’imaginaire est-il un mode d’accès à un certain
niveau de vérité ? La réalité, c’est que cet imaginaire existe et qu’il agit
dans la vie des individus et des sociétés ; il a créé toutes les cultures,
toutes les religions, toutes les œuvres d’art… et il a contribué, dans une
large mesure, à l’élaboration des philosophies et des théories scientifiques.
Ce que dit Eliade, c’est que sans cette dimension unifiante et signifiante
où l’on comprend et entend les résonances entre les choses, les êtres et les
mondes, le monde n’a pas de sens.
« À vrai dire, il n’y a plus de ‹ Monde ›, mais seulement des fragments d’un univers brisé, masse amorphe d’une infinité de ‹ lieux ›
plus ou moins neutres où l’homme se meut, commandé par les obligations de toute existence intégrée dans une société industrielle. »
(Eliade, 1965, p. 27)

Que l’univers soit signifiant en lui-même ou qu’on l’imagine être
signifiant, le sentiment d’être réel dans un monde de sens est un état de
conscience particulier. C’est en fait l’une de nos expériences les plus
profondes, une expérience qu’on ne peut ni objectiver ni prouver, mais
qui infuse toutes les littératures, les religions et les mystiques, les arts,
la poésie, les mythes, les films. Le sens du monde n’est pas objectif, il
ne peut pas être expliqué et il n’existe qu’à l’intérieur de nous, sous une
forme esthétique. Ce sens n’est pas déduit, il émerge plutôt de/dans l’intimité de notre relation au monde ; il est le produit de la résonance entre
nous et le monde, comme les harmoniques.
« L’art, c’est la contemplation. C’est le plaisir de l’esprit qui pénètre
la nature et qui y devine l’esprit dont elle est elle-même animée.
C’est la joie de l’intelligence qui voit clair dans l’univers et qui le
recrée en l’illuminant de conscience. L’art, c’est la plus sublime mission de l’homme puisque c’est l’exercice de la pensée qui cherche à
comprendre le monde et à le faire comprendre. » (Rodin, 1967, p. 6)

L’art
’œuvre d’art se présente donc comme métaphore de l’esprit qui l’a
créée et du monde dans lequel elle a été créée — les deux dans une
relation batesonienne non dualiste d’interface. L’œuvre d’art est cette
interface : création de l’esprit, elle est aussi matérielle, elle appartient au
monde. Elle inscrit l’esprit dans la matière et fait se réverbérer la matière
dans l’esprit. À travers elle, on voit le dedans des choses, on approche des
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sens cachés, des « vérités ultimes ». Je le répète, un contenu artistique n’est
pas « vrai » au sens objectif du terme : l’artiste l’invente, ou il le découvre
dans l’œuvre — c’est de pure créativité qu’il s’agit ici, et non de prétendre
que cet « invisible » ait quoi que ce soit de déterminé.9 Mais à travers
l’expérience artistique, nous en venons à sentir que le monde est dimensionné, qu’il n’a pas qu’une surface, il a aussi une profondeur ; et c’est cela
qui est important, le fait de percevoir un monde vibrant de sens cachés,
en état constant de création.
Dans l’œuvre le sens n’est pas d’ordre linguistique, mais esthétique :
c’est par sa forme et ses matériaux, la structure de sa construction et ses
rapports internes/externes que l’œuvre est signifiante. On ne « décode »
pas des signes, comme dans le langage verbal, on entre plutôt en relation
avec une structure signifiante.10 Les œuvres d’art ne sont pas les seules
occasions d’expériences esthétiques : nous vibrons aux patterns fortuits
dans la nature et nous percevons beauté et cohérence en eux. L’art n’est
pas non plus la seule pratique esthétique de l’humanité : l’architecture,
le design, les rites et même l’ensemble de la culture sont de nature esthétique. Alors voir l’art en termes de formes, de structure et de patterns nous
renseigne sur son mode d’opération, mais ce n’est pas ça qui le définit.
Les objets d’art sont certes des objets esthétiques, mais résumer l’art à l’esthétique serait comme résumer la littérature à la linguistique. En réalité,
ce n’est pas son fonctionnement qui élucide l’art, c’est sa fonction. L’essence
de l’art n’est pas tant dans la manière dont il fait sens, que dans le fait
qu’il crée du sens ; c’est-à-dire sa signifiance et l’aspect intentionnel de cette
signifiance. J’utilise le mot « signifiance » à la place de « contenu », car le
contenu d’une œuvre d’art n’est pas son sujet — ce dont elle « parle » —,
c’est plutôt un ensemble signifiant ouvert, qui ne peut être subsumé sous
des concepts ou une thèse donnée comme peut l’être un discours. Pour
être précis, on ne peut pas dire que l’œuvre contient et transmet un sens
déterminé, comme le discours le fait. La signifiance de l’œuvre d’art est
davantage comme un champ de signifiance, un peu à la manière d’un
champ quantique, c’est-à-dire une possibilité, une probabilité de sens. C’est
dans l’interaction avec les personnes qui entrent en relation avec l’œuvre
que le sens se crée : leur propre contenu intrapsychique est mis en état de
9. Les Idées de Platon, les archétypes de Jung et la structure des mythes d’Eliade pourraient nous mettre sur la piste de certains « déterminants » dans l’univers, vu comme
un Inconscient collectif ; et certains voudront dire que les artistes y puisent leurs créations. C’est possible, mais ce n’est pas une conception à laquelle souscrivent beaucoup
d’artistes contemporains.
10. Certaines œuvres postmodernes intègrent des codes, des icônes et des références et se
présentent comme des discours. Les définitions que je donne ici s’appliquent peut-être
mal à ces œuvres particulières.
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création. « Ma peinture est un espace de questionnement et de méditation
où les sens qu’on lui prête peuvent venir se faire et se défaire » (Soulages,
2002, p. 15). Ainsi le sens d’une œuvre n’est ni défini ni limité — il ne peut
l’être, car l’œuvre toute entière est baignée de signifiance, c’est-à-dire de
possibilité de sens. C’est pourquoi la signification d’une œuvre d’art est
« ouverte », d’abord, et est indicible et intraduisible — parfois même elle
ne sera qu’un pur sentiment de signifiance, comme dans les arts abstraits
ou la musique instrumentale. Ceux-ci nous semblent en effet déborder de
signification malgré qu’ils évitent les références au réel et à tout autre
forme de signification codifiée ou acceptée (symbolique ou sémantique) ;
des œuvres, donc, dont on ne pourrait décoder le sens mais qui sont
néanmoins saturées de signifiance. Ce qui définit l’art, en fin de compte,
c’est son intention de générer un champ de signifiance particulier, et de
mettre en mouvement, de faire vibrer, d’actualiser les dimensions psychiques de notre être en réponse à lui. L’artiste crée, par l’œuvre, les paramètres de cette expérience de signifiance.
“The role of the arts is to explore the inner space of man; to find out
how much and how intensely he can vibrate, through sound, through
what he hears, whichever it is. They are a means by which to expand
his inner universe.”
(Stockhausen, 1989, p. 32)

Pour la plupart des gens, « l’art », c’est l’objet d’art : des œuvres, des
objets créés par les artistes, qu’on apprécie, qu’on achète, qu’on échange.
L’objet d’art impressionne : souvent monumental, souvent cher, souvent
raffiné au plan technique ou technologique, il nous apparaît d’une grande
matérialité. Mais cet objet n’est qu’un support pour quelque chose qui
réside dans des dimensions intangibles. L’« œuvre d’art » n’est pas seulement cet objet qu’on regarde, écoute, appréhende avec les sens, c’est aussi,
surtout, le travail invisible de l’artiste dans des dimensions immatérielles
pendant la création de cet objet. L’œuvre, dans le sens d’ouvrage, de travail,
d’actions effectuées, concerne l’in/formation d’une matière, c’est-à-dire
son animation par un esprit. Cette conception de l’art inclut beaucoup
de pratiques archaïques et non occidentales qui n’étaient ou ne sont pas
nécessairement considérées comme « de l’art » par les cultures mêmes
auxquelles elles appartiennent. Elle inclut aussi la poésie qui, bien qu’elle
utilise la langue, est une pratique esthétique semblable à l’art. Mais cette
conception n’inclut pas d’emblée tout ce qui est esthétique, ou semble
harmonieux, beau ou maîtrisé : seulement ces pratiques intentionnelles
de type artistique dont la fonction est de créer du sens en in/formant des
matières ou événements (sonores, gestuels, etc.) — par opposition à la
transmission d’un sens prédéfini par un système de codes (comme les
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graphiques, les symboles codifiés, les mathématiques, qu’on considère
parfois comme étant de nature esthétique). Cela ne devrait pas inclure
non plus, il faut le dire, les travaux d’artistes qui ne s’identifient pas à mes
descriptions. Il n’y a pas de définition absolue de l’art. L’art est une notion
qui varie d’une culture à l’autre, d’une époque à l’autre, d’un praticien
à l’autre. D’ailleurs, pour chaque définition qu’on puisse donner de l’art,
on pourra trouver ou imaginer des œuvres qui l’invalideront. Selon moi,
cependant, cela montre davantage la créativité des artistes et leur besoin
que l’art demeure un champ libre, que l’impossibilité ou l’inutilité d’en
parler. Quoiqu’il en soit, mon but n’est pas de prescrire quoi que ce soit,
mais plutôt de cerner un grand ensemble, ou peut-être pourrais-je me
permettre de dire, cerner un certain « niveau de réalité » précis parmi
ceux appartenant aux « facultés créatrices ».

Les pratiques esthétiques de type artistique : invoquer le sens
Parmi toutes les pratiques humaines visant à créer du sens et à le
rendre manifeste (et elles sont nombreuses), celle qui nous sert souvent
de référence et avec laquelle nous sommes culturellement le plus à l’aise,
est le discours, essentiellement linguistique, qui crée du sens dans l’intellect et le véhicule par le langage verbal. On a tellement mis l’emphase sur
celui-ci qu’on entend souvent parler de « discours artistique ». Pourtant,
les rituels, les pratiques de conscience altérée, l’inscription de symboles
graphiques, l’ornementation, la valorisation et/ou la sacralisation des
objets ou des lieux, tout ça crée beaucoup plus de sens ou, disons, une
plus grande intensité de sens, que le discours. Contrairement au discours
qui se contente souvent de décrire le monde et de spéculer sur sa nature,
ou encore qui communique nos états d’âme et nos raisons de faire, ces
autres pratiques rendent manifeste et agissent sur une « signifiance »
invisible du monde, et nous mettent en relation directe avec lui.
L’homo aestheticus enchante, ensorcelle, interpelle le monde qui
l’entoure. Il communique avec le cosmos, avec les autres humains et avec
lui-même. Traçant des images d’animaux sur les murs des cavernes, inscrivant signes et symboles sur les pierres, les outils, les lieux, il se répète
ce qu’il connaît pour mieux le connaître encore. Il invente des techniques
pour altérer sa conscience ordinaire, crée des rituels pour invoquer les
esprits de la nature et des êtres non humains, tente d’intercéder auprès
des forces maléfiques qui l’oppriment et auprès des forces bénéfiques qui
pourraient le sauver, il exprime son existence, clame qu’il est sensible et
marque sa place dans l’univers. Il développe des pratiques magiques lui
donnant accès à des dimensions paranormales, agit sur ces dimensions,
et agit sur le monde ordinaire à partir de ces dimensions… Il se guérit,
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s’individualise, se rencontre lui-même, se raconte. Il reconnaît l’existence
des choses, établit des distinctions, consacre, détruit, crée.
Associé à des fonctions comme la guérison, les états altérés de conscience, l’individuation, l’exploration de mondes subjectifs, la voyance,
l’expression de soi, la communication avec le cosmos et le monde non
humain, le développement spirituel, ou encore des fonctions culturelles
complexes — notamment politiques et sociales —, les pratiques esthétiques
de type artistique visent à rendre réel et agissant le monde psychique :
faire descendre l’esprit dans la matière, actualiser des sens potentiels ou
indéterminés, rendre l’invisible visible, l’immatériel manifeste. Ce faisant,
elles augmentent l’intensité psychique et conséquemment notre sentiment
d’exister. Ces mêmes pratiques augmentent notre sentiment de l’existence
de l’autre, et de l’existence du cosmos — car le sentiment d’exister s’accompagne d’un sentiment tout aussi intense de l’existence du monde.
“I hope that my painting has the impact of giving someone, as it did
me, the feeling of his own totality, of his own separateness, of his
own individuality, and at the same time of his connection to others,
who are also separate.”
(Newman, 1990, p. 257)

Ce sentiment d’exister dans un monde signifiant est, nous l’avons
vu, ce que Eliade définit comme étant le sacré ; et les pratiques de type
artistique intensifient ce sentiment. C’est qu’il fallait à tout prix vivre
dans un univers signifiant ; autrement nous serions perdus, vulnérables
et des proies faciles — non seulement les proies de prédateurs plus forts
ou plus rapides que nous, mais les proies de la peur, des éléments naturels, de la nuit, de l’immensité, de la soif, de l’hiver. Il fallait pouvoir communiquer avec les éléments, il fallait exorciser les peurs, il fallait savoir se
reconnaître les uns les autres et retrouver notre chemin. Aujourd’hui n’est
pas différent. Il nous faut toujours vivre dans un monde de sens. Or nous
tissons continuellement ce tissu signifiant, comme un champ de sens dans
lequel nous baignons. Cette manière de tisser le champ du sens est notre
« temps du rêve » 11, cette dimension d’où s’effectue la re-création perpétuelle du monde.

L’art et le sacré : une homologie saisissante
À la base de la thèse d’Eliade se trouve l’affirmation selon laquelle
« le sacré et le profane constituent deux modalités d’être dans le monde,
11. Le « temps du rêve » (dream time) est le mythe de création des aborigènes australiens
selon lequel le monde, rêvé par l’Esprit, se maintient en existence grâce au fait que
toutes les créatures continuent de le rêver (Wolf, 1994, p. 140).
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deux situations existentielles assumées par l’homme au long de son histoire » (Eliade, 1965, p. 20). Il ne serait pas difficile de montrer que les arts,
mythes et rituels des cultures archaïques étaient liés au sacré : ils étaient,
de fait, les pratiques et les comportements par lesquels le sacré était manifesté dans le monde et les sociétés.
« Il faut dire qu’au début tout univers imaginaire était (…) un univers religieux. (…) L’autonomie de la danse, de la poésie, des arts
plastiques est une découverte récente. À l’origine, tous ces mondes
imaginaires avaient une valeur et une fonction religieuses. »
(Eliade, 2006, p. 158-159)

Mais dégager aujourd’hui la solidarité épistémique qui lie le sacré
et l’art occidental, moderne et contemporain, est plus difficile ; d’autant
plus que les artistes eux-mêmes résistent à cette idée et sont souvent les
plus virulents opposants de l’Église et de la religion. Au point qu’on
pourrait même voir l’histoire de l’art occidental comme l’histoire de l’affranchissement de l’art : ce processus résolu par lequel l’art s’est affranchi de la religion et du sacré ; s’est affranchi, en fait, de toute association
avec quelque institution ou fonction politique pour devenir autonome,
voué à rien d’autre qu’à lui-même. Mais c’est précisément ici, dans cette
séparation même, que l’homologie la plus profonde apparaît.
Selon Mircea Eliade, l’homme religieux ne croit pas au sacré parce
qu’il en aurait conjecturé l’existence, mais parce qu’il le voit ou le ressent :
il « voit » quelque chose de « tout autre » se manifester au beau milieu de
son existence ordinaire (Eliade, 1965, p. 17). Dans le tissu plus ou moins
continu de l’espace-temps ordinaire, soudain quelque chose a une valeur,
un sens différent de ce qui l’entoure ; soudain quelque chose vibre, s’illumine, se détache du reste et nous semble investi d’une présence particulière : on est en présence d’une « manifestation de quelque chose de
‘tout autre’, d’une réalité qui n’appartient pas à notre monde, dans des
objets qui font partie intégrante de notre monde ‘naturel’, ‘profane’ » (ib.).
Cela ne rappelle-t-il pas des mots Kandinsky ?
“Thus, next to the ‘real’ world, art puts a new world that in its externals has nothing to do with reality. Internally, however, it is subject
to the general laws of the ‘cosmic world’. Thus a new ‘world of art’
is placed next to the ‘world of nature’ (…) a world that is just as real.”
(Kandinsky, in Golding, 2000, p. 112)

On ne compte pas le nombre de fois où des artistes, particulièrement au XXe siècle, ont utilisé le vocabulaire du sacré pour parler de l’art.
Mais plutôt que d’inféoder l’art au sacré, on a l’impression qu’ils ont, au
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contraire, voulu enrôler le sacré au service de l’art, allant même jusqu’à
laisser entendre que l’art pouvait mieux encore prétendre au sacré que la
religion elle-même.
« L’art dans son ensemble n’est pas une création sans but qui
s’écroule dans le vide. C’est une puissance dont le but doit être de
développer et d’affiner l’âme humaine. C’est le seul langage qui
parle à l’âme et le seul qu’elle puisse entendre. Elle y trouve, sous
l’unique forme qui soit assimilable pour elle, le Pain Quotidien dont
elle a besoin. »
(Kandinsky, 1969, p. 172)

L’utilisation de ce vocabulaire n’est pas fortuite : l’homo aestheticus
est un homo religiosus. Si le sacré et le profane sont deux modes d’être,
comme l’affirme Eliade, alors l’art appartient au premier, schématiquement parlant, indépendamment de ce que le contenu des œuvres dira ou
ne dira pas du plan divin. Dans les sections qui suivent, je montrerai
comment les descriptions que fait Eliade de certaines caractéristiques
d’un monde sacralisé s’appliquent aussi à l’art : d’abord comment ce qui
définit l’espace-temps sacré caractérise aussi l’espace-temps de l’art,
ensuite comment l’objet d’art opère à la façon d’une hiérophanie, à cette
différence près qu’au lieu de marquer l’irruption du divin ou du sacré
dans un lieu ou un objet, il manifeste l’irruption de sens et de présence.
Puis, j’évoquerai comment la nature représentée dans l’art est, de fait,
une « surnature », dans le sens où Eliade utilise ce terme. Je finirai en
montrant comment l’art, qu’on devrait considérer comme une de nos
plus grandes « facultés créatrices », augmente l’énergie psychique.

L’espace–temps artistique
Pour Eliade, les ruptures dans l’homogénéité de l’espace ordinaire
qui caractérisent la spatialité sacralisée résultent d’un processus de qualification de l’espace qui, avant l’acte ou l’événement sacralisateur, était une
simple quantité d’espace. De même, le temps sacré est lui aussi discontinu
par rapport au temps linéaire. C’est une valorisation de l’espace et/ou du
temps qui est opérée, par des actes créateurs de structuration et de définition. Or on n’exagèrera pas en disant que ce genre d’actes créateurs
est pratiquement la définition première de l’art. Dans l’organisation de
l’espace artistique, on retrouve le schéma de la sacralisation de l’espace :
l’œuvre d’art ouvre une dimension « tout autre », n’appartenant pas au
contexte ambiant. La rupture de l’espace ordinaire est de fait une caractéristique importante de l’art plastique, où l’œuvre occupe son propre
espace : l’encadrement des peintures, dessins, photographies, etc., sert
avant tout à séparer l’espace de l’œuvre de l’espace ambiant et à le présen-
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ter comme qualitativement différent. Le cadre et les espaces « consacrés »
à l’art — scène, salle de concert, musée — sont des solutions de continuité
de la même manière que le parvis des églises, marquant le fait que l’espace
artistique est « tout autre ». La galerie d’art, le musée, la salle de concert
ou le théâtre ont une fonction semblable à celle du temple religieux : ces
lieux définissent un espace différent dans lequel opéreront un système de
sens et une logique, voire même une géométrie, différentes de celle de la
rue. Et puis l’œuvre n’est pas seulement extraite de l’espace ambiant, elle
ouvre un nouvel espace à l’intérieur de son cadre ou sur la scène —
espace où se produit cet effet de « révélation d’une réalité absolue » qui
caractérise par ailleurs l’espace sacré.12
L’espace de l’œuvre, découpé à même l’espace ordinaire, est certes
un espace artistique plutôt que sacré, mais c’est un rectangle ou un volume
tout entier organisé et intentionnel, donc tout entier qualifié et signifiant,
contrairement à l’espace ordinaire qui n’a pas de qualité a priori. Le spectateur peut s’absorber entièrement dans l’œuvre, elle ne lui fera nulle part
défaut, il y trouvera toujours quelque chose; l’œuvre est un potentiel de
sens infini. Ce n’est pas le cas des lieux et objets ordinaires, où la plupart
du temps l’agencement des éléments est le fruit du hasard ou de considérations fonctionnelles.
Tout comme l’espace sacré est non-homogène, le temps sacré n’est
pas non plus inscrit dans la continuité du temps ordinaire. Contrairement
au temps profane, qui n’est que durée, le temps sacré fonctionne comme
un « espace de temps » qui s’ouvre au début de la cérémonie, par les rites
appropriés, et se referme à la fin. Or, c’est la même chose pour le temps
théâtral, qui est rouvert puis refermé chaque fois qu’on joue la pièce.
Même chose encore pour une pièce musicale, une chorégraphie, ou un
film. Et tous ont des limites les définissant « autres », leur début et leur
fin sont marqués par des conventions ou autres façons de prévenir que la
performance ou le film commence et se termine — comme le cadre pour
une peinture. Le titre et le générique d’un film, de même que les applaudissements, notamment, opèrent comme des solutions de continuité entre
le temps de l’œuvre et notre retour au temps ordinaire.
L’œuvre, elle aussi, vit dans un temps « autre » : elle ne change pas,
elle ne vieillit pas, elle ne s’use pas13, car elle existe dans un temps absolu
en attendant d’être re/créée dans la réalité du monde — après quoi elle
retournera, intacte, dans son temps absolu, jusqu’à la prochaine représen12. « Il n’y a pas seulement rupture dans l’homogénéité de l’espace, mais aussi révélation
d’une réalité absolue, qui s’oppose à la non-réalité de l’immense étendue environnante » (Eliade, 1965, p. 26).
13. Ce qui est susceptible de s’user, c’est la réaction des audiences, dépendamment des
fluctuations des contextes socioculturels, historiques, et individuels.
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tation ou exécution.14 Ce temps de l’œuvre est aussi incompressible : tout
comme son espace, on ne peut le raccourcir ni l’étirer, ni le résumer, il est
partie intégrante de l’œuvre, si on le change, on change le sens de l’œuvre.
Comme l’univers qui déploie lui-même le temps dans lequel il existe,
l’œuvre d’art ouvre elle-même le temps qu’elle prend.
« De même que le temps liturgique diffère du temps profane — celui
de la chronologie et de nos emplois du temps —, le temps théâtral
est une « sortie » hors du temps ordinaire. La musique aussi (…)
nous fait parfois sortir du temps quotidien. Cette expérience, chacun
l’a faite, et par là, elle peut aider l’esprit le plus « profane » à comprendre le temps sacré, le temps liturgique. » (Eliade, 2006, p. 121)

L’œuvre comme hiérophanie
Eliade a appelé « hiérophanie » toute manifestation par laquelle le
sacré fait irruption dans le monde réel à travers un objet ou un événement. Or l’œuvre d’art répond aux trois conditions d’une hiérophanie : 1)
l’objet naturel continue à se situer dans son contexte normal, 2) la réalité
invisible ou le Tout Autre en forme le contenu révélé, 3) le médiateur est
l’objet naturel revêtu d’une dimension nouvelle.15
« On n’insistera jamais assez sur le paradoxe que constitue toute
hiérophanie, même la plus élémentaire. En manifestant le sacré, un
objet quelconque devient autre chose, sans cesser d’être lui-même,
car il continue de participer à son milieu cosmique environnant.
Une pierre sacrée reste une pierre; apparemment (plus exactement :
d’un point de vue profane) rien ne la distingue de toutes les autres
pierres. Pour ceux auxquels une pierre se révèle sacrée, sa réalité
immédiate se transmue au contraire en réalité surnaturelle. »
(Eliade, 1965, p. 18)

Marcel Duchamp a bien montré — quoique par l’absurde — l’opération ontologique dans l’art, c’est-à-dire de quelle façon, par quel genre
d’opération un objet ordinaire devient un objet d’art. On voit que cette
opération procède de la même logique que l’opération par laquelle une
14. « Une représentation, c’est le moment où l’on montre quelque chose qui appartient
au passé, quelque chose qui a existé autrefois et qui doit exister maintenant. Car une
« représentation » n’est pas imitation ou description d’un événement passé : la représentation est hors du temps. Elle abolit toute différence entre hier et aujourd’hui. Elle
prend ce qui s’est passé hier et le fait revivre aujourd’hui sous tous ses aspects, y compris la spontanéité » (Brook, 1977, p. 181).
15. http://stehly.chez.tiscali.fr/le3.htm 02/2007
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chose ordinaire devient sacrée. En signant et en exposant des objets ordinaires, ses ready-made, dans une galerie d’art, Duchamp montrait que le
fait même de les mettre dans un espace artistique et de les traiter comme
des objets d’art les rendait « artistiques » et leur conférait une signification tout autre que celle qu’ils avaient avant d’être amenés à la galerie.
La signification ainsi acquise par l’objet est une « signification artistique »,
ce qui aussi montre que le sens produit dans l’œuvre d’art n’est pas du
même type que celui produit dans la réalité ordinaire. Il ne s’agit pas, donc,
d’un simple glissement de sens, mais bien d’une transformation ontologique : l’objet se met à appartenir à un autre monde, celui de l’art, il est
désormais d’une autre nature. Cette opération est schématiquement similaire à la sacralisation d’objets devenant objets de culte.
Lorsque des choses, des lieux, des temps ou des événements sont
« sacrés » ou sont dits « d’art », cela signifie qu’ils portent un sens particulier, distinct de leur réalité ordinaire. Mais il ne s’agit pas d’un simple
sens caché, n’importe lequel, comme un sens arbitraire attribué à quelque
chose pour que cette chose « signifie » (dans le sens de « renvoyer à »)
quelque chose d’autre comme une idée abstraite, un concept, une chose,
etc. Il s’agit plutôt de « signifier » dans le sens d’invoquer, d’inviter la
manifestation de quelque chose d’autre, appartenant à une dimension
transcendante, dans le monde ordinaire où se trouve l’objet d’art ou l’objet sacré. Ceci correspond bien à la définition d’une hiérophanie. Dans
le cas du sacré, ce qui est ainsi signifié est la dimension de la présence
divine (le numineux). L’objet d’art — agnostique sauf pour l’art sacré —
signifiera plutôt une dimension transcendante de notre présence psychique
et celle de l’objet lui-même, et derrière l’objet, l’espace, le temps et la
matière ; mais alors, il s’agira d’une présence absolue. Ce pourrait même
être la présence absolue de la pesanteur, comme l’écrit si bien Richard
Serra dans son article intitulé « Weight ». Barnett Newman, peut-être le
plus théologien des expressionnistes, insistait sur le fait que le sens de
l’œuvre d’art était de nous rendre nous-mêmes présents, à travers la
présence de la matière artistique. Il a dit, plus d’une fois, que la peinture
“makes something where if you stand in front of it, you know that you’re
there” (Newman, 1990, p. 289).
Il n’est pas question de dire que toute forme de symbolisation est
une sacralisation, mais on peut dire, je crois, que le comportement d’accorder à certaines choses, certains lieux, temps, gestes ou activités, des significations les reliant à une autre dimension de sens, plus élevée, procède
d’une mentalité religieuse, du moins telle que décrite par Eliade. De plus,
le comportement selon lequel ces significations autres deviennent des
significations premières fait aussi partie du comportement religieux; et
par là, j’entends que le sens « autre » ou transcendant de quelque chose
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devient sa raison d’être, et la raison pour laquelle on s’intéresse à cette
chose en premier lieu. De fait, les objets, symboles et icônes que les
artistes manipulent ou représentent dans leurs œuvres ne les intéressent
que par leur pouvoir d’évoquer quelque chose d’autre — que ce soit autre
chose complètement ou une réaffirmation ontologique de l’essence de cette
chose, ce « double » mystérieux (l’expression est de Todorov) dont je parlerai plus tard. Autrement dit, dans l’art, une chose peut se signifier
elle-même, être le symbole d’elle-même : ce type de littéralisme, comme
dans l’hyperréalisme ou le Pop Art, est quand même une forme de transcendance.

La surnature : l’invisible et la présence absolue
Je ne crois pas qu’on doive argumenter longuement pour affirmer
que la représentation de la nature dans l’art — indépendamment du style
utilisé — appartient à ce mode de la conscience qui voit une surnature
invisible (sa dimension de sens) derrière la nature. Il ne s’agit jamais, en
effet, de représenter la nature telle qu’elle est, il s’agit soit d’en présenter
(manifester, invoquer) les aspects invisibles, soit de la montrer elle-même
comme symbole d’autre chose, comme mimesis ou comme métaphore. En
général, la différence entre la signification d’une chose (objet, geste, etc.)
à l’état ordinaire et cette même chose dans une œuvre figurative en est une
d’intensification, causée par l’intentionnalité de la représentation et la mise
en évidence ou la distinction de cet objet par rapport à son contexte ordinaire. On trouve des illustrations édifiantes de ce genre d’intensification
dans certaines formes d’hyperréalisme — chez le peintre canadien Alex
Colville par exemple. « Mon objectif en tant qu’artiste — dit-il — est probablement, pour reprendre les termes de Joseph Conrad ‹ de rendre la plus
grande justice possible à la réalité › ».16 Il peint effectivement des scènes
de manière réaliste, mais on appelle pourtant « réalisme magique » son
type de figuration. Son œuvre Living Room 17 représente simplement un
couple âgé dans le living-room, l’homme assis, la femme jouant du piano,
mais leur présence (et la nôtre par le fait même) est intensifiée par la représentation, qui arrête le mouvement et l’éternise ; ce qui du coup nous
déroute et nous fait ressentir cet « ordinaire intensifié » comme étrange et
traversé de quelque chose d’inexplicable. D’où l’impression de « réalisme
magique ». Mais une telle intensification n’est pas le seul fait de ces types
de réalisme, elle est au contraire au cœur du rapport entre l’art et la nature.
16. http://www.rbc.com/community/resources/art-collection/colville.html (02/2007).
17. Living Room, 2000, acrylique sur panneau dur, 40 x 56,5 cm. Musée des Beaux-Arts du
Canada.

256

DANIELLE BOUTET

Même dans les iconographies hautement symboliques du Moyen-Âge, la
nature est utilisée en essence pour pointer vers sa propre « surnature » :
la montagne représente la montagne sacrée; le ciel représente le ciel sacré,
etc. L’objet représente son propre archétype, il est une manifestation de
son Idée. À la Renaissance, on commence à vouloir faire voir l’unicité et
la spécificité dans la nature : les choses ne sont plus simplement allégoriques, elles deviennent particularisées et en viennent à se représenter
elles-mêmes — on a alors la création d’un double, comme un soulignement tautologique de la présence de l’objet, ce qui crée une intensification
de sa présence en en faisant, le plus souvent, le signe de lui-même.
« Les personnes singulières, pourtant représentées méticuleusement,
sont extraites du monde réel des hommes pour produire leur double.
Ce double flotte alors dans un espace intermédiaire, entre instant et
éternité. Van Eyck n’embellit pas ses modèles, il les ‹ absolutise ›. »
(Todorov, 2004, p. 177)

Le passage à l’abstraction en peinture et en sculpture a souvent
dérouté le public du XXe siècle, mais les formes d’art abstrait n’étaient
pas nouvelles, et de loin. Plusieurs formes de décoration, les patterns
amérindiens comme ceux des Kwakiutl, la musique instrumentale en
général, plusieurs formes de danse, sont autant de formes abstraites.
Mais l’abstraction n’est pas foncièrement différente de la représentation :
toutes deux représentent les dimensions intérieures du monde ou de la
psyché. On a d’ailleurs des artistes qui ont voulu voir toutes les œuvres
figuratives comme des œuvres abstraites (Georgia O’Keeffe, notamment :
« Une œuvre d’art figurative est réussie dans la mesure où elle est réussie abstraitement ») et d’autres qui ont voulu voir les œuvres abstraites
comme des représentations du Soi (“the formal sign language of the inner
kingdom” — Rosenberg, 1978, p. 38), ou simplement de choses intangibles
(des émotions, des contenus psychiques, des forces invisibles ou naturelles). L’abstraction révèle les formes et les patterns invisibles, dans la
nature ou dans la psyché. Ceci est encore plus évident dans la musique et
la danse, notamment, car la psyché, non spatiale, est un processus temporel. Si la musique a un tel pouvoir d’évoquer les émotions et sentiments
humains, ou encore un voyage intérieur par exemple, c’est que ces sentiments ou un voyage sont des patterns qui se déroulent dans le temps. La
musique et la danse ont donc le pouvoir de les révéler, de les représenter
temporellement, d’en être — dirait-on — des « métaphores temporelles ».

L’augmentation de la conscience
Ce que Todorov décrit comme une « absolutisation » évoque un
phénomène d’augmentation semblable à un feedback ou une sorte de cau-
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salité circulaire. Vu sous un angle plus spirituel, on dirait un phénomène
d’intensification — ajout d’un « surcroît de substance ontologique » dirait
Eliade ; renforcement du sentiment de la présence de soi, dirait Barnett
Newman. Lié à l’augmentation du sentiment de « signifiance » et/ou de
« présence », au bout du compte, c’est la conscience elle-même qui est
augmentée. En effet, on trouve ici un schéma du processus selon lequel
se « crée la conscience » (Low), c’est-à-dire un mouvement d’intensification qui se produit en ajoutant, comme autant de cercles concentriques,
des couches de « conscience de » : conscience, conscience de soi, conscience
de la conscience de soi, etc. Une telle intensification du sens, ou du sentiment de sens, concentre (littéralement) l’attention. Le psychologue Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi voit le centrement de l’attention comme un processus
d’augmentation de la conscience : « La conscience n’est pas un système
linéaire, mais un système de causalité circulaire — l’attention façonne le
soi et celui-ci façonne celle-là » (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004, p. 46).
L’art, disait Mondrian, est « une fin en soi, comme la religion »
(Mondrian, 1986, p. 42) : il se suffit à lui-même, il existe pour lui-même
et plus on le pratique, plus il existe. Je dirais : plus nous le pratiquons,
plus nous existons. On a l’impression d’une tautologie ou, comme le dirait
Csikszentmihalyi, d’une circularité : une chose qui existe en elle-même
et pour elle-même, l’art, qui génère les concepts avec lesquels on en parle
et qui ne sert qu’à son propre renforcement. C’est là toute la mystique
de l’art moderne, avec son injonction de « l’art pour l’art ». « Ni figures,
ni figuration de mouvements, ni états d’âme, la peinture n’a pas à représenter autre chose qu’elle-même. Ce qui veut dire qu’elle renvoie aussi le
spectateur à lui-même » (Soulages, 2002, p. 109). Mais ce genre de tautologie, loin d’être refermée sur elle-même, opère plutôt comme une boucle
de rétroaction, c’est-à-dire un mécanisme d’augmentation et d’intensification — intensification du sens et de la présence de l’objet, conséquemment de notre propre signifiance (nous qui sommes en relation avec
l’objet d’art et sans qui l’art n’existerait pas), notre propre présence.
“The cult of art-as-art centers around art as a magic, art as a second,
or double, or super nature, around art’s immolations and unearthlinesses, around art’s timelessness, uselessness, and meaninglessness.”
(Reinhardt, 1991, p. 187)

Lorsqu’on retrouve ce genre de circularité ou d’apparente tautologie — des actes ou des comportements qui ne se justifient pas autrement
que pour et en eux-mêmes —, il faut y chercher des indices d’un schéma
d’activation. Quand on dit que l’archétype n’est pas un contenu mais un
activateur, quand Heisenberg parle de pensée et de langage « dynamique »
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au stade des facultés créatrices, quand pour Kant l’esthétique anime la
pensée, la « met en mouvement » (Gasché, 2003, p. 96, 195), on a là un
schéma d’activation effectivement, de mise en mouvement, qui lorsqu’il
est soutenu ou répété crée une augmentation. Et ce ne peut être qu’une
augmentation d’énergie psychique, ou en d’autres mots, une intensification de l’état de conscience.

L’art dans le dialogue Science – Religion
“To Baudelaire (…), the issue that agitates individuals in the depths
of their being is the ‘taste for the infinite’, which persists as a human
trait despite the dissolution of traditional cults and their systems of
mediation. Modern man is a creature whose metaphysical longings
today bring him face to face with emptiness. It is in its continuing
attempts, perhaps foredoomed, to attain to the absolute, without
resort to inherited signs, credos, superstitions that art embodies the
present as a spiritual reality.”
(Rosenberg, 1978, p. 24)
“No synthesized view of reality has replaced religion. (…) The consequence is that the modern artist tends to become the last active
spiritual being in the great world. It is true that each artist has his
own religion. It is true that artists are constantly excommunicating
each other. It is true that artists are not always pure, that some times
they are concerned with their public standing or their material circumstance. Yet for all that it is the artists who guard the spiritual in
the modern world.”
(Motherwell, 1992, p. 29-30)

e terminerai cet exposé par deux remarques brèves, qui ne sont pas des
conclusions à proprement parler, mais deux avenues dans lesquelles
la réflexion qui précède me conduit. Je crois que si nous acceptons de
considérer l’art comme une épistémologie en lui-même, un niveau parmi
les niveaux de réalité, cela devrait normalement avoir des conséquences
pour un dialogue entre la science et la religion. Et je veux croire que si une
conversation à trois s’engageait entre l’art, la science et la religion, les intuitions qui en ressortiraient pourraient inspirer les trois champs — et ce,
dans des sens que je ne peux imaginer que positifs, parce qu’il s’agirait
d’intuitions concernant notre être le plus intime et notre relation au monde.

J

Expérience spirituelle versus croyance religieuse
Mircea Eliade était profondément troublé par la désacralisation de
l’existence moderne. Son espoir que le sacré soit « camouflé » quelque part
était plus qu’un simple défi intellectuel lancé aux historiens des religions
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qui viendraient après lui. C’était un véritable espoir, car la désacralisation
généralisée lui apparaissait comme une catastrophe sociale, spirituelle et
psychique sans nom (Eliade, 2006, p. 145). De bien des façons, je partage
son inquiétude.
Il émerge, de son travail de géant, une impression claire et fascinante
qu’une véritable « histoire » de la spiritualité se déroule, que la spiritualité humaine et les formes religieuses évoluent, depuis les sépultures du
paléolithique aux croyances chamaniques des chasseurs-cueilleurs,
jusqu’aux grandes religions du livre, aux multiples formes d’ascétisme,
au monothéisme et aux réformes, en passant par l’adoration des divinités
de la fertilité et de la guerre chez les peuples agraires et sédentarisés.
Ainsi, l’état actuel de la culture religieuse moderne, apparemment écartelée entre les intégrismes et le matérialisme, peut être replacé dans le
continuum de cette histoire, comme une étape vers de nouvelles formes,
à venir, du religieux et du spirituel.
« Ce dont je suis sûr, c’est que les formes futures de l’expérience religieuse seront tout à fait différentes de celles que nous connaissons. »
(Eliade, 2006, p. 136)

Plusieurs facteurs suggèrent que nous pourrions aujourd’hui nous
retrouver au cœur d’une rupture importante, comme il n’y en a eu que
quelques-unes au cours de l’histoire de l’humanité : peut-être un autre
« moment axial », pour reprendre avec Frédéric Lenoir une expression de
Karl Jaspers (Lenoir, 2003, p. 374). Ce « moment » est évidement l’âge
moderne, qui prend racine dans la Renaissance. Vu dans des ordres de
grandeur comme les millénaires séparant le paléolithique de l’époque
contemporaine, la modernité apparaît en effet comme une révolution aussi
importante que les débuts de l’agriculture ou la technologie des métaux.
Parmi tout ce qu’on pourrait citer comme caractérisant cette modernité, il y a, entre autres, la naissance de l’individu et la généralisation de
la littéracie à toutes les classes d’activité (les deux étant intimement liés,
à mon sens). Les futures formes de religiosité devraient donc, normalement, être plus individualisées, plus créatrices/innovatrices que conservatrices, et plus intimes.18 C’est plus que le contenu de nos croyances
qui a changé, c’est notre relation même au fait de croire, notre relation à
la connaissance et à la spiritualité. Pour la suite des choses, ce n’est donc
pas le contenu théologique et dogmatique des religions traditionnelles
18. Ma réflexion sur ce sujet est grandement redevable à Lenoir (sur les tendances de la
spiritualité contemporaine), Ong (l’influence de la littéracie sur la culture et la société)
et Taylor (sur les aspirations de l’individu moderne).
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qui nous portera au-delà de nos systèmes familiers, mais notre capacité
même à générer des visions, à symboliser, à sacraliser, à nous tourner vers
l’invisible et à faire arriver des hiérophanies. Ces capacités, l’artiste les
développe, car elles sont aussi requises dans l’art.
C’est ici que l’art et le sacré se retrouvent, après avoir suivi des
voies séparées depuis au moins la Renaissance, sinon depuis les grandes
séparations épistémologiques effectuées par les Grecs. Non seulement le
sacré est-il effectivement camouflé dans l’art, mais c’est comme si tout au
long du XXe siècle, des artistes avaient planté les germes d’un nouveau
type de spiritualité, basée sur la quête du sens, du Soi et de l’Invisible,
une spiritualité non théiste et surtout existentialiste. Je ne propose pas de
remplacer la religion par l’art, ou que l’art puisse être une nouvelle forme
de religion — pas du tout. Ce que je dis, c’est que l’art pourrait servir de
base, ou mieux encore, de méthode, pour de nouvelles quêtes spirituelles.
À vrai dire, je ne suis pas sûre que nous aspirions à l’avènement d’une
nouvelle religion, du moins pas comme celles qui ont dominé la spiritualité dans le passé : ces grandes créations mythico-philosophiques visant
à réunir sous une même méta-narration toutes les activités, les pensées
et les institutions d’une société donnée. Un tel modèle ne va pas dans le
sens de l’évolution qu’on entrevoit, qui semble plutôt tendre vers des
ensembles multiculturels et multiethniques toujours plus grands, fragmentés à leur tour en sous-groupes et sous-cultures. Mais il est très possible que les sociétés du futur voudront — ou auront besoin, de fait —
de resacraliser certains aspects de la vie et certaines choses qui ont trop
de valeur pour être laissés aux seuls soins des échanges économiques et
des corporations multinationales. Les procédés et processus requis pour
de telles sacralisations sont liés depuis toujours aux arts — c’est de la
danse, de la musique, de la création plastique, etc., qu’on se servait pour
établir et exprimer la sacralité des choses.
Au-delà de ça, il y a aussi quelque chose de nouveau dans le paysage
religieux de la modernité : la spiritualité, réservée jusqu’ici aux gnostiques
et aux mystiques, devient une aspiration de l’individu moderne. J’entends
par là cette idée que chacun puisse avoir sa propre expérience spirituelle.
Il est possible d’envisager un futur où la spiritualité remplacerait la religion : le sens de la vie et du monde ne serait plus donné par le genre de
narrations religieuses qu’on a eues jusqu’à présent, mais émergeraient de
quêtes personnelles. L’art serait un médium et un modèle étonnant, mais
approprié pour de telles quêtes.
D’ailleurs les bases de cela ont été avancées par plusieurs artistes
non théistes au siècle dernier. Paul Gsell, qui s’est longuement entretenu
avec Rodin en 1907, lui demandait s’il était religieux :
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« — C’est selon la signification qu’on attache au mot, me répondit-il.
Si l’on entend par religieux l’homme qui s’astreint à certaines pratiques, qui s’incline devant certains dogmes, évidemment je ne suis
pas religieux. Qui l’est encore à notre époque? Qui peut abdiquer
son esprit critique et sa raison? Mais, à mon avis, la religion est autre
chose que le balbutiement d’un credo. C’est le sentiment de tout ce
qui est inexpliqué et sans doute inexplicable dans le monde. C’est
l’adoration de la Force ignorée qui maintient les lois universelles, et
qui conserve les types des êtres; c’est le soupçon de tout ce qui dans
la Nature ne tombe pas sous nos sens, de tout l’immense domaine
des choses que ni les yeux de notre corps ni même ceux de notre
esprit ne sont capables de voir; c’est encore l’élan de notre conscience
vers l’infini, l’éternité, vers la science et l’amour sans limites, promesses peut-être illusoires, mais qui, dès cette vie, font palpiter
notre pensée comme si elle se sentait des ailes. En ce sens-là, je suis
religieux.
Rodin suivait maintenant les lueurs ondoyantes et rapides du bois
qui brûlait dans la cheminée. Il reprit :
— Si la religion n’existait pas, j’aurais eu besoin de l’inventer. Les
vrais artistes sont, en somme, les plus religieux des mortels. On croit
que nous ne vivons que par nos sens et que le monde des apparences nous suffit. On nous prend pour des enfants qui s’enivrent de
couleurs chatoyantes et qui s’amusent avec les formes comme avec
des poupées… L’on nous comprend mal. Les lignes et les nuances
ne sont pour nous que les signes de réalités cachées. Au-delà des
surfaces, nos regards plongent jusqu’à l’esprit, et quand ensuite
nous reproduisons des contours, nous les enrichissons du contenu
spirituel qu’ils enveloppent. L’artiste digne de ce nom doit exprimer
toute la vérité de la Nature, non point seulement la vérité du dehors,
mais aussi, mais surtout celle du dedans. (…) Partout le grand
artiste entend l’esprit répondre à son esprit. Où trouverez-vous un
homme plus religieux ? »
(Rodin, 1967, p. 151-152)

L’idée de « recherche » en art
Je crois aussi que l’art pourrait collaborer à certaines recherches.
Depuis l’âge des Lumières du moins, nous avons eu tendance à désavouer
le potentiel épistémologique de l’art, du sacré et de nos facultés créatrices
au profit de certitudes scientifiques. Or je suis d’accord, moi, avec Bateson
« qu’il est désastreux, d’un point de vue épistémologique, d’avoir perdu
le sens de l’unité de la biosphère et de l’humanité, et oublié que cette unité
ultime est d’ordre esthétique » (Bateson, 1996, p. 17), ce qui signifie que
nous avons oublié à quel point nous avons besoin de l’art et de la religion.
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Parce que le sens de la nature et les connexions unificatrices qu’on
y trouve s’expriment de façon esthétique, ils sont hautement subjectifs.
Nous ne pouvons appréhender ce niveau des choses qu’en entrant en
relation avec elles — et alors chacun d’entre nous réagira sur un registre
différent et retiendra une intuition différente du sens et de l’unité du
monde. Plus nous cultivons et entretenons la qualité de cette relation,
plus notre expérience de l’interconnexion et de l’interdépendance des
choses est profonde, plus notre connaissance de la nature est intime et
riche, mais nous ne gagnons pas plus de certitudes. Par contre, cette
rencontre expérientielle et subjective avec nous-mêmes et avec le monde,
dévaluée pourtant dans la connaissance d’aujourd’hui, est absolument
nécessaire à notre survie, à la qualité de la vie, à notre conscience. Nous
saurons probablement nous passer de dieux, mais nous ne pouvons nous
passer de sens — et donc si nous n’établissons pas de nouveaux systèmes
de croyances ou de nouvelles religions dans le sens traditionnel du terme,
nous aurons au moins besoin d’une certaine « créativité spirituelle » : quel
genre de pratiques seraient les plus propices à l’expérience spirituelle ou
pourraient générer les visions du monde les plus saines et plus viables ?
Je présume que ce sont là les questions mêmes qui ont mené à l’invention
des yogas et autres pratiques spirituelles connues ; invention longue,
patiente et collective ayant demandé autant de créativité que de rigueur.
Mais ces inventions ont été faites dans des contextes religieux et cosmologiques établis. Or non seulement n’avons-nous plus de tels systèmes
« universels » de mythes et d’explications, mais nous avons perdu le sens
même de la réalité et de la sacralité de la vie ; une telle reconstruction
demandera à nouveau beaucoup d’imagination et d’expérimentation.
Je suggère de nous mettre à considérer tout cela comme un champ
de recherche, aussi important pour notre futur que la recherche scientifique. Intuitivement, je sais que je connais quelque chose par la pratique
artistique. Je connais quelque chose que je reconnais dans les textes spirituels et dans les livres sur la méditation et le yoga, et je connais aussi
quelque chose que je ne retrouve nulle part ailleurs. Cela concerne ma
conscience, et une certaine connaissance de la connaissance. Mais serais-je
capable de l’étudier sans m’attacher narcissiquement à mes créations ?
Serais-je capable de la même rigueur dans l’irrationnel et l’imaginaire que
celle dont la science est capable ? Très simplement et très humblement,
je parle de commencer à étudier l’effet que nos créations ont sur notre
conscience et notre sentiment d’interconnexion. C’est loin d’être aussi
facile qu’il y parait. En tout cas, cela demande une sorte de « savoir-faire
épistémologique » qu’on peut trouver dans l’art. Et cela exigerait de plus,
du moins à ceux d’entre nous artistes qui avons de telles dispositions, de
ne pas seulement créer des œuvres, mais de partager l’expérience de leur
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création et ce que ce mode d’être implique. J’aimerais, moi, comme artiste,
me joindre aux mystiques et aux moines qui partagent leur expérience
avec des scientifiques, et vice-versa, dans cette quête commune d’une
connaissance plus élevée.
Homo sapiens est celui qui a la connaissance. Nous n’avons de cesse
de célébrer nos découvertes et nos succès, mais nous avons tendance, je
trouve, à oublier que pour connaître quoi que ce soit, il faut d’abord avoir
un sentiment pressant que quelque chose nous échappe. Homo sapiens
est aussi celui qui sait qu’il ignore, qui cherche et s’étonne, qui est étreint
d’émotion devant l’inconnu et le mystérieux. Dans les temps anciens,
avant d’être certain de quoi que ce soit, Homo sapiens a cherché à lire des
sens dans la nature et dans les agencements fortuits, dans les constellations
célestes, dans les os calcinés et les tiges d’achillée, et éventuellement, il
a découvert que lorsqu’il se fabriquait des images de quelque chose, de
lui-même ou du cosmos, sa conscience augmentait et s’élevait.
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À la recherche de l’Être*
HORIA BÃDESCU

Ces fragments, noyaux d’un plus ample discours sur le rapport poésie/ sacré,
notre ouvrage La mémoire de l’Être. La poésie et le sacré (Éditions
du Rocher, Paris, 2000), essaient de mettre en évidence des interférences
méthodologiques et conceptuelles — issues des horizons de la philosophie,
de la logique ternaire, de la mystique ou de la théorie des quanta – dans la
herméneutique de la poésie conçue dans une perspective transdisciplinaire.

ien ne devient vraiment sinon en devenant dans l’Être, comme aurait
dit le philosophe roumain Constantin Noica. Notre vécu dans le monde
n’aurait de sens hors de l’existence si ce n’est pour nous permettre de
nous trouver, de nous chercher et de nous trouver, dans notre soi et dans
le soi du monde. De nous comprendre, dans le sens noïcien du terme.
Naguère, il y a de nombreuses années de là, dans une tablette que
j’avais intitulée « Les Mots », j’écrivais ceci : « Ce n’est qu’en comprenant
comment vivent et comment se meurent les mots, en voyant comment
l’on pouvait mentir, trahir et même tuer par des mots ; ce n’est qu’en
m’apercevant qu’en elle-même leur musique ne valait rien hors de la
vérité, en réalisant que ce n’était guère pour profaner, bafouer et avilir
l’homme que les mots furent donnés, ce n’est qu’à ce moment, je pense,
que je suis parvenu à la littérature. Et ce quoi au fond, la littérature ? Une
façon de vivre ou bien de survivre ? Les deux, peut-être. Mais, surtout,
une façon d’aider l’homme à exister. »
Seulement, voilà, être et exister n’est pas la même chose. Et si pour
apprendre à exister il faut beaucoup de temps, pour apprendre à être il
en faut d’avantage. Car cela présuppose déjà que l’on soit dans un projet,
avec nos dires, avec les non-dits, avec ce que l’on est et avec ce que l’on
n’est pas mais que l’on pourrait être, avec ce que l’on est en n’étant pas
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Européennes de l’Université Babeº-Bolyai de Cluj-Napoca.
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et avec ce que l’on n’est pas — tout en étant. Cela présuppose habiter le
monde en étant habité par lui. Et, enfin, cela présuppose que l’on ait découvert que le monde a un Sens. Et que soi-même, comme étant au monde,
l’on participe de ce Sens. Et si, en apprenant à exister, je suis peut-être
à un moment donné parvenu à la littérature, bien des années plus tard,
en essayant d’être, en apprenant à être, sans jamais y parvenir en vérité,
à la poésie.
Autrement dit, à ce qui n’est autre que le rappel du Sens au monde.
Un rappel dynamique, à travers lequel le revenir du Sens se produit dans
son essence même, créatrice et unifiée à la fois, en ses qualités et fonctions,
en sa propre auto-création. En tant que générateur de différents niveaux
de réalité, dans lesquels et à travers lesquels il se valide lui-même en tant
que Réel, en tant qu’Être. En tant que puissance infinie dans l’infinité de
sa Réalité elle-même. En tant que l’invisible, l’inaudible, l’indicible. Celui
dont nous avons si besoin dans ce temps où l’existence se proclame insolemment étance, le bavardage s’affiche comme Verbe, l’information comme
Connaissance, la rhétorique raisonnante comme discours de l’Être, dans
ce « temps de détresse » comme l’appelait Hölderlin. Ce temps appauvri,
dépourvu de vie profonde, de substance, de miracle, d’humanité, de sacré.
Le XXe siècle a pris fin sans avoir trouvé son sens, d’autant moins
le Sens qu’il a rejeté d’ailleurs obstinément, n’offrant à l’Homme que de
la souffrance, du désespoir, de la solitude. Tout ce qu’il a pu faire à la gloire
du rationalisme, de l’objectivité et du matérialisme, c’est d’avoir appris
l’homme à exister, pas à être !
Relever donc d’une telle perspective, le fait qu’il y avait toujours
une forme particulière d’étance de l’humanité qui, en traversant toute son
histoire, exprime l’appartenance de l’Homme à l’Être et la présence du
Sens dans le monde, en tant qu’essence de celui-ci, nous semble aujourd’hui plus que nécessaire.
La mise en évidence des aspects fondamentaux du rapport de cette
forme spécifique d’étance de l’humanité : son poétique — exprimé par et
dans le niveau de Réalité du poème — avec le Sens qu’elle révèle et dans
la perspective duquel elle se manifeste implique plusieurs angles d’approche, car le rapport poésie/sacré s’avère posséder :
1) une nature historique, manifestée dans la naissance, simultanément, du langage poétique et de la conscience transcendantale,
du sentiment de l’Être en tant que vécu de l’individuation et
de l’unité, comme appartenance à l’UN, mais aussi à son infinité
formelle, à son existant ;
2) une nature ontologique : la poésie comme porteuse de transcendance, comme espace de l’induction numineuse et de réinvestissement qualitatif du contingent ;
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3) une nature gnoséologique : la poésie se constituant en tant que connaissance spécifique de l’Être (tout à fait différente de logique,
raison, ergo intellectio), c’est-à-dire connaissance directe, émotionnelle et médiate — révélation métaphorique du numineux
en et par l’existant ;
4) une nature esthétique : le discours poétique se fonde comme niveau
transcendant du langage.
Le rapport poésie/sacré s’avère être un discours sur l’absence/présence, une quête de l’Être dans un monde où les signes qui en parlent
sont en nombre infini. La finalité du poème : chercher qui, sans être, est.
La spécificité du discours poétique : sa fondation et son existence en tant
que niveau de Réalité sacré.
Au niveau gnoséologique, le rapport poésie/sacré s’avère avoir une
nature indirecte. Le poète se rapporte à l’existence, à l’Être existant, car
dans la poésie le monde phénoménal reste présent entre le moi et Dieu
perçus dans une égale mesure, préservés l’un et l’autre. Le poète interroge
le monde sur l’Être et l’Être sur le monde, et tout les deux sur lui-même.
Il nous propose une connaissance dont la qualité, le sacré, est plus relationnelle que substantielle, pour paraphraser Bachelard. Il s’agit d’une
perception de l’Être non comme entité éternelle, mais comme existence,
comme relation. Relation de l’Être avec soi-même tout à la fois par, en participant de et au-delà de l’individualisation de l’étant. L’Être se trouve dans
le vue poétique qui est la poésie même ; et la vue poétique — l’éclair du
Sens entre et à travers les niveaux de Réalité — présuppose qu’on assume
et on perçoive le monde exprimé pas comme individuation, mais en tant
que Sens qu’on réinvestit dans la virtualité d’un Imaginaire dont le Sens
même en fait partie en tant que projet ontologique.
La poésie fait de l’absence de l’Être un potentiel ontologique qui
potentialise son imaginaire. La poésie est à la fois génératrice d’absence
(de choses absentes) et préservatrice d’Absence, préservatrice d’Être. Sa
nature ontologique conduit la poésie à accroître d’une Absence une réalité comme dérobée ; elle l’augmente d’un sens qu’elle introduit au moyen
de la virtualité de l’imaginaire en une dialectique du manifesté et du caché,
dialectique qui résulte elle-même de ses fonctions ontologiques et expressives. Car elle, la poésie, surprend le Réel dans le contingent de la Réalité,
de cette Réalité qui n’est rien d’autre que le Réel même dans son caché et
son dévoilement. Elle est, pour cette raison, préservatrice de notre âme ;
elle nous restitue à notre essence, à l’Être. En participant à l’augmentation
de l’infini du monde, la poésie est elle-même créatrice de Réalité, elle participe de l’Être. Car elle fait naître de la virtualité de l’imaginaire poétique
des êtres esthétiques qu’elle ajoute au monde exprimé. Son statut de « dialectique de l’Avec » — comme la qualifie Marcel de Corte, en tant qu’écho
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d’une coexistence originaire, en résulte de la nature même de la démarche
poétique.
Le poème dévoile une proximité, mais pas une limite, un contour.
Il offre une trame, un filet, un participer à, fluide et évanescente. Connaissance révélatrice, comme l’appelle Lucian Blaga, la poésie est contrainte
de cacher en dévoilant, d’accroître non seulement l’infini, mais encore
l’impénétrable, le mystère, le caché. Et si l’essence de l’Être est son mystère, alors la poésie — et par celle-ci l’Homme dans son humanité — est
créatrice, participante de l’Être dans la perpétuelle création du monde.
Du monde qu’elle entraîne plus profondément dans l’horizon du mystère
et qu’elle enrichit.
Pourtant, en enrichissant l’existence en tant qu’existence, la poésie
enrichit la Vérité, car, comme le dit Aristote, « une chose contient autant
de vérité que d’existence ». Mais c’est le mot, le Verbe qui donne existence
à la Réalité. Le Verbe qui crée et, en même temps, se recrée lui-même par
cette Réalité. Le poème n’est seulement qu’« une explosion d’être sous
le langage », comme le dit Roberto Juarroz, qui dynamite les limites de
notre monde, si on est d’accord que « les limites de mon langage signifie
les limites de mon propre monde » (Wittgenstein), mais aussi et davantage une implosion du langage dans l’Être, une régression du formel vers
l’archétype et, en même temps, une migration de la parole vers le silence,
vers l’inexprimable qui habit le poème en attendant de se concrétiser.
La poésie, c’est le Logos. Pourtant, le Logos n’est pas le Verbe en soi,
mais son existence, son pouvoir de nommer et de verbaliser, d’exprimer
(ou de verbaliser et nommer, pour préserver l’ordre naturel des choses),
son pouvoir de matérialiser et de mettre en relation, pouvoir indéfinissable mais présent — au sens heideggérien — dans tous les mots de toutes
les langues. La poésie dépasse le mot ou, plus exactement, elle se trouve
dans le champ de forces de celui-ci, dans le Logos ordonnateur et créateur, celui qui met en rapport, qui relie les mots dans un tissu ou un filet
capable de capturer la réalité. Le poète utilise les mots en s’éloignant
d’eux car, comme le dit Michel Camus : « Le paradoxe de l’écriture poétique, c’est d’utiliser les mots pour faire allusion à cela qui leur échappe ».
On constate le fait que la poésie n’utilise pas le signe de l’objet mais
de l’Être. Elle transfère dans la Réalité ses signes ontologiques, les signes
que l’Être inscrit dans son existant afin qu’il se souvienne de lui-même,
et par cela elle se constitue en tant que mémoire de l’Être. Le langage poétique se fonde, dans sa spécificité analogique, sur l’image. Mais l’image
en soi n’est pas ressemblance. La ressemblance, elle, se tient derrière les
images et en elles, car l’image, c’est le mystère dans la circularité de son
étance. Elle porte en soi, en même temps, l’être et le non-être, ainsi que
dans chaque projet de sa création l’Être commence et s’achève dans son
éternel inachèvement.
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Le déchiffrer et écrire avec cet alphabet de l’Être, c’est voir autrement, voir le Réel dans le cachet de sa Réalité, « nettoyer les portes de la
perception » — comme disait Blake. Retrouver à l’aide de la poésie dans
la Réalité ce qui s’y tient et qui est déjà connu. L’objet à connaître, l’Être,
se trouve en même temps immanent au sujet connaisseur et à la Réalité,
continu dans toute la dynamique du regard poétique, qui est la poésie
elle-même. La vision poétique présuppose donc la cécité du regard habituel en vue d’accéder au regard intérieur, le seul à saisir le rayonnement
numineux de l’Être. Celui qui assume également la perception du monde
exprimé sans y chercher une individualisation de ce monde, mais le sens
d’une virtualité, la virtualité d’un imaginaire où le Sens réside en tant que
projet ontologique. Le vue poétique — l’éclair du Sens entre et à travers
les niveaux de Réalité — est celui qui induit dans l’œil qui « se réveille
au-dedans » (Eminescu) et ainsi dans le poème la nouvelle réalité enrichie
du Sens, c’est-à-dire du Réel, du sacré : la vision poétique. Le regard
poétique devient ainsi non seulement révélateur de l’Être, mais encore
porteur de l’Être. La sacralité du monde procède de la présence de Dieu
dans toutes ses créations. Voir autrement, voir le tout autre, c’est précisément le faire surgir de dessous le masque de l’individuation et placer le
monde sous le signe de la relation et de la participation. La poésie identifie par desidentification.
Voir autrement, de même que voir autre chose (ce qui est encore une
manière de voir autrement) veut dire non seulement passer d’un niveau
de réalité à un autre, mais encore constater que quelque chose traverse les
niveaux de Réalité. Ce quelque chose, par sa présence forte et constante,
nous rend perplexes face à l’unité du monde, du Tout. Il se tient là sous
les masques de la réalité, ce quelque chose dont l’essence se dévoile dans
son pouvoir transgressif et qui illumine, dans l’étincellement de son passage par et entre les niveaux innombrables de Réalité, l’abîme de notre
perplexité, « La Vallée de l’étonnement », comme l’appelle Basarab Nicolescu. Le véritable étonnement, c’est de l’admiration envers la merveille
et l’émerveillement de celui qui s’étonne.
Émerveillé de retrouver en lui-même cette merveille qu’il peut en
outre voir de ses yeux, le poète traverse, en ses instants de grâce, la Vallée
de l’étonnement. Afin d’ouvrir l’accès au réel, il ferme les portes de la réalité. Le poète s’étonne et s’émerveille, découvre la merveille, le sacré, et,
du même coup, ad-mire le monde ou l’emporte ad mirum, l’emporte dans
son émerveillement. Le véritable étonnement est admiration envers et la
merveille et l’émerveillement de celui qui s’étonne. Il réunit l’ego poétique et le monde dans l’horizon du sacré. La fonction cognitive de l’étonnement met en évidence en poésie la dynamique intérieure de l’Être, la
dynamique où le jeu vie/mort est compris non pas dans une relation de
type être/non-être, mais de type identité/non identité.
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La connaissance poétique comporte une crise de l’objet ; une double
crise peut-on dire : celle du sujet Moi considéré dans sa posture objective
et celle de l’objet Monde qu’en essayant de résoudre la crise le Moi
l’emporte au-delà des portes de la perception. Cette crise implique, écrivait Blaga, « d’épier au seuil du côté visible d’un mystère le côté caché de
celui-ci ». Loin de révéler le réel, le poète n’en révèle que ses signes, les
traces de son immanence dans le transitoire. Mais dans ses signes le réel,
l’Être se trouve tout entier. Le signe est le non-oubli, la mémoire de soi
que l’Être accorde à l’univers créé. Et la poésie est elle-même mémoire
de ce non-oubli, exprimée au niveau de la réalité du signe. Car la poésie
n’opère pas avec le signe de l’objet, mais de l’Être, le signe de sa présence
dans l’objet. Les signes poétiques possédant une nature ontologique, la
poésie emporte le monde et le moi dans l’horizon de l’Être. Comme disait
Gilbert Durand, « dans l’absence de l’Être, le poète nous propose sa présence, c’est-à-dire son symbole ». Le symbole qui nous introduit dans le
monde pour réintroduire ce monde, enrichi de notre ego et de sa propre
expressivité, en nous-mêmes, nous permettant ainsi de « dire » le monde.
Le symbole qui ouvre la poésie pour qu’elle puisse recevoir l’Être dans son
ouverture, qu’est la poésie elle-même.
Au niveau ontologique :
1) Nous comprenons la nature du sacré comme valeur absolue et
fonction absolue, unificatrice des niveaux de Réalité, d’étance. Double
hypostase où sa fonction est sa nature. La fonction du sacré se manifeste
de manière inductive. Le champ d’induction du sacré, c’est la réalité
émotionnelle. Ce qu’il induit : le Sens, la valeur ontologique par laquelle
le divin s’actualise en profane, l’Être dans son étance. « Le sacré en tant
que transcendance immanente et immanence transcendante », pour citer
Basarab Nicolescu.
2) Nous considérons le sacré comme immanent au poétique. La poésie ne crée pas et n’augmente pas la qualité de l’existant, mais elle élève
l’existant à sa qualité, au Sens qu’il lui révèle et auquel elle le restitue
à travers la conscience affective. Car si la poésie c’est voir le Sens dans
l’existant, si elle est la création du poème même, en tant que réalisation
de projet ontologique dans la virtualité de l’imaginaire et par cela elle
devient porteuse de Sens — autrement dit elle révèle le Sens et, en le révélant, l’exprime, alors l’acte orphique, en tant qu’archétype lyrique, est une
perpétuelle validation du sacré avec lequel il s’associe. Et si le sacré est
immanent au poétique, alors la métaphore (en tant que métaphore sacrée)
n’est pas une performance analogique, mais une restitution de la valeur,
du Sens. Le plaisir d’être « en poésie » ne provient pas de l’apparente
absence de finalité de la démarche cognitive, il n’est pas plaisir du « sans
but précis » dont parlait Valéry, mais béatitude d’être dans le sens, dans
l’état d’Être, dans le sacré.
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3) Le poétique est un mode d’étance, en tant que pouvoir et pouvoir
exprimé dans un niveau de Réalité spécifique. Il institue de la valeur émotionnelle dans l’horizon de l’Être, qu’il exprime dans l’horizon de l’imaginaire. Elle est une explosion de l’humain dans l’existant et une implosion
de l’existant, ainsi augmenté, dans l’humain et par lui dans l’Être.
4) Nous identifions ainsi les différences essentielles entre la poésie
et le mythe. Le mythe emporte la transcendance dans l’horizon de l’ego.
La poésie projette l’ego dans l’horizon de la transcendance. Le paradigme
mythe demeure en permanence ce qu’il est : un modèle venu de l’extérieur. Le paradigme poétique est, tout au contraire, immanent. Quand le
paradigme mythique affirme l’Être, l’Être s’affirme à soi-même dans le
paradigme poétique. Il parle de la façon dont l’Être se situe dans son existant en, par et en tant que poétique.
Au niveau de l’équation poétique, au niveau esthétique :
1) Pour configurer les attributs spécifiques à l’espace poétique,
nous avançons la prémisse que l’espace circulaire du poème est en même
temps infiniment ouvert et infiniment clos de par et vers le sacré. En tant
que porteur d’Être, il contient la limite, mais aussi l’absence de limite,
de façon que l’absolu est infini dans son limité comme dans son illimité.
L’espace poétique reste un espace ontologique même dans ses références
topiques, car il assume en fait la condition de l’aspatial, en tant que trace
figurative du non-espace dans l’espace.
L’espace poétique a une nature contemplative. Il est dépourvu des
tensions existentielles qui n’y trouvent pas leur solution. Il ne se forme
pas comme une circonférence autour du sacré, mais, tout au contraire,
il se situe à l’intérieur du sacré par l’illimité de ses limites, dans un espace
transcendant étrange à la dialectique de l’interne et de l’externe, dans
cette confrontation et cette confusion analogique entre le centre absolu et
l’enveloppe absolue qui fait l’essence de la vision de Maître Eckhart.
L’espace poétique ne défait pas sa circonférence dès que l’homme festif
le quitte, mais il se constitue en tant que réalité qui préserve de la valeur
numineuse, à l’instar de l’espace sacré, et a pouvoir de le transférer à celui
qui y pénètre par la lecture, car il bénéficie de l’immanence du sacré dans
le poétique.
2) Nous affirmons que le temps poétique se fonde, dans une perspective ontologique, comme temps de l’induction numineuse qui préserve le
Sens, mais aussi comme solution de la crise d’identité, par la suspension
du temps existentiel et la projection du créateur/lecteur dans l’horizon
de l’Être. La sortie du temps pour entrer dans un autre temps, la durée
sans durée du numineux, qu’opère le poème, ce n’est pas une évasion de
l’espace du temps profane pareille à celle sur laquelle Jean Burgos, en
descendance des structures de Gilbert Durand, a axé toute la syntaxe de
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l’imaginaire et qui suppose une crise d’individuation, d’altérité. Pour nous,
la crise existentielle contenue dans la démarche poétique est transcendée
et englobée dans une crise d’identité, où l’accent tombe sur l’aspiration
vers l’absolu de l’Être. C’est une crise issue de la constatation : je sais ou je
sens que je suis quelque chose de plus.
3) Dans cette perspective, on peut identifier dans l’ego trois modes
spécifiques d’approche du sacré que la phénoménologie poétique met en
évidence :
— hymne/célébration
— provocant/diabolique
— indifférent/profane
La tension poétique ne répond pas ainsi à l’effroi de finitude, mais
à l’effroi d’infinitude et de non présence, en tant que tension ontologique
entre étance et non étance, comme un-et-même Être.
Par l’intermède de la métaphore — que nous considérons au niveau
de l’ensemble, comme métaphore-poème (Ricœur) ou comme poèmeimage (Burgos), et par sa nature comme être de discours — nous pensons
que la poésie crée par son « parler » un niveau de Réalité qu’elle arrache
à l’imaginaire poétique, c’est-à-dire au niveau de Réalité du poétique de
l’Être. C’est une Réalité qui crée des réalités, un monde des entités relationnelles dans un champ chargé de valeur, le champ de l’induction numineuse, un monde où des projets ontologiques valident leur virtualité
dans un imaginaire lui-même virtuel. Le poème se fait seul, à partir d’une
virtualité imaginaire et d’une réalité émotionnelle chargée de la tension
des projets ontologiques, cette infinité d’egos encore inexprimés.
De cette réalité découle le performatif de la poésie, la possibilité
d’adjonction de réalité qu’elle apporte. Dans l’acte poétique, l’ego est
lui-même, mais aussi l’Être, c’est-à-dire il est Ego pleinement. Voilà pourquoi, même si l’imaginaire poétique est virtuel, l’image poétique est réelle. L’imaginaire poétique est virtuel parce que, en tant que topos sacré, il assume
la condition de l’aspatial. Le poème, il est réel. Il est, comme réalité d’un
espace constitué, même aspatial, soit-il dans une géographie imaginaire.
Si l’inconscient (Lacan), l’imaginaire (Burgos), la nature même
(Hubert Reeves) se structurent comme des langages, on peut accepter que
même le langage trouve sa structure de langage dans un schéma universel,
dans une virtualité générique et que tous ces niveaux/réalité du langage
sont traversés par le champ poétique qui s’associe au sacré dans le saut
qu’il fait entre les niveaux de Réalité. On peut alors considérer le poétique,
en tant que virtualité ontologique, comme le style de l’Être.
Réel dans la virtualité de son imaginaire, mais virtuel dans la réalité
de celui-ci, le poème extrait le réel de la réalité profane du langage pour
l’exprimer, plus accentué, dans la réalité de son imaginaire qui est sa

À LA RECHERCHE DE L’ÊTRE

275

propre réalité. Le poème — comme hiérophanie métaphorique — est dans
la mesure où il est restitution de l’Être. L’espace poétique n’est pas seulement un espace porteur de Sens, mais l’un où à ce que réfère le message,
le messager et le récepteur de celui-ci coexistent dans l’une et même réalité, qui se contient à son tour dans chacun d’entre eux.
Espace infiniment ouvert (Burgos), champ de forces dynamiques
où se manifestent en interaction des tensions ontologiques, mais aussi
ceux du langage — identique ou semblable à cette métaphore vive (Ricœur),
révélante (Blaga), sacrée (Bãdescu) superposée au poème-même — l’image
poétique assume le signe uniquement comme présence du Sens et c’est
de l’indétermination du Sens qu’il tire l’infini de son ouverture.
En tant que métaphore révélante, la métaphore sacrée augmente
l’espace/temps comme réceptacle où le Sens s’installe. Tout au contraire,
la métaphore plastique augmente seulement la substantialité de l’objet.
L’une augmente le sentiment de l’inexprimable, de l’Être ; l’autre, le sentiment de l’existence. Car la métaphore sacrée n’est pas fabriquée, comme
le croit Jean Burgos. Elle provient de la manifestation du sens, elle devient
en même temps que le sens, se charge de lui et avec lui ajoute de la réalité.
Elle crée un autre niveau de Réalité, la réalité imaginaire qui se constitue
à partir de l’infinie potentialité de l’Imaginaire. Comprise ainsi, la nouveauté, la force de l’image-métaphore se manifeste dans son pouvoir de
matérialiser le nouveau niveau de Réalité. En tant que métaphore, le poème
se fonde comme rhétorique du sacré, comme énergie, comme Être codifié
dans la réalité de son poétique. Comme archétype de l’imaginaire, la métaphore ajoute également du sacré et de l’humanité ou, plus exactement,
elle restitue l’humanité à son sacré.
Non seulement que la métaphore révèle, mais elle exprime aussi
ontologiquement, crée de l’Être, ajoute de l’existant. Si, en effet, au niveau
des tropes la métaphore « vise à combler une lecture sémantique » dans
le sens lexical, au niveau poétique son but consiste, cette fois, à combler
une lacune ontologique. Elle referme l’homme en discours et le discours
dans l’Homme, comme dit Ricœur, ou plutôt il ouvre l’Homme à l’Être
et l’Être à l’Homme, comme tiers secrètement inclus, comme poétique.
Car la métaphore elle-même n’est autre chose que la poétique de l’Être,
c’est-à-dire un mouvement pendulaire, sans fin, entre Être et Non-être,
entre parole et silence.
Par la poésie, en tant que preuve d’une absence, le Verbe ne cesse
de témoigner aussi de son Non-être, de son silence. Car avant de se
fonder par la parole, avant de se donner au bien-fondé de Soi-même et de
se trouver au-dedans de sa parole, l’Être comme tel se trouve dans son
silence, se parlant à lui-même seulement au moyen de son silence. Faire
silence signifie se placer de soi-même dans son en-soi, c’est-à-dire dans
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l’absolu de l’Être autant que dans sa solitude absolue. L’Être, quand il
s’installe dans son bien-fondé avec tout son être et tout son non-être, en
« se naissant », se disant donc, en sortant de son absolu, c’est-à-dire de sa
solitude et de son silence, il emporte dans sa propre fondation en poème
et en parole la solitude et le silence.
Le silence porteur du Sens que l’être de discours, le poème le contient
dans son immanence, dans les vides pleins de son texte, dans les espaces
blancs de la texture de celui-ci, dont parle Burgos, et qui en réalité sont
potentiellement écrits, chargés de l’énergie potentielle, de la virtualité
de l’imaginaire. Car si le Verbe, la Parole est le Logos incarné, le Logos
en soi, le Verbe d’avant le Verbe s’appelle Silence. Le Silence que le Verbe
emporte avec soi dans sa fondation, dans son étance. Voilà pourquoi,
avant d’être « explosion d’être par-dessous le langage », comme l’affirme
Roberto Juarroz, la poésie est implosion du langage dans l’Être, dans le
Silence, d’où elle revient chargé de Logos.
Ce qui surgit en tout évidence à la fin de ces considérations, c’est le
fait que la spécificité ontologique du paradigme poétique permet au sacré
de se manifester partout où son poétique s’instaure. Parce que ce qui fait
la valeur de l’acte poétique est sa force de rajouter de la valeur positive,
de l’aura positive aux choses qui remplissent l’horizon infini de l’absolu.
Pulsation vive de l’Être, infiniment ouverte dans sa fermeture et infiniment clos dans son ouverture, la poésie trouve sa valeur dans sa qualité
néguentropique.
Car le poète, ce porteur de sacré, n’est en fait ni l’ego habité par
quelque étranger supérieur à lui dans l’ordre spirituel, ni un intermédiaire
chargé de messages, mais l’Être-même en tant que pouvoir en action, en
tant qu’Être étant poétiquement, parlant et se parlant, poétisant le monde
— pour faire allusion aux Romantiques — et par le monde se poétisant
lui-même. Il n’est pas poète parce que inspiré par quelqu’un, il l’est parce
qu’il participe : il est de l’inspiration, il est inclus, immanent au niveau
poétique de l’Être.
La vocation du poète ne consiste donc paas à prouver que l’homme
est divin — ce que la Renaissance a tenté de faire excessivement — mais
que le divin se tient dans l’homme, que c’est là sa vraie nature, son humanité.
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Introduction
he dialogue between the two approaches to reality, as embodied by
modern science and religion, was never a purely academic question;
it was relevant not only for the individual scientist, but for the whole
academic community, and also has important consequences for society as
a whole. In fact, most practising scientists seldom get involved in these
problems. Modern scientific research is a demanding and competitive
activity, so most young scientists are busy trying to learn the necessary
methodology and achieve publishable results recognized and appreciated
by their peers. Though many scientists are also religious, in some way or
another, it seems that they manage to function satisfactorily in two parallel
worlds, professional and deeper personal, either unaware of any conflicts
between them, or unwilling or unable to resolve them rationally.
Nevertheless, a small minority feels a need to study these problems,
either motivated by some external factors, or by their curiosity or by the
fact that modern science — and I shall be talking from the standpoint of
a physicist — has in many cases reached its limits, the points where nonscientific questions arise, as are the problems of epistemology, and also of
the meaning, purpose and value of scientific results. The standard examples of the first are quantum physics and relativity, with their puzzling
indeterminism and non-locality1, and the second group is dominated by
the often urgent problems of ethics.

T

* Originally presented at the 2007 Metanexus Conference on “Transdisciplinarity and the
Unity of Knowledge”; previously published on the Global Spiral (www.globalspiral.com).
1. See, e.g., Niels Bohr, Atomic Theory and the Description of Nature, Cambridge U.P., 1961,
or Werner Heisenberg, Physik und Philosophie, Verlag Ullstein, 1977. The standard text
is Max Jammer, The Philosophy of Quantum Mechanics, Wiley, 1974.
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Though for an individual scientist this dialogue between science
and religion should primarily provide resolution of internal uncertainties,
it soon becomes obvious that the social context also plays an important
role. Not only are the scientific research and the position of a scientist
strongly conditioned by external factors, including cultural tradition and
mentalities, but their interaction is mutual: Attitudes towards the sciencereligion relationships have important influence on society, and have often
in history shaped social and political developments. And this process is
still going on!
Of course, one usually considers here the negative examples of
extreme, fundamentalist attitudes, i.e., fideism and scientism, but there
are also positive cases where tolerant and argumentative approaches
contribute to the advances of individual and common good.
This paper discusses some specific aspects of the science-religion
dialogue in the context of a post-totalitarian society, as are the societies
in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe after half a century of
communist dictatorship, taking the situation in Croatia for a case study.2
Though possibly of largely academic interest in a stable democratic environment, this problem here acquires vital importance for a number of reasons. One of them, for example, is the need to re-establish and reintegrate
intellectual elites after their destruction by the totalitarian regimes, and
I shall argue that in this destruction an important role was played by the
imposed scientist dogma. Understanding the causes and various methods
of this process will help us envisage the complex process of recovery,
especially of the academic community, as well as its importance for the
development of stable and prosperous democracies in the region.

The Role of Scientism in a Totalitarian Society
Science-religion pseudo-conflict: scientism and fideism
hough it is not the main topic of this paper, let us clarify that “scientific fundamentalism”, or scientism, is a specific ideological extension
of science into the fields of philosophy and politics, which attributes unlimited powers to human reason, when applied in the so-called “scientific

T

2. Earlier discussions of this problem were presented in M. Sunjic, “‘Scientism’ Against
Science in a Socialist Regime” (Conference on “Theology and Science in Conversation
in the Changing Contexts of Central and Eastern Europe”, Bratislava, 31 Jan. – 2 Feb.,
2003) and M. Sunjic, “Science-Religion Dialogue and the Recovery of Intellectual Elites
in Post-Totalitarian Societies” (International Symposium “Religion and European Integration. Religion as a Factor of Stability in South-East Europe”, Maribor, 6-8 Oct., 2005).
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method”. In its extreme form, it eliminates not only religion and philosophy as false and irrelevant, but also all arts, literature, even “soft” sciences,
like history, sociology, economics, that are not subject to experimentation
and quantification.3
Of course, there are also totalitarian regimes based upon another
fundamentalism of religious origin, or fideism, where claims to absolute
truth and justification of absolute power are based on religious teachings.
Some Islamic regimes are such recent examples, where religious fundamentalism suppresses other aspects of human spirituality, but in certain
historical periods this was also the case in Europe. Needless to say, just as
in the case of scientism, this is a false interpretation of religion, only a surrogate of true faith, however influential.
Both scientism and fideism try to find their justification in the false
idea of the inherent conflict between science and religion. Proper understanding of both can easily show, in spite of the complexity of their relationship, that these two are neither exclusive, nor opposed, but instead
complementary. The development of fideism and scientism, and their
frequent conflicts were mistakenly considered to refer to the intrinsic
incompatibilities of science and religion.
In the Western civilization, based on the Judeo-Christian tradition,
fideistic tendencies are quite isolated, even if they occasionally rise to the
surface, e.g. in the form of “scientific creationism”. The Catholic Church,
starting with the First Vatican Council (1869-1870), and especially with
Pope John Paul II, made great efforts to clarify the relationship between
religion and science, and establish a reasonable dialogue, promoting the
idea of their compatibility. As Pope John Paul II says in the first sentence
of his encyclical letter Fides et Ratio: “Faith and reason are like two wings
on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of truth…”4 I shall
not elaborate here on this topic, though it will become obvious that I support the idea of compatibility and even complementarity of science and
religion, and justify this by discussing the deviations due to the opposite
approach. After all, the title of the paper announces a dialogue that would
be impossible in the fundamentalist context.
Both fundamentalisms are characterized by intolerance, suppression
of alternative thinking and desire for control and power. But the dominant
form of fundamentalist thinking in 20th-century Europe was scientism.
3. This radical viewpoint can be found, e.g., in P.W. Atkins, Nature’s Imagination: The
Frontiers of Scientific Vision (edited by J. Cornwell), Oxford U.P., 1995, or in Richard
Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker: Why the Evidence of Evolution Reveals a Universe Without
Design, New York, Norton, 1986.
4. Pope John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Fides et Ratio (Vatican, 1998).

280

MARIJAN SUNJIC

More precisely, strong tendencies in the philosophy of the 19th century —
materialism, positivism and, ultimately, scientism — provided the framework and intellectual justification for the three totalitarian ideologies of
the 20th century — communism, fascism and nazism, with all their tragic
consequences.

Totalitarian rule and the social structure
After a century dominated by two world wars, by brief periods of
right-wing and longer periods of left-wing dictatorships, the region of
Central and Eastern Europe is going through a painful process of recovery.
This process is far more difficult and complex than was expected after the
collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989, leading to frequent frustrations and
presenting many unexpected challenges. It is a process without a historical precedent — we still have to discover new ways to repair both the
material and the mental damages occurring in the past period. Therefore,
the precise diagnosis of the situation, of the key-problems inherited from
the past and still present, can give us necessary indications towards the
solution — however demanding and of long-term character.
One of the main problems causing delays in the social transformation and democratisation of the post-totalitarian countries in Central and
Eastern Europe is the destruction of the institutions of civil society, and
especially the destruction of the intellectual elites in the 20th century by the
totalitarian regimes. They were either physically eliminated or, for almost
half a century, completely controlled and manipulated by the centres of
power. This refers not only to the academic communities, but also to the
economy, the government etc.
Even if some individuals managed to survive (not only physically!),
the institutions — universities, academies, professional associations,
political parties, chambers of commerce, cultural organizations etc. —
were either closed or infiltrated and controlled by the Party and the State.
One should also mention the attempted destruction of religious organizations, the persecution of priests and all religious persons.
The consequences for this region were, and still are, disastrous. The
recovery of post-totalitarian societies is slowed down and sometimes
even reversed because of the lack of independent and capable individuals
and institutions whose cooperative effort would build up a tolerant and
prosperous democratic society. Even if such individuals do exist, they are
often isolated and marginalized, with the resulting return of the “old”
cadres and the revival of the old totalitarian mentality and behavior. This
occurs in a period of intense globalisation, presenting additional challenges
to which post-communist societies are unable to find an adequate response.
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In this paper I want to discuss why and how a totalitarian regime
destroys intellectual elites and other independent social structures, where
the suppression of spiritual and cultural religious identity is both the goal
and the tool, and the specific role of scientism in this process. I also want
to point out the special animosity of the totalitarian mentality towards
family and religion, and the negative consequences of the scientistic approach in education. It is curious to analyze how scientism damaged even
the normal development of science in Croatia.
Religion, and in particular organized religion, was always thought
of by the totalitarian regimes as an especially dangerous enemy, because
it promotes certain principles, a system of values and norms, and thus
can limit the absolute power of the Party. And this was certainly a correct
conclusion on their side. There are other similar “enemies” of the totalitarian rule: the family, the professional or cultural organizations, academic
institutions — in fact all structures organized to preserve individual and
collective human rights on various levels, from the local community to the
nation-state
The purpose of this analysis is to detect the specific problems arising
when one wants to start a science-religion dialogue in a post-totalitarian
environment, and gradually develop a common approach to the problem.

Totalitarian rule and the intellectuals
The destruction of national elites in the totalitarian regimes was not
accidental, but an intentional action of the Party, which tried in this way
to suppress every criticism and independent thinking in the defense of its
absolute power. The reason is obvious: Independent institutions and
individuals with their competence and their professional and moral
responsibilities were a threat to the absolute power and monopoly of the
Party, and had to be eliminated.
It is interesting to notice the similarities between the Communist
and the Nazi/Fascist aggressive attitudes towards the intellectual elites,
in fact towards all independent social structures. The term Party can
therefore denote any totalitarian power structure — either the Nazi, or
the Communist, or the Fascist Party — any Party in the Orwellian sense,
remembering that Orwell was the first to give a brilliant analysis of this
phenomenon.
Immediately after World War II, the victorious communist leaders
in former Yugoslavia followed the radical view that the bourgeois class
had to be destroyed, and they indeed started with “liquidations” of the
“class enemies”, “collaborators”, “enemies of the people” etc. The result
was the physical elimination of many intellectuals or their removal from
the teaching and/or research positions.
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Apart from physical persecution, the “scientific fundamentalism”
of the Marxist-Leninist model was used as an important instrument of
repression of spiritual values and activities that were not in accordance
with the official Party line, and for the elimination of critical thinking.
The “liquidations” continued until the new rulers realized that their
country and system could not function without qualified people, without
the detested “bourgeois”; they were needed as some kind of “serfs”, hence
their lives were spared, but they were reduced to second-class citizens.
Therefore, the next phase followed a more pragmatic Soviet approach.
Because of the specific needs in industrial and especially military development, the “technical intelligentsia”, i.e., the experts in “hard” sciences
and engineering, were not only tolerated, but some even enjoyed a privileged status (provided they served well and abstained from politics). This
division was obvious, for instance, at the University of Zagreb and in the
“independent” research institutes (analogous to the Soviet-style academies), where the Party exercised only loose (but sufficient) control over
activities in science and engineering. This support and relatively tolerant
atmosphere provided a (relatively brief) period of successful development
of natural sciences in Croatia, with a number of independent-minded
scientists of international reputation.
However, in the politically more sensitive fields of social sciences
and humanities, the Party members absolutely dominated and various
ideological committees constantly controlled and terrorized other scientists. But even this was not enough, and it is here that the first dissonant
sounds were heard. It is significant that the regime was occasionally criticized from inside and by the prominent intellectuals in the Party (members
of the nomenklatura!), not from the conservative or liberal side, but from
the extreme left position. This internal dissent was more dangerous than
some external “bourgeois” criticism, which could easily be (and was)
suppressed.

Self-management dogma
Scientism, as an ideological deformation of science, caused much
damage even to the progress of science itself, and also created a spirit of
intellectual intolerance, that served as the justification for the totalitarian
rule of the Party.
Together with other, e.g. economic, problems, the possible internal
dissent was one of the reasons that led to the introduction of the specific
and most efficient method of control, well-known as “self-management”,
connected with the transformation of Yugoslav communism from the rigid
Soviet model to the more flexible “permanent revolution” (or “controlled
chaos”) system, similar to the Chinese one.
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The trick was to install very elaborate and intentionally inefficient
“democratic” procedures at all levels, with endless elections of representatives, meetings, discussions, and decisions on trivial issues. This was,
of course, all fake, because the Party officials controlled all decisions of
any importance. However, this “make-believe” democracy built up continuous internal conflicts among its frustrated participants, which also led
to the fragmentation of institutions, enterprises, and other organizations
into smaller “self-managing” units, also often mutually confronted. In this
way, “self-management” destroyed their organic unity. Needless to say,
this was a disaster for the structure and functioning of the university, and
Croatian universities are still only loosely connected affiliations of almost
independent faculties.5 Of course, the main result was that the Party was
relieved of any responsibility and, at the same time, held absolute power.

Scientism against science: Science as the panacea
Now I come to the second dogma which contributed to the mental
deformations in the scientific community, and which can be related to
“scientism” in its radical version. This was the systematic misuse of the
term science, its application to what was and what was not science: it was
proclaimed that science could and should solve all the problems of society, of
the “working class”, improve the standard of living, provide reduction of
imports etc. etc.
While most people probably were not even aware of the true situation
(as it happens in most societies!), I am convinced that the authors of this
planned confusion intentionally suppressed the necessary (even if sometimes fuzzy!) distinctions between the fundamental sciences, oriented
basic research, applied research and development, the differences in their
goals, methods, organization, planning, evaluation, and, of course, their
funding. Everything was “science”, even quality control in a production
process, or a simple technology transfer. Unfortunately, but understandably,
in this obscure game the politicians were able to find support and cooperation among some scientists, always prepared to accommodate and
bend their ethical and professional principles.
One of the lasting consequences of this system, i.e., the combination
of “self-management” and “scientism”, was that the professional — institutional — responsibility disappeared because the institutions no longer
had an adequate internal structure or power. Professional standards were
neither stimulated nor required — the Party only needed political accom5. M. Sunjic, “Higher Education in Croatia: Unfinished Reform”, in International Higher
Education 26, 2001, pp. 6-8.
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modation or passivity. This unfortunately “corrupted” a large number of
otherwise decent and correct scientists who accepted this deal offered by
the Party — little or no work, no professional discipline or responsibility
but, above all, no “dangerous” initiative-taking or troublemaking.

Totalitarian rule and religion
Apart from the brutal persecutions, the attack on religion was based
on “dialectic materialism”, with its origin in scientism, and included the
usual range of a typically Marxist-Leninist ideological phraseology, e.g.:
“Science and religion are in conflict”; “Science has proved that there was
no God”; “Religion is the opium of the masses” etc. etc. This was the official doctrine imposed and taught at schools, repeated ad nauseam in the
media, and it was dangerous to show any public sign of deviation from it.
Various religious communities reacted differently to persecutions,
which also differed in intensity, from the murder of hundreds of thousands
of priests and faithful in the Soviet Union to the German extermination
camps to the more sophisticated later methods of oppression. However,
two things are relevant for further discussion.
First, the damage — both physical and mental — was enormous,
to the religious communities as well as to their members, but also to the
whole intellectual community and to society. The brainwashing program
that lasted for so long left a lasting imprint on the people’s mentality,
which is reinforced by the fact that it is still going on in the media and
even in schools, though in a more sophisticated way. People instinctively
opposed the Marxist-Leninist propaganda — after all, the population in
Croatia declared themselves in 1991 more than 80% to be Catholic, but in
spite of that, their level of knowledge about religion as well as about
science was (and still is) very poor. There was no alternative information
available, no possibility for an honest discussion of the science-religion
relationships. All this emphasizes the need to repair this situation.
Second, the persecution failed to eliminate religion and completely
destroy religious institutions, though to a large extent they were removed
from their social functions. In fact, the goal of the regime in the later stage
was not so much to destroy the religious organizations, churches etc., but
to isolate them from the flock and control their activities — and in several
cases they succeeded. In fact, the price paid for the survival of the religious organizations was their passive role, their abstention from many
social activities, and this created a certain defensive mentality that is still
present now, when they (the hierarchy) have the necessary freedom of
action and are expected to contribute to the important social issues, such
as the science-religion dialogue.
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It is therefore indicative to see that this problem is still completely
ignored by the hierarchy of the Catholic Church in Croatia, and even
absent from the curricula of religious schools.
But, due to the forced segregation of lay intellectuals according to
their religious affiliation and their removal from their natural roles in the
social body, the society was losing their creative contributions in scientific
research, education, arts and humanities, in the economic activities, and,
finally, in politics and government. This oppression also provoked waves
of emigration, and the resulting “brain drain” impoverished the academic
community.

Scientism and Education
Education for the future and the values
he future of our society is based on education, whether or not referring
to the popular phrase “knowledge society”, but this education should
be more than a passive acquisition of skills. In other words, education
is intrinsically connected to the system of values that has to complement
the scientific content of the learning process. And this starts in the family,
which is its most important, though not the only, factor.
But the family is still under attack in contemporary society6, even
more dangerously and sophisticatedly than before, under different guises,
and motivated by the same reason — the will of certain power centres
to manipulate people, especially young people, for their financial gains.
The method is not the physical oppression, as before, but the destruction
of moral values and authority, all in the name of science, resulting — in
the words of Pope John Paul II — in the “culture of death”. At the same
time, the old centres of power that survived the collapse of communism
suddenly becoming promoters of the new “democratic” policies, successfully oppose the changes that would, e.g., repair the existing anti-family
legislation. On the contrary, bowing to the new global fashion and suggestions from their patrons in the global centres of power, they try, e.g.,
to introduce new, unnatural, forms of “family”, thus putting the normal
natural family at disadvantage.
One of the main results of the attempted destruction of the family
is the erosion of parental authority, consequently of all authority based on
traditional values, on positive qualities like knowledge, character, love etc.

T

6. E.g., see J.P. Matlary, “Redefining the Family in Western Politics: Political Strategies”,
presented at the Conference on “Family in Europe”, Rome, 2004.
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In education, this creates immediate problems, because normal educational
processes require a continuous collaboration and synergy between three
actors: the family, the school and the social environment (including the
mass media, church structures like the local parish etc.); if the children
notice any discrepancy between them, the education becomes impossible.
The problem namely arises whenever the three actors cannot agree
on the accepted value system that should form the basis of education and
do not define its ultimate goals, or when the agreement is only superficial,
i.e., false. In the Soviet-type communist regime, the Party insisted on imposing a monolithic Marxist-Leninist, materialistic and atheistic ideology
on all society, especially on schools. This had a relative success, more in
the former Soviet Union, less in other countries where tradition and other
social forces (e.g., the Catholic Church) resisted this process. However,
there appeared another and more sophisticated solution that is spreading
even now, after the nominal elimination of the totalitarian control of the
Party, and that again reflects scientistic ideas.
This new and often adopted approach is to separate the transmission
of knowledge, or training for profession, from the more fundamental
aspects of personality formation, i.e., the transmission of the moral and
ethical values, which usually takes the form of religious education. This
separation is obviously impossible, since both processes are linked and
mutually conditioned, because there is no human activity that is value-free;
this is especially true in education. Even the basic pretext of separating
the description of reality from its ethical aspects imposes the well-defined
philosophical scheme — relativism, and, ultimately, agnosticism — in
every aspect of their relationship with reality. This is de facto a negation of
education itself!
One can easily discover the hypocrisy of all such attempts. Namely,
what usually happens is that traditional values — in the case of Central
Europe or Europe in general, this actually means the Judeo-Christian system of beliefs and values — is eliminated in the name of “scientific impartiality” or moral “neutrality”, but immediately replaced by an ideological
substitute, by some new political or moral “correctness” (or in fact dictate)
under the guise of “teaching for democracy” or “human rights” (defined
by whom?), or some “multi-cultural” curriculum concocted from yoga,
hedonism, ecology etc. The only and real intention of this effort turns out,
in fact, to be the suppression of the Judeo-Christian character of the school and
the consequent changes in the character of the new generation.
In this example, one notices an intriguing cycle of scientistic and
fideistic attitudes, which confirms them both as expressions of the same
totalitarian, oppressive, and intolerant mentality. In the name of — the
belief in — impartial and supposedly unquestionable “scientific” arguments,
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an attempt is being made to replace one (traditional and well defined)
system of values and impose a fuzzy collection of others as substitutes.
Whether we call this a “fideistic scientism” or “scientific fideism” makes
no difference — it is important to discover their real origin in the simple
quest for power!

Competence and freedom
I would like to emphasize the important role of competence in understanding social and political processes, hence illustrate from a different
angle the previously analysed connection between the scientific and religious formation of a young person and its importance for the society.
Competence, in both life and profession, is one of the key elements
of a successful and independent personality, and the role of both family
and school is certainly to bring up competent young people. By competence I understand the ability to solve problems encountered in life, to make
appropriate decisions in accord with the situation, adequate knowledge
and the proper system of values, and to be able to carry them through.
Such independence leads to personal awareness, social recognition, and
freedom, and therefore it is not well perceived by the totalitarian power
centres that want to manipulate and govern others.
As the education in the proper sense is one of the essential sources
of competence for young people, this motivated the Communist Party
to put the school system under a strict control, even at the expense of the
quality of education, in order to eliminate every possibility of the formation of a new elite among young people, that might be able — one day —
to challenge their absolute power.
Another feature of the Soviet system (not only in the Soviet Union,
but also in other countries of the Soviet bloc) was the separation of teaching and research in higher education. In simple words, universities were
supposed to teach and research was to be done in the network of institutes
which were usually part of the academies of sciences. Of course, we know
that this could never work because the unity of research and teaching is
an intrinsic quality of the university. And very soon after the collapse of
the Soviet Union, all these countries started dismantling these huge institutes and reorganizing higher education in a standard way, though not
without difficulties. The reason for this strange behaviour was that the
Party realized that it was relatively easy to impose strict control on the
teaching — e.g., the curricula, the selection of teachers and their influence
on the students. But imposing such a rigid control on research proved to
be counterproductive – the creativity suffered and the expected results
were lacking. Therefore, for pragmatic reasons, the Party allowed a rela-
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tive freedom inside these research centres, but they were not permitted to
contact and “contaminate” a large number of students at the universities.
The education of competent and independent individuals with a
strong commitment to a morally sound value system is the concern of
every society (if it is dedicated to the “culture of life” and not the “culture
of death”!), and especially those recovering from the period of totalitarian
rule. These individuals should form the “elite” in the positive sense that
they could provide the necessary and qualified leadership in a democratic
society and thus guarantee its future.

Problems of a Post-Totalitarian Society
Specific need for a science-religion dialogue
he development of democratic and prosperous societies in this region,
after the material and spiritual destruction caused by the totalitarian
regimes of the 20th century, will be impossible without the real — and not
only formal — reconstruction of the whole range of key institutions of the
civil society, including not only the government and political structures,
but also the intellectual and academic centres. This will require a great
commitment of the whole society, but primarily the efforts of the intellectual elites, which are still undervalued and marginalized by the present
post-totalitarian mentality.
As emphasized earlier, this is not only an academic problem. An
important example of the urgent need for such a dialogue will be how to
adequately answer the challenges of the new technologies, that not only
bring great benefits to mankind, but also present enormous potential
dangers, from the weapons of mass destruction to the global warming,
to mention just the most obvious.
Obviously, not all technologies that are possible are also acceptable
and desirable, and society is permanently confronted with the dilemmas
of choice which science alone cannot answer. Namely, science is descriptive
and not prescriptive (“Science is value-free, or morally neutral!”), it tells
us “how”, but does not treat the questions of meaning, sense, purpose,
and especially value statements.7 On the contrary, all great religions are

T

7. See, e.g., Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (3rd English edition, Hutchinson,
1972) or the books by John Ziman: An Introduction to Science Studies, Cambridge U.P.,
1974, and Real Science: What It Is, and What It Means, Cambridge U.P., 2000. One can also
quote many famous scientists, like physicist Richard Feynman, who emphasizes the
limited power of scientific research in his book The Meaning of It All: Thoughts of a Citizen
Scientist, Addison-Wesley, 1998.
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primarily concerned with the issue of values and their applications, and
therefore can be fruitfully explored only in the science-religion dialogue.
We therefore need people who will be both scientifically “literate”,
i.e., trained in a specific field of science and/or technology, and at the same
time morally sensitive and responsible. This claim is supported by the
underlying belief that “the spiritual wings of the world’s great religions
have a common core of ethical values, which can be used to provide
guidance in practical solutions”.8 This will present an opportunity and a
challenge for the inter-religious dialogue, in order to find a common basis
for action, to define the elements that unify all these religions and not
what divides them.
This guidance is urgently needed. Fortunately, Central Europe is a
nuclear-free zone. But the environmental destruction in the past and the
possible future threats, the profit-only oriented introduction of new production techniques leading to huge unemployment, the social engineering
by an irresponsible use of powerful new media on behalf of the financial
power centres, the ethical problems in biomedicine and biotechnology —
all are just a few examples of such dilemmas that have to be resolved.

A global issue: The “two-cultures” syndrome
In a country with a small and taciturn scientific community, all the
standard problems of the science-religion dialogue are present with additional gravity. For example, in recent times, there was almost no tradition
of academic or public discussions of these topics in Croatia. The individuals who felt the need to consider and study these problems in the past
were scattered and isolated, without institutional support, and, to a large
extent, they still are. So it is very difficult to achieve specific goals of the
science-spirituality dialogue that impose certain restraints. In fact, this
problem is not restricted to Croatia, but has a much wider relevance.
The structure of the activities aimed to pursue the science-religion
dialogue should definitely not be reduced, for instance, to specialized
lectures, i.e., monologues, however brilliant, on the topics and from the
viewpoint of a single discipline. Instead, the whole purpose is to provide
a dialogue across the boundaries of our disciplines, even in spite of our
prejudices, and establish fruitful exchange of information and opinions.
However, modern tendencies (and institutional pressure) have forced us
all to specialize in narrow segments of our disciplines in order to survive,
and modifying this attitude will certainly not be easy. This would require
8. G.F.R. Ellis, The Science and Religion Dialogue: Where It Stands Today and Why It Matters,
Metanexus, Templeton Prize Lecture 2004.

290

MARIJAN SUNJIC

an effort to cross the boundaries of our professions, of our expertise, and
try to communicate and discuss in a “foreign territory”, using “foreign”
words and expressions, and relying on the “other” side to make an equal
effort to understand, to provide its own knowledge, to share the burden
of interdisciplinary dialogue. A philosopher or a theologian should try to
understand the methods and attitudes of a scientist, and viceversa. But —
as it became obvious during our first discussions — the dialogue is difficult even among scientists, who often cannot agree even on the definition
of science(s), much less on their methodologies.
The difficulty concerns not so much the possible science-religion
controversy, but even the (old?) intra-science “two-cultures” syndrome 9,
the tensions and misunderstandings between intellectuals, especially in
the humanities and in natural sciences. This indicates the need for a better communication and for the clarification of the (supposedly obvious!)
definitions in this specific aspect of the “unity of knowledge” question.
In fact, it seems that the natural scientists, and physicists foremost
among them, are most eager and willing to cross these boundaries and
to speak “another language”, and especially to transfer their professional
experiences to their colleagues in other disciplines. (The long list of
Templeton Prize winners in recent times only confirms this conclusion!)
I am afraid that many others, coming from the humanities and the social
sciences, are unwilling to leave their safe areas and start a real dialogue,
which is especially true for theologians and philosophers.
I confess that I am personally interested in solving this impasse.
As a theoretical physicist, my only contribution to the science-religion
dialogue can be my specific professional and personal, i.e., religious experience. I believe that the understanding of the true character and methodology of (natural) science research coming from the first-hand experience
should be both relevant and interesting for our (less exact, but more profound) partners, just as their views and knowledge are interesting to us.
If it turns out that this is not so, it is certainly useless for me and my colleagues to try and become dilettante philosophers or theologians in order
to discuss competently the intricacies of these disciplines, and very likely
prove to be incompetent! So the dialogue becomes meaningful only if we
meet halfway, if we share our specific knowledge, listen carefully and
complement each other, however demanding this could be, and try to create new synthesis, mutual understanding and appreciation. Otherwise,
the dialogue reduced to monologues will not continue for long.
Are we prepared for this new “culture of the dialogue”?
9. C.P. Snow, The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution, Cambridge U.P., 1959; idem, The
Two Cultures and a Second Look. An Expanded Version of the Two Cultures and the Scientific
Revolution, Cambridge U.P., 1964.
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A local problem: Information and communication
It will take time and patient work to neutralize the system of disinformation on the science-religion issues which functioned for half a
century, by combining high-quality academic and public activities with
an intense dissemination of basic information. This applies in specific ways
to the academic community and also to the wider public.
Unfortunately, the most powerful media are still controlled by the
old/new power centres and intensely promoting their financial and/or
political interests; therefore, they are not open to a free, tolerant and qualified public discussion of these issues. Instead, they generally follow the
materialistic worldview, usually reduced to a vulgar consumerism and
hedonism, which is practically identical to, but more sophisticated than,
the earlier communist propaganda. A similar situation is with the public
education, where the curricula still reflect the strong influence of the old
mentality. So one has to find the new channels of communication!
When it comes to the publication of texts on the science-religion
relationships, the methodological comments made earlier, concerning the
need to avoid narrow professional boundaries and to reach beyond the
limits of separate disciplines apply here as well. These texts should also
be understood by a wider non-specialist population, if we want to enable
the future dialogue. But it will require courage and determination to give
up producing another research paper in one’s own field, instead of risking,
for the sake of this dialogue, to enter a “foreign territory”! At the same
time, this paper will not contribute to the publication list needed for one’s
professional promotion. This is the price to be paid for interdisciplinarity
and it could be pretty high for the young scientists.
It may be surprising to the English speaking community, but, in spite
of the universal spread of English, it is still necessary to provide sufficient
information (via books, journals, the Internet etc.) in the local languages,
especially in post-totalitarian societies where the lack of such information
was imposed for decades. Though we emphasize the key role of the elite
intellectuals in our Study Group, our ultimate goal must be to make this
wealth of ideas and spiritual experiences available as widely as possible.
And this will obviously not be possible without opening to the treasures
of literatures in other languages, in the first place to the basic texts (books
and articles) in the wider field of science and spirituality, specifically science
and religion. This would require a program of systematic translations
of original texts, mostly from English, but also from other languages.
Overcoming all these obstacles requires patience, humility, tolerance,
and determination. And, obviously, a lot of time!
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Prospects for the future
It is very difficult for someone without a personal experience of the
totalitarian system to fully understand how quickly it destroys academic
institutions (as well as other structures in society!), how deeply it distorts
the mentality and ethics of most people (including of those fighting it!)
and how perversely it misuses science in the form of scientism to achieve
absolute power in society.
In fact, the destruction of the middle class was by far the worst and
longest lasting damage resulting from the Communist period. Because
this is an unexpected and new social phenomenon, it will require a careful analysis and a long-term “therapy”, but we still have to find the method
upon which to base this “therapy”. I believe that in this process, in the
spiritual renewal of our societies, an essential step will be the (re)introduction and affirmation of a value-system based on Christian principles, just as the
(moral) destruction of the academic community (and of the middle class
in general) started with, and was based on, the suppression of exactly the
same values.
The reintegration and revitalization of the intellectual communities
in the post-totalitarian societies will require the elimination of all fundamentalisms and their intolerance, all divisions and animosities, and the
establishment of a real and fruitful dialogue between the two great
modes of human spirituality and quest for truth — science and religion.
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Introduction
oth scientists and theologians direct their interest towards the same
object (world, life), although their approaches are clearly different.
Therefore, it is not surprising that, throughout the centuries, they have
shown quite a suspicious attitude one to another. The core of misunderstanding resides in the very perception of being “different” and of the
“differences”; only recently a strong effort has been made to substitute
this natural, instinctive understanding with a trans-rational one: take, for
instance, all the differences between us: race, colour, health, sex, age etc.
It took us a very long time to see women, the black, the elderly, the disabled, the gay etc. as being all equal; sometimes it may take generations
to accept it. But the toughest difference to overcome seems, apparently,
to be religion.
However, we know now that different is by no means equivalent to
incompatible; it is rather complementary.
Transdisciplinarity aims at reconciling and reintegrating our split
understanding of life. Why would Romania offer an interesting prospective on the subject? There are two main reasons for that. The first is related
to the past: unlike the core of western culture, there is strong evidence
that Romanian tradition has well preserved a unitary view on this issue.
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The importance of this forma mentis, and of the suggestions that may be
drawn from it, could hardly be exaggerated. The second reason is linked
to the present. There is now a major research project running in Romania,
called “Science and Orthodoxy. Research and Education”, that is likely to
have a high impact on the understanding of the advantages of a transdisciplinary view.

Globalization
o sooner has Romania become a member of the European Union
than it tries to cope with globalization: since it is a Christian-born
country, it also preserves the Christian traditions. It seems like a paradox
that it is precisely these traditions that help it to better adapt to globalization. Its idea is not new. We meet it in the classical philosophy (Plato,
Aristotle, etc.) but also in the Holy Fathers, as in the text from Matthew
(28, 19-20) that could be interpreted as a desideratum of geographical
extension: “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,
and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the Ages.” The modern sense
of the syntagm “at worldwide level” came to be used in Britain in the 16th
century, due to its expansion on sea and to the appearance of the world
system. At that moment, the trend of the “cultural gravity field” aiming
to shape the human life from the largely dimensioned oecumenae (religious, cultural, political, and economical) towards smaller social units
seems to be reversed. In America, South-East Asia, Africa and, most of
all, Western Europe takes place a development, mostly autonomous, of
social formations with large dimensions (imperial structures etc.), which
gradually will be substituted by the worlds of the Euro-colonies.
This was a structure of superposed oecumenae where migration,
trading, widespread concepts, conquests create within society tighter and
tighter connections that substitute the ancient medieval world that had
found its zenith in the “long 16th century”.
At the level of the imaginary, everything is put upside down by the
appearance of printing. Its power increases the degree of abstractness
and rationality in the social world, creating a major turning point in the
process of “disenchanting the world” through the appearance, in the very
core of initiated modernity of communities imagined as primordial, drawing what Appadurai calls “the paradox of constructed primordialism”.
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After a long period of “hypo-cognition”, the adjective global acquires
a new significance and a sense of process, in the 60s, a time of important
cultural changes and crises. It is at this time that McLuhan introduces the
metaphor of the “global village”, expressing a new level of neighborhood
and human closeness issued from the electronic means of communication.
So, the whole globalization theory has communication as the main
power engine able to render it dynamic and to optimize it. If we were to
evaluate the situation, for the same period, but from the perspective of
the Romanian Orthodox Church, we have to notice that it is precisely
now that we are joining de jure the Oecumenae Council of Churches, a
structure which only lacks the practice of communion to be the religious
alter-ego of globalization, not just theoretically but also factually.
This lack is generated by the fact that it did not really ea ipso reiterate
the oikumenae aimed at by the New Testament theology and by the
Patristic exegesis, but only employed, copying them the structures and
practices of a secularizing geopolitical and economical system.
The early 90s have surprised by the dense use made of the term
globalization, but it was due to its passing from the sphere of social studies
to the ones of journalism and of the integrationist political slogan.
The Christian oikumene is not a model a priori offered to the world,
it is not a paradigm, but a purpose (tellos) meant to be achieved through
evangelization and the embodiment of the evangelical word. It does not
pursue cultural uniformity, but the omoutimia concretely expressed by the
Christian act of confession and in the cult corresponding to it.
Globalization is seen as a creative and homogenous uniformity
applied to the world of our days, which is a world of discontinuity with
the origins, of alienation and hyper-reality.
It is a paradox that globalization is not a uniform process. It is also
followed by a simultaneous process of “localization”, a process that splits
the totalizing significance of the term. Homogeneity and heterogeneity
represented by globalization and localization are both happening all over
the planet. The two processes are usually presented as being opposite,
but only apparently. The importance given to the hidden link of completion between the cultural organization and heterogeneity has also created
neologisms: fragmegration, as a result of the synthesis between fragmentation and integration and glocalization, reuniting globalization and localization, this fact attesting the incipient state of the phenomenon in its
actual stage, both conceptually and factually. There is one certain thing:
the modern world walks towards an obvious globalization, though our
coeval period reflects only a geopolitical dimension or an economical one.
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Global dynamics offers itself the elements we need to seize this exceptional phenomenon. It provides us with the possibility to sustain a dialogue, in order to accomplish the liturgical communio, able to revaluate
the vitality of the Patristic term oikumene. In fact, we are speaking of the
awakening from a dream, precisely from an illusion regarding the liturgical
communication and transcendence.

From the History of Christianity on the Romanians territories
he Romanian Orthodox Church is the only one having received the
apostolic Christianity, therefore preserving the traditional kind of faith
and speaking a Romance language, derived from Latin.
Evidence of a spiritual quest in Romanian territory, particularly of
Christian faith, comes from many centuries back; there has been no discontinuity, not even during the 19th century, when the first attempts to
secularize the society were made.
Historical information as well as archaeological, linguistic and logical evidence point out that Christianity has very early spread itself on the
actual territory of Romania. The Church historian Eusebius of Cesareea
(d. 330) knows from Origene (d. 254) that the saint Apostle Andrew used
to preach the Holy Scripture to Scythians (Hist. Eccl. III, 1 PG 12, 91-92).
The Sinaxarion Ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae states the same thing, where
Tertulian, a well-known apologetic writer (d. 240) stated that, in his lifetime Christianity had already spread among the Sarmatians, the Dacians,
the Germans and the Scythians (Adv. Iud. 7, PL 2, 650A).
There are many documents proving that the Churches from Scythia
Minor (nowadays’ Dobroudja) and from the north of the Danube have
always been in communion with the universal Church. Bishops from
Scythia Minor are reported historically to have taken part in the ecumenical Councils from Nicaea (325), Constantinople (381), Ephesus (431),
Chalcedon (451) or in the councils held on the southern side of the Danube.
Records have been preserved of the current contacts held by the churches
from this region with Constantinople.
At the dawn of the 6th Century, there were fifteen Bishoprics led by
the one of Tomis (nowadays Constantza). It was the native country of
some known theologians like John Cassian (d. 431), Dionysius Exiguus
(d. 545) or the so-called “Scythian monks” from the 6th century (Leontius,
John Maxentius, and Peter the Deacon).
The Christian-type archaeological discoveries reported to last from
the 4th Century, bearing Latin inscriptions, prove the early conversion of
the Dacian-Roman population to Christianity, but its continuity on the
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Romanian territory even after the Roman administration and Army were
withdrawn to the south of the Danube (A.D. 271-275).

Tolerance in the Christian Tradition
lthough tolerance is today not infrequently preached by Christian
authorities, it is important to recall that the tradition of Christianity
is one of intolerance. Unlike most contemporary religions, Christianity was,
since the times of Saint Paul, an exclusivist religion, forbidding its followers
to worship other gods or engage in alien practices. It was also a universalistic religion, proclaiming that it was the only true religion for all mankind.
Whereas Judaism was also exclusivist, it was not universalistic — it was
not a religious choice normally available to those who were not ethnically
Jewish. Christianity, in contrast, taught that it was the only valid religion
for all. It was a voluntaristic religion which people were free to choose,
and should choose. Thus, Christianity was also a proselytes’ religion,
seeking to persuade people that all other religions were evil, and therefore
condemning them.
For centuries, the Christian church made its goal of the conversion
of the heathens, among whom it included those of all other faiths. While
the heathens were to be converted, those who were acquainted with “the
true faith” but had, in some particular way or another, come to challenge
church teaching were to be not only excommunicated from the church
but also exterminated by death (the imperative demand of St. Thomas
Aquinas).

A

The Religion of the Majority vs. the Ones of the Minorities
oth the major religion (Orthodox) and the religions of the ethnic
minorities have always been treated with the highest respect. The
Orthodox religion has faced no serious internal threat over the centuries,
compared to western Christianity, which experienced a considerable
amount of turmoil — culminating in the Protestant split. The Orthodox
Romanian world has been essentially unitary over the centuries, along the
lines traced by the Fathers of the Church. This is called Holy Tradition,
as opposed to the many “local traditions”, which can be accounted for in
terms of ethnic anthropology rather than spiritual history.
The first real threat that the church faced came thus from the outside: it occurred during the communist regime, in the late 40s, when the
authorities imposed an atheistic-materialistic education. This experience
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has been shared by virtually every communist country; in Romania though,
this policy has been pushed to its utmost limits by the dictatorial regime.
The Church, as well as parish people and, most of all, clergymen,
became at once the main targets of a ruthless persecution. Consequently,
their activity did not cease; it only moved from church to prison, thus
changing its emphasis from a social role into a sheer spiritual — but even
stronger — form of protest.

The Situation on the Romanian Territories in Recent Times
fter the Union of the Romanian Principalities (Wallachia and Moldavia, 1859) and the conquest of Independence from the Ottomans
(1877-1878), the Romanian Orthodox Church was recognized as being
autonomous by the Ecumenical Patriarchate (1885). After the reunion to
Romania of Transylvania and Bessarabia (1918) it was elevated to the
rank of Patriarchate (1925).
The Romanian Orthodox Church has become involved in the
Ecumenical Movement. Since 1961 (New Delhi), it is a member of the
Ecumenical Council of Churches. It is also a member of the Conference of
European Churches. The Romanian Orthodox Church has almost 20 million members (86,7 % from the country‘s population) and it is considered
the second greatest Orthodox Church in the world.
We would like to resume some examples: Orthodoxy in Moldavia
and in Wallachia was not constrained by legislative restrictions; in Transylvania, Orthodoxy gained its freedom only in December 1918, after the
Great Union. Legislation, between the World Wars, was peaceful to the
Romanian Christianity. During the communist decades, the legislation
allowed a small number of confessions to exist restrictively, under a hard
control by the authorities.
In recent years, the opening of the Romanian Orthodox Church
towards other Churches is an innovative trend. It is edifying to remind
the visit of His Saintity Pope John Paul II in Bucharest, on May 7-9th, 1999,
the first visit ever taken by a Pope in a country with an Orthodox majority,
as well as the historical visit of His Holiness Patriarch Teoctist in Rome,
on October 7-14th 2002. The historical aspect of the visit stood in the fact
that it was the first official visit ever of a Patriarch of the Romanian Orthodox Church made in Rome, to the Vatican and to the Roman Catholic
Church. Its purpose was a better knowledge, an approach and a work
aiming to reunite Christian Churches, in order to fulfill the desideratum
stated by Jesus Christ “that all of them may be one” (John, 17, 21).
This is also the spirit in respect to which the other religions are
treated in Romania.
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The Dialogue Between Science and Religion:
A Possible Mediator Between Tradition and Globalization
bviously, science and religion have suddenly been regarded as two
incompatible perspectives. This view, not uncommon elsewhere,
was however totally alien to Romanian culture, where they have always
worked as complementary approaches to reality. Unlike in many other
countries, neither did the Church hinder, nor control scientific activity
and research (take, for instance, the Inquisition in the West), nor has there
ever been any major current of thought skeptical towards the Church or
its beliefs (like the Enlightenment).
We intend to identify those events which are particularly relevant
in this sense, and, by drawing conclusions from past experience, suggest
ways for a successful dialogue in the future.
Turning now to the second point, let us have a closer look at this
major research program now running in Romania. It has the advantage of
giving an adequate preparation, a systematic approach of methodological
principles. It aims at training towards a unitary thinking, at bringing
together in a consistent way various points of view on the same subject:
namely the dialogue between science and religion. There are also specific
obstacles to overcome. The main one comes from the lack of communication cultivated during the past few decades by the atheistic-communist
education.
1. In spite of the totalitarian system in pre-1989 Romania, a powerful
and original theological reflection was developed. It is enough to quote
here the names of the Fathers Dumitru Stãniloae and André Scrima. Their
work opens towards, on the one hand, a Philosophy of Nature in agreement with the theological thinking and, on the other hand, towards the
inter-religious dialogue. It is also important to quote the famous name of
Mircea Eliade, founder of the modern history and philosophy of religions,
who was born in Romania and lived in the USA and France. The work of
such internationally known thinkers has a strong influence on the young
theologians and scientists, who are tomorrow’s leaders in the Orthodox
religion-science dialogue.
2. Romania is by itself an oxymoron, being at the same time a Latin
and an Orthodox country. Romania’s latinity allows it to be a privileged
place for the dialogue with the Catholic Church and with various religious
traditions in Europe and Latin America. It was not an accident that the
first time in a thousand years when a Pope travelled to an Orthodox country was precisely in 1999, in Romania. Pope John-Paul II was triumphally
welcomed by the Orthodox Church and the cultural and political authorities. It was also not an accident that the first Orthodox Patriarch who
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celebrated the Vatican mass together with a Catholic Pope, after addressing
a huge crowd at the Piazza San Pietro, was a Romanian Patriarch, in 2002.
3. The John Templeton Foundation (JTF) is well-known in Romania.
Surely, the field of the Orthodox religion-science dialogue was present in
Romania before the JTF local actions, but the fact that this dialogue could
constitute a much elaborated new academic discipline was a true revelation. Brilliant teams of scientists and theologians from Bucharest and
Craiova won CTNS grants and their activities prepared well the soil for
the present project. The main impulse for the present Project for Romania
was given by the international workshop Science and Religion. Antagonism
or Complementarity? (Bucharest, Romanian Academy, November 8-11,
2001), which received the support of high cultural and political Romanian
authorities — the Romanian Academy, the Romanian Ministry of Culture
and Cults and the Romanian National Commission for UNESCO. It also
benefited from the participation, as an invited speaker and active participant, of the Metropolitan of Moldavia and Bukovina. Two books, one in
English and French and one in Romanian translation, were just published
by the Publishing House «XXI: Eonul Dogmatic », founded by a young
theologian, participant at the Bucharest meeting.
Romania is now going through a period of profound changes, after
decades of religious persecution and compulsory atheistic education.
Some people’s views are still deeply influenced by the prejudices inoculated through this sort of propaganda; again, skepticism acts on both sides:
on the one hand, some scientists may show deep contempt towards religion, while, on the other hand, some members of the clergy may still
refuse to leave their cloisters and their unquestionable views, to face the
world as it is, with its new realities and rationalism. There has been a sudden transition from an isolated society (as the Romanian society was, not
only from the western countries, but also from the socialist neighboring
states), to a very fast globalization (Romania is now a member of the EU).
Therefore, the dialogue between science and religion, between rationality
and faith, proves nowadays to be essential. Scientific truth is a common
denominator among a variety of faiths and religions, now too often at
war with one another, and it can contribute to understanding, communication and tolerance. Romania was a pioneering country in this sense, as
it hosted, for instance, the first visit of a Pope in an Orthodox state in 1999;
it also exhibits quite a high degree of tolerance towards the other cults
worshipped by minorities. This background made it possible to run here
one of the major programs funded by the John Templeton Foundation:
“Science and Orthodoxy. Research and Education”; this is thought to be
the largest national program ever approved by the foundation. The threeyear project involves six academic centers in Romania and about 130
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researchers. The program is devoted first of all to research and education,
but also to other ways of promoting the dialogue between science and
religion. More translations from English (or French) into Romanian will
be encouraged as a way of building up the literature more rapidly and of
ensuring availability of library resources. Support is also to be given to
post-doctoral research, wider debate and opportunities for scholars to
take part in science-religion conferences and exchanges outside Romania.
In addition, dialogues are planned in Romania on science and Orthodoxy
and exchanges with scholars from other Orthodox countries such as
Russia. Its involvement with the research carried on in England is seen as
a priceless link able to develop this important network.
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Une approche transdisciplinaire et non
« dogmatique » des dogmes fondamentaux
du Christianisme
JEAN-YVES LELOUP
ENTRETIEN AVEC KARIN ANDREA DE GUISE

Karin Andrea de Guise a rencontré le Professeur Jean-Yves Leloup1,
invité d’honneur de l’Université de São Paulo pour son trentième
anniversaire. Elle l’a interrogé sur un sujet particulièrement difficile :
celui du dogme. Une approche transdisciplinaire et non dogmatique
en est-elle possible ? On reconnaîtra, dans les réponses du philosophe et théologien orthodoxe, l’importance du « Tiers inclus » et
de la notion de paradoxe.

——————
Pour vous, qu’est-ce qu’un dogme ? Quelle est son utilité ou son inutilité ?
La gnose ne vous délivre-t-elle pas de tous les dogmes ? Et les évangiles de Nag
Hammadi, dont vous êtes un spécialiste, ne remettent-ils pas en question tous les
dogmes élaborés par l’Église au cours des siècles ?
On oppose souvent à la gnose « le dogme », mais de la même façon
qu’on ignore souvent ce que « gnose » veut dire, on ignore le sens véritable
du mot « dogme » et son utilité dans notre recherche d’une vérité et d’un
Sens possible pour l’homme d’aujourd’hui. De la même façon que l’on a
tendance à confondre « gnose » et « gnosticisme », on confond « dogme »
et « dogmatisme ».
1. Jean-Yves Leloup est docteur en philosophie, psychologie et théologie, écrivain,
conférencier, prêtre orthodoxe, membre actif du Centre International de Recherches
et Études Transdisciplinaires (CIRET). Il est l’auteur d’une cinquantaine d’ouvrages,
de traductions et commentaires des textes de Nag Hammadi. Ouvrages parus en 2007 :
Chemins Infinis. Lettres du Mont Athos (Philippe Rey), Le Notre Père (Albin Michel) et
Les Profondeurs oubliées du Christianisme (Éditions du Relié).
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Le dogme n’a jamais eu pour fonction d’obliger à croire en une opinion particulière, mais il invite, au contraire, à dépasser les opinions et les
partis pris, « les choix » (haeresis en grec) d’un homme ou d’une communauté particulière. Le dogme se réduirait alors à n’être que dogmatisme :
obligation au lieu d’être proposition, définition au lieu d’être paradoxe.
Le dogme en effet est un paradoxe dont la fonction est de conduire
l’intelligence et le cœur humain au-delà des limites étroites de la raison 2,
au-delà de ce que les anciens philosophes appelaient le « principe de non
contradiction », au-delà de ce qu’on appelle aujourd’hui le fonctionnement
« binaire » du cerveau…
Le dogme est coincidentia oppositorum, passage au-delà des contraires,
il invite à un processus d’intégration qui est passage du tiers exclus au
tiers inclus ou, plus exactement, « incluant » ; il est élaboration d’un sens
qui excède toute explication et dont la compréhension suppose l’expérience
ou la connaissance participative (gnosis ou théosis).
Pour être compris, le dogme doit être vécu, il appelle à un dépassement du mental ordinaire (méta-noïa) et à la transformation de tout l’être
(méta-morphosis).
Le dogme invite l’être humain à ne pas se considérer « achevé »,
mais en « devenir ». « L’homme passe infiniment l’homme », c’est par cette
capacité à se dépasser qu’il devient proprement humain, cette ouverture
à plus grand que lui, c’est là son fondement, sa vocation et sa grâce…
Pouvez-vous nous donner quelques exemples ?
Oui : les dogmes issus des 7 premiers conciles (les seuls considérés
comme « œcuméniques », comme expressions de la communion indivise
des églises). Le dogme est toujours issu d’un « concile », c’est-à-dire d’un
affrontement ou d’une confrontation de pensées contraires. Il vise à intégrer les contradictions et à les dépasser par un paradoxe propre à nourrir
la contemplation, délivrée des polémiques de la « ratio ratiotinante ».
Ier Concile (Le Premier Concile de Nicée, 325) :
« Le Fils est homoousios, consubstantiel au Père ».
C’est dire qu’il y a du divin dans l’homme, que l’essence de l’homme
« est » Dieu. Ce premier paradoxe est l’ébauche de tous ceux qui suivront :
considérer Yeshoua, c’est considérer l’homme comme à la fois mortel et
éternel, fini et Infini, créé et Incréé, reconnaissable et toujours inconnu…
IIe Concile (Premier Concile de Constantinople, 381) :
« En Dieu l’unité absolue (l’ousia) est inséparable d’une diversité
non moins absolue (les hypostases) ».
2. Les Japonais appellent cela un koan.

UNE APPROCHE NON « DOGMATIQUE » DES DOGMES … DU CHRISTIANISME

307

Ce paradoxe nous invite à tenir ensemble l’un et le multiple, l’unité
et la diversité ; les Trois sont Un, l’Un est Trois… Ce qui est dépassement
des philosophies qui réduisent le multiple à l’Un (monisme) ou qui ne reconnaissent que l’existence de la multiplicité (atomisme, dualisme, etc.).
« Une seule nature en trois hypostases », ce dogme de la Trinité est
le paradoxe même de l’Amour. L’Amour unifie et, dans le même mouvement, il différencie.
L’Amour n’est pas réduction de l’Autre au « même », il est respect
de la différence ; il n’est pas non plus enfermement dans la différence,
mais unité de nature et alliance d’altérité. Sans différence il n’y a pas d’alliance, de « relation » possible, mais mélange, indifférenciation… Sans nature « semblable » à partager, il n’y aurait pas non plus d’union possible.
Ainsi l’Être n’est pas une monade, un « sublime célibataire », il est communion, relation (hypostasis).
Dire que l’Un est Trinité c’est dire que l’Être de l’Un est Amour
(Relation), c’est passer de l’unité indifférenciée (l’un — mélange) à l’unité
différenciée (Alliance), c’est passer au-delà des monismes réducteurs ou
régressifs et des dualismes déchirants ou séparateurs.
Pour être Un, il faut être Trois : « l’Amant, l’Amour et L’Aimé ».
L’oubli du Troisième c’est l’oubli du paradoxe qui habite les profondeurs
de l’Être ; le dogme du Ier Concile de Constantinople nous le rappelle.
IIIe Concile (Concile d’Éphèse, 431) :
« Marie est Mère de Dieu » (Theotokos).
La Matière est matrice de la lumière, la matière est lumière.
C’est dans la forme que nous avons à connaître le « sans forme ».
C’est dans notre humanité (Marie) que l’Incréé se manifeste (Dieu).
IVe Concile (Concile de Chalcédoine, 451) :
« Jésus Christ est vrai Dieu et vrai homme sans confusion, sans
séparation ».
C’est le paradoxe, le « koan », par excellence contre les « ou bien »,
« ou bien » : ou bien « il est Dieu », ou bien « il est homme ». C’est l’affirmation paradoxale du « et », « et » : Il est « et Dieu », « et homme »…
Nous sommes divins et nous sommes humains ; nous n’avons pas
à nier l’un pour devenir l’autre : nier l’homme pour devenir Dieu, nier
Dieu pour devenir homme, mais à être ce paradoxe incarné sans « confusion » (mélange) et sans « séparation ».
Je ne suis pas Dieu et je ne suis pas sans Dieu, je ne suis pas l’Être
(je suis mortel) et je ne suis pas sans l’Être (sans l’Être je ne serai pas).
Ve / VIe Conciles (IIe / IIIe Conciles de Constantinople, 553 / 680) :
« Il n’y a pas deux personnes en Yeshoua (Nestorius et le nestorianisme), mais une seule qui intègre en elle non seulement deux natures —
l’humaine et la divine — mais aussi deux énergies et deux volontés ».
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L’énergie divine n’anéantit pas l’énergie humaine (monophysisme
— monoénergisme). La volonté divine ne détruit pas la volonté humaine
(monothélisme)… Comme le buisson ardent brûle sans se consumer, la
Présence de la divinité ne détruit pas notre humanité, mais l’éclaire et la
sanctifie du dedans. Le Soi ne détruit pas l’ego, mais l’ouvre et l’éclaire du
dedans. Il ne s’agit pas de détruire l’ego, de renoncer au corps, au monde
ou à la matière, mais d’ouvrir toute réalité relative à la Réalité absolue
à laquelle elle participe et sans laquelle elle n’existerait pas…
VIIe Concile (IIe Concile de Nicée, 784) :
Contre la destruction des icônes (iconoclasme), le dogme nous invite
à méditer les conséquences de l’incarnation : la matière est sainte et propre
à évoquer l’Immatériel, le visible est chemin vers l’Invisible, le palpable
vers l’Impalpable ; les sens, tout comme les émotions, les pensées et les
sentiments, ne sont pas des obstacles, mais des chemins vers Dieu. Si on
ne s’y arrête pas, si on ne prend pas leurs appréhensions relatives du réel
pour le Réel (cette « appréhension » ou « perception » serait alors une
« idole » : l’idolâtrie qui est prendre le relatif pour l’absolu).
Nous sommes invités par le VIIe Concile à vivre le paradoxe de
l’icône : « visible » et « invisible », et de la parole : « compréhensible » et
« incompréhensible », « audible » et « silencieuse ».
Ce dogme introduit à l’éthique du regard, de l’intelligence et du
cœur « non arrêtés », c’est-à-dire non idolâtre. Comme tous les autres
dogmes, il est invitation à « demeurer dans l’Ouvert », à ne pas se figer
dans une appréhension particulière du Réel (définition – image – concept
– idée – sentiment – émotion – sensation – expérience, etc.).
Pourquoi le dogme dont la fonction est d’ouvrir l’intelligence et le cœur
est-il devenu instrument de clôture, fermeture et « arrestation » de la pensée… ?
Comment cette formulation paradoxale (ni… ni… — et… et…) : « ni
seulement ceci », « ni seulement cela » — « et ceci », « et cela »... formulation
excitante et vivifiante pour la pensée, est-elle devenue engourdissement, répétition, abrutissement et pire parfois : instrument de torture et d’inquisition ? Est-ce
un défaut de « transmission » ? Que transmet-on ? Des mots qui aliènent et qui
tuent la Vie ? ou des mots qui libèrent et stimulent la Vie ? « Obligation » à se
soumettre à une opinion particulière, ou « proposition » à vérifier cette opinion
par l’expérience ?
Le dogme comme proposition ou invitation à garder l’esprit dans
l’Ouvert est bien le contraire du dogmatisme…
Oublier la finalité du dogme qui est théosis et transfiguration, c’est
oublier la finalité même du Christianisme. C’est pour cette raison que les
dogmes ont été promulgués, non pour imposer un point de vue, ou un
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parti pris (haeresis), mais exactement pour le contraire : éviter au Christianisme de s’enfermer dans les explications « appropriantes » d’un penseur
ou d’un groupe de penseurs particuliers.
On dirait aujourd’hui : garder le christianisme dans l’ « Ouvert »
et le « Souffle de la Transdisciplinarité » ; avoir « l’esprit » éclairé par le
« Saint Esprit »… ce qui rend le scientifique comme le théologien capable,
aujourd’hui, comme au jour de la Pentecôte, d’écouter et de comprendre
« la langue de l’autre » et les différents niveaux de réalité qui s’y expriment… « sans confusion » des langages, chaque discipline devant garder
sa langue et sa méthodologie propre, nous unir pour mieux nous différencier ou « distinguer pour mieux unir ».
Le vieil adage est toujours d’actualité.

Les auteurs peuvent être contactés aux adresses suivantes :
jyl.ameriques@gmail.com
karin.guise@gmail.com
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CIRET’s DIPLÔME D’HONNEUR
awarded to Eric L. Weislogel,
Executive Director of the Metanexus Institute

n Monday, December 10, 2007, at the Palais de Luxembourg in Paris,
the International Center for Transdisciplinary Research (CIRET)
awarded a Diplôme d’Honneur to Professor Eric L. Weislogel, Executive
Director of the Metanexus Institute, USA, for his important contribution
to the promotion of transdisciplinarity around the world and for his role,
through his leadership of the Metanexus Institute, in opening up the
transdisciplinary dialogue between science and religion to all other areas
of knowledge. The winner becomes an honorary member of CIRET.

O

LAUDATIO
ric Weislogel is a philosopher and author of a forthcoming book and
numerous publications. He is a member of the American Philosophical Association, the American Academy of Religion, and the American
Academy for the Advancement of Science. He is also a Fellow of the
World Academy of Arts and Sciences. His thesis, The Fall of Judgment, was
accepted, in 1995, at the Pennsylvania State University.
He taught philosophy at the Indiana State University until 1997,
and thereafter he worked in the business community as a consultant and
manager at United States Steel Corporation.
Since 2001, Eric Weislogel has held positions of responsibility at the
Metanexus Institute, where he is now Executive Director, Senior Contributing Editor of the journal Global Spiral, and organizer of major international
conferences.
He was the initiator of Local Social Initiatives, a seven-million dollar grant program to support interdisciplinary groups interested in the
dialogue between science and religion (240 societies in 42 countries).
Eric Weislogel also co-founded academic networks (like Sophia Europa),
dedicated to research in the new field of knowledge, science and religion.
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Currently, he is the director of the Metanexus Global Network Initiative to foster inter- and transdisciplinary groups exploring major philosophical ans scientific questions that transcend disciplinary boundaries.
In recent years, Eric Weislogel has moved increasingly towards
transdisciplinarity. On the presentation page of the website 1 of Metanexus
Institute it is written: “The Metanexus Institute is an international network of scientists, theologians, philosophers, historians, and other scholars in the humanities, educators, artists, and religious leaders, fostering
interdisciplinary, intercultural, and interreligious collaboration in pursuit
of new insights and a better future… At the Metanexus Institute we
promote transdisciplinary research into profound questions of human
meaning and purpose, as well as the transformation of our educational,
religious, and civic institutions to bring new significance to the quest for
wholeness.“
Both visionary and pragmatic, and gifted with a strong innovative
spirit, Eric Weislogel opened the dialogue between science and religion to
other fields of knowledge, thanks to the transdisciplinary methodology.
In 2007, at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, the Metanexus
Institute held a major international conference entitled, Transdisciplinarity
and the Unity of Knowledge: Beyond the Science and Religion Dialogue. This
conference was the first major event focusing on transdisciplinarity in the
United States. Next year, the Metanexus Institute will organize in Madrid
another major international congress entitled: Subject, Self and Soul: Transdisciplinary Approaches to Personhood.
Eric Weislogel’s contribution to the promotion of transdisciplinarity
in the world is certainly decisive.
Basarab NICOLESCU, President of CIRET

*
DISCOURS DE RÉCEPTION
DISCOURS DE RÉCEPTION

Advancing Transdisciplinary Approaches to the Most Profound
Questions of Nature and Humanity
ear Esteemed Members of the Centre International de Recherches et
Études Transdisciplinaires,
It is with humility and deep gratitude that I accept this great honor
that you have bestowed upon me. I accept it on behalf of my colleagues
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1. http://www.metanexus.net/institute.
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at the Metanexus Institute, its staff and board members. It is truly their
tireless work to promote transdisciplinary approaches to the most profound
questions of the cosmos and humanity that you are recognizing with this
Diplôme d’Honneur.
We believe that CIRET and the Metanexus Institute are making
common cause. We know that our academic institutions are structured
in such a way as to generate highly-specialized knowledge and expertise,
and in this they have been spectacularly successful. At the same time,
analytic methodologies and the divisions between the various schools
and departments have resulted in the fragmentation of knowledge and
the alienation of one field of study from another. These divisions have
become obstacles to innovative transdisciplinary research as well as to
a fully meaningful education. They can hinder a quest for a constructive
engagement with some of the most profound questions of life, the cosmos,
and humanity — the “really big questions” that transcend the boundaries
of any particular disciplinary expertise.
The work of the Metanexus Institute aspires to have a transformational impact on the pursuit of knowledge and education. Our intent is
to promote exploration into the possibilities for a more integral, holistic,
or synthetic approach to research and learning. This sort of approach
considers concepts, methodologies, and findings from across the entire
spectrum of research, education, and human experience — from the natural and social sciences to the humanities, from the various philosophical
positions and worldviews to the lessons learned from economic and social
life, from the subtlest findings of academic research to the wisdom of the
world’s religious traditions. We promote this wider view as a complement
to (not a replacement for) our academic and intellectual division of labor.
This effort to capture a more “synoptic” view demands as high a
level of intellectual effort and academic rigor as that of any disciplinary
work. In fact, substantial transdisciplinary work requires perhaps an even
greater sensitivity to complexity, methodological sophistication, and the
need for collaborative efforts to attain results. In this aspect, we are
indebted to the work of CIRET and its pursuit of the metaphysical and
methodological solutions to issues raised in transdisciplinary research.
At Metanexus, our hope is to provide a forum for discerning just
what we know, given that we know so many disciplinarily distinct things,
and for discovering new capacities for attaining to wisdom, the ultimate
goal of all our educational efforts. Your recognition of our work serves to
strengthen our resolve to pursue the transformation of our academic
institutions and educational practices.
Eric L. WEISLOGEL
Executive Director of Metanexus Institute
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Corin Braga and the Hermeneutics
of the Imaginary1
POMPILIU CRÃCIUNESCU
University of Timiºoara, “Mihai Eminescu” National Center
of Research and Studies, Ipoteºti, and CIRET, Paris
First winner (2006) of the National Prize “Petru Creþia”
for Literary History and Criticism

mong the imaginary’s historians and hermeneutes of international
fame, Corin Braga is the most proeminent figure of the Romanian
neo-comparatism. Indeed, if at the former level his name stands on an orbit
of great intellectual masters together with Gilbert Durand, Jean Jacques
Wunnenburger, Jean Delumeau, Carl Gustav Jung, Henry Corbin, Mircea
Eliade, Northrop Frye or Charles Maurron — at the latter it is Corin Braga
himself who creates an orbit of his own, relying on the “nuclear core” of
archaetypology. His solid books, to which a lot of studies, papers and
conferences may be added, fully witness that this double evolution within the cultural cosmos is also powered by his permanent migration from
one orbit to another, due not only to his polyglot skills, but mostly to the
multy-and trans-disciplinary horizon Corin Braga assumed for his spirit
and thought. In other words, Corin Braga the comparatist overcomes his
condition of a “polyglot nomad” stated by Jean François Malherbe 2,
becoming a “travelling researcher” among disciplines, historical periods,
and methodologies. This latter condition, a major recognition sign for the
genuine comparatists of our times, becomes, with Corin Braga, quest-like
inside the worlds created by humanity’s propensity for imagery. Unlike
the mediaeval wanderers, however, his own cognitive saga, carried on

A

1. Laudatio delivered on the occasion of the awarding of the National Prize “Petru Creþia”,
second edition, June 15th, 2007.
2. See Jeux de langage et Tiers inclus. De nouveaux outils pour l’éthique appliqué, Sherbrooke,
University of Sherbrooke, 2000.
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with a rigorous exactness that recalls to our minds the cathedral builders,
succeeds in illuminating the imagery’s unsited vortex and in doing even
more: in painting out the irreducible role of a linkage tool that it holds,
as well in the trans-historical continuum of culture as for the multiple
subject’s newly recovered ontological status.
The former two books by Corin Braga represent a dense propedeutics for his great syntheses to come. So, aiming, through a thematical and
archaetypological approach, to outline the cosmology of Stãnescu’s imaginary, in Nichita Stãnescu, The Imaginary Horizon3, the author seeks to pinpoint, in a time of axiological selections, the place the poet owned in the
cosmology of Romanian lyrics. The analysis of symbolic configurations,
the one of the continuous game, for the image, between the intellective
regime and the sensitive one — in brief, this is about the almost mystical
relationship between the poet as a human being and his creation —
sustained by the hermeneutical coagulation of the invariants acting in his
creation (metaphorical poetics, metaphysical vision, the propensity for
ontology etc.) all place Nichita Stãnescu “at the confluence point where
modernism is running an overall review upon itself, opening and overcoming itself towards postmodernism”4. In the case of the other essay,
Lucian Blaga, Genesis of the Imaginary Worlds 5, Corin Braga’s quest focuses
on the ”nuclear equation of Lucian Blaga’s personality and creation, the
imaginary’s origo points”6, identified through an intuition of a magical
nature. The author, by the audacity of a psychoanalytical approach, thus
searching for the genesis of the imaginary worlds, constructs the thesis
according to which the magical anchor that holds Blaga into existence,
the phantasmatic complex of the origins emerges from the initial state of
undifferentiated ego due to the substitution (in the parents’ perceptions)
of his dead sister. But Corin Braga does not stop here. He extends the
methodological angle through psycho-criticism and myth-analysis, the
imaginary’s hermeneutics glimpses on the contradictorial tensions with
a major function in Blaga’s inconscious creuset (between the Christian
and the Orphic-gnostical archaetypes) and outlines a “grammar of Blagian
subconscious work in creation, where Dionisiac enthusiasm and Panic
3. Sibiu, Imago, 1993. Debut Award at the National Books’ Salon, 1994, second edition:
Cluj-Napoca, Dacia, 2003.
4. Idem, first edition, p. 294.
5. European Institute, Iaºi, 1998, „Eseuri de ieri ºi de azi” (“Essays Older and Newer”)
series, 1998, preface by Nicolae Balotã (initially a doctoral thesis, sustained at the
Babeº-Bolyai University of Cluj-Napoca, 1997), Criticism award of the “Lucian Blaga”
Society, 2001.
6. Nicolae Balotã, Foreword to the above-quoted work, p. 5.
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ataraxia are related to the unspeakabale force of the cosmological models
Blaga has adopted.
Ten Studies in Archaetypology 7, a book which forecasts the capital
tome from 2006, From Archaetype to Anarchaetype, imposes itself firstly by
the solid theoretical grounding of archaetypology as an essential methodological alternative to the positivism that has fallen into bankruptcy in
the study of compared literature (too). After an insight investigation on
the historical and semantic avatars of the concept — metaphysical (in the
line of Plato, of the Christian Fathers, and of Dante), psychological (on the
same line as Marsilio Ficino, British Empirism, Kant, Jung, Blaga, Bachelard, G. Durand), and cultural (on the line of Eliade, N. Frye, E.R. Curtius,
Étiemble) — Corin Braga elevates archaetypology to the status of an immanent science within culture and raises it to the dignity of a hermeneutic
ideal way for comparatism, due to its capacity of becoming a tool for the
spectral analysis of all visions upon the world. Without giving up from
its ontological assets — which enable mytho-criticism and mythoanalysis
to operate within literary criticism — or to the anthropological ones —
which open literary criticism towards psycho-criticism or psycho-analysis-archaetypology states itself as being the irreducible operator of grammar acting upon the universal literature. The rigor shown in the focus
pointed on the genesis of invariants, on the interconnections, on their
metamorphoses or pseudo-morphoses — a fact that confirms the dynamic
nature and the transgressive spirit of this method — makes of archaetypology the royal way of the actual comparatism. Corin Braga provides
convincing evidence for this fact, as well by the psycho-historical outline
of European culture, placed at the end of the essay, as by the studies
themselves, such as: Oedipus Between Mythoanalysis and Psycho-Criticism,
Religious Cults in Roman and post-Roman Dacia, The Romanian Literary PostModernism, The Baroque Dream, A Symbol of Ontological Collapse etc.
Once having jumped upon the orbit of the grammar acting upon
universal literature, Corin Braga enriches it by two monumental tomes,
symmetrical by their titles and by the amplitude of their endeavour in
history and exegesis. These are Le Paradis interdit au Moyen-Âge. La quête
de l’Eden oriental8 and La quête manquée de l’Avalon occidentale. Le Paradis
interdit au Moyen-Âge-2 9. Vowed to the initiatical failed journeys from the
European Middle Ages, these books do constitute an impressive fresque
7. Cluj-Napoca, Dacia, 1999.
8. Paris, L’Harmattan, collection « Littératures comparées », 2004, Préface de Jean-Jacques
Wunnenburger. Prize of the Romanian Association of General and Compared Literature,
2005.
9. Paris, L’Harmattan, Collection « Littératures comparées », 2006.
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of Western Medieval imaginary, seen from the perspective of the metamorphotic “ anatomy” of the myth of the terrestrial Eden. With a refined
erudition, Corin Braga gives his own version of the “Asian matter”, he
skillfully guides his reader not only throughout the magic realms foreseen
by the Medieval cosmographers, but also within the fascinating symbolic
logics which, for centuries, has shaped the human vision of the world.
The archaetype-like scenario of the amputated initiatic journey — recurrent in the folklore tomes about Alexander of Macedonia, in St. Makarius’
texts or in the ones of many missionary priests or adventurers wandering
through Mongol Asia, like Marco Polo or the cabinet imaginary traveller
Jean Mandeville — is elucidated by the ontological invincible censorship
exerted by the Judaeo-Christian dogma. As it substitutes to the sacred
topos of the Great Goddess provider of immortality, present in the ancient
Graeco-Latin representations, the ever-closed Eden, unreachable due to
the Adamic sin, Christianity perfectly accomplishes the archaetype of the
missed end, for the great Medieval queste: for the human being, redemption and return to sacrality are by now promised for the Celestial Paradise.
By exploring the “Irish matter”, the second side of Corin Braga’s
approach investigates the complementary odyssey, the nautical Western
queste, aiming for an objective which is symmetrical to the one of the travellers from Oriental Indiae — it is the Avalon, (the Apples’ Island), the
trans-oceanic paradise of the Celtic heroes. The voyages in a geographically opposite direction, towards the West, culminating in Christopher
Columbus’ expedition, end not only with the discovery of the Americas,
but with the bankruptcy of the terrestrial Paradise, a fact that vigorously
strengthens the Christian doctrine, reiterated by the Trento Council, and
with the downfall of the “enchanted thought” active in the Middle Ages
and during the Renaissance. The hermeneutics suggested by Corin Braga
announces the pseudo-morphosis of the terrestrial Eden into an Utopy,
an era of imaginary to which the author is, probably, going to vow a third
tome.
As J.J. Wunnenburger judiciously remarked, ”Corin Braga does not
offer us a history of beliefs only, but he invites us to an insight of the
secrets held by the great constructions edifying a sense of life, incessantly
activated or fought by religions, literatures and even political myths”10.
Briefly, as it is constituted as the work of an anthropologist, an historian
and an exegete, Corin Braga’s quest is a successful attempt to settle up an
order into a cosmos that he has felt as being chaotic, the one of European
literatures and cultural history. Founded on the always active game of the
10. Préface at Le Paradis interdit au Moyen-Âge. La quête manquée de l’Eden oriental, ed. cit.,
p. III.
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archaetypes’ potentiality of actualisation or pseudo-morphosis, his enterprise takes the concrete form of a coherent description and interpretation
of the complex multiplicity which rules that cosmos, in spite of the positivist efforts of concealing it.
The tome From Archaetype to Anarchaetype 11 offers a totalizing theoretical construct aiming at actual comparatism, more exactly a way to
comprehend European cultures from the fertile perspective of the imaginary’s theory, ipso facto a breakthrough for the hermeneutical and identity
crisis that René Wellek named at mid-20th century. Decisively anchored in
the transgressive logics of the transdisciplinarity, Corin Braga conciliates,
but does not reunite, all the contradictory zones of the European cultural
sphere. This becomes possible through the methodological completude
created by the introduction of the concept of anarchaetype. In other words,
beyond the crystallization of archaetypology as a comparatist’s method,
a process where data from psycho-geography and psycho-history come
to be essential, the author consolidates his method-already exerted in
Ten Studies in Archaetypology and applied, here, at the analysis of monstershaped masses from the Mediaeval “enchanted” imaginary, by opening
the equation: arcahetype – anarchaetype – eschatype. In Corin Braga’s theoretical system, the concept of anarchaetype designates an archaetype of
which the sense core is blown up into a galactic cloud of senses, in other
terms, into a poietical mechanicism which reject the logos. Archaetype and
escatype represent cases of the same typology — differentiated by the fact
that, in the former case, the coagulating core imposes itself ever since the
beginning, while in the latter it acquires a teleological meaning, it evolves
along with the creation — but the anarchaetype overarches all creations
that are non-canonical, open through free and de-centered structures
(these creations being either individual or ranged into some corpus). As it
was present ever since the late Antiquity, the anarchaetype reaches to its
full intensity in post-modernism and mostly in the post-post-modernism
(up to Corin Braga, it was inaugurated on September 11, 2001).
Sustained with nuanced and extremely pertinent examples — also
completed by three fundamental studies on Giordano Bruno, Calderon
de la Barca and Thomas Mann —, Corin Braga’s theoretical frame has
another capital asset, which even crosses the sphere of comparatism and
which concerns actual knowledge, our vision of the world itself. This is
the idea of a multiple, yet functional subject, a non-explode and non-maladive subject, into which contradictory avatars do not tear each other up.
Noticing that, in the creation’s side, the anarchaetype corresponds to the
schyzo-morphic subject existing in today’s world, Corin Braga admits the
11. Iaºi, Polirom, “Plural M” series, 2006.
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hypothesis of a new completude. This kind of completude characterizes
as well the human being himself and his creations. It is transfinite (in the
sense given to this term by Stephane Lupasco) contradictory and ineffable
like the imaginal (in the sense forged by Henry Corbin). Corin Braga
corroborates the multiple subject with the subject’s levels of reality in the
sense of perception) conceived by Basarab Nicolescu. So he meets the
founder of transdisciplinarity through the irreducible role that he grants
to imaginary, in the edification and co-existence of the distinct identities
owned by the same subject. More, humanity and world — id est, the Real
do communicate, the author postulates — through the extraordinarily
complex interference between the imaginary representations. As a conclusion, the imaginary is not only the overarching vault of Corin Braga’s
queste, but also the privileged link between the various disciplines’ realms,
through which he strolls graciously, the galactic cloud which allows the
orbits chosen by the author to interfere or join together.
As he is a virtuose and skillful builder of theories of the imaginary,
a hermeneute of myths, a literary critic, a comparatist, a rigorous scholar,
an author of onirical prose, the founder and the host of the Phantasma
Research Center on Imaginary, Head of department, a writer of dreams’
diaries, a director of the Journal Caietele Echinox, a literary translator, the
coordinator of the series “Mundus Imaginalis” of the Dacia Publishing
House, Corin Braga himself illustrates the multiple subject of which he
writes with such wisdom. The awarding by the Ipoteºti Memorial of the
“Petru Creþia” National prize in Literary History and Criticism represents
an elective confirmation of the success in the multiple questae carried on
thus far by Corin Braga.

The author can be contacted at the following address: p22cra63@yahoo.fr
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Sibiu – the Capital of Dialogues
Afterthoughts to the Congress on “Transdisciplinary Approaches
of the Dialogue between Science, Art and Religion
in the Europe of Tomorrow”, Sibiu 9-11 September 2007

RADU CONSTANTINESCU
University of Craiova

ongresses allow that people sharing fields of interests meet regularly,
cross-fertilize ideas, launch theories and even innovative fields. The
“Transdisciplinarity Approaches of the Dialogue between Science, Art, and
Religion in the Europe of Tomorrow” Congress, held in Sibiu between
9 and 11 September 2007, was no exception. Outstanding scholars, with
different academic backgrounds, endorsed their ideas on the possible
dialogue between art, science, and religion. Physicists, mathematicians,
biologists, computer engineers, theologians, philologists, philosophers,
artists attended the conference, which was characterized by an openness
towards an effective and high-quality dialogue. The very link between
the various presentations was given by the transdisciplinary perspective
on the dialogue between the three seemingly unrelated fields.
Organised by the Association for Dialogue between Science and
Theology in Romania (ADSTR), the Institute of Advanced Studies in
Science and Orthodoxy (IASSO) and the Centre International de Recherches et Études Transdisciplinaire (CIRET) of Paris, the Sibiu congress
represented the first large-scale international event within the “Science
and Orthodoxy: Research and Education” program launched in Romania
and generously funded by the John Templeton Foundation from the
United States of America. The first in the series of events proposed by the
new program, the Sibiu conference was, however, added to the remarkable previous events on Science and Religion, organized in Romania.
The fact that the event was organized in Sibiu was not random.
Sibiu, a historical town in Transylvania, bearing the name Hermannstadt
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during the Middle Ages, has always been acknowledged for its timehonoured tradition of ethnic and religious pluralism. Furthermore, it
represents a symbol of Romania’s reintegration to Europe, being declared
the European Capital of Culture in 2007.
The period chosen for the event was significant, too. The first day
of the congress overlapped with the last day of the European Ecumenical
Meeting, which gathered together prominent figures of the Romanian
Orthodox Church and of other ecumenical churches or religions. This
allowed the Orthodox prelates, such as His Holiness Daniel, Patriarch of
the Romanian Orthodox Church, Anastasios, Primate of Albania, Laurenþiu, Archbishop of Transylvania, Iosif, Archbishop of Western and
Southern Europe, and Visarion, Vicar of the Sibiu Arcbishopric, to attend
the “Transdisciplinarity Approaches of the Dialogue between Science, Art
and Religion in the Europe of Tomorrow” congress alongside representatives of other Christian confessions: Vincenzo Paglia, Bishop of Terni Narni
Amelia — Roman Catholic Church, Rev. Thierry Magnin, General Vicar
of the Diocese of St. Étienne, Antje Jackelén, Bishop of the Lund Diocese
of the Church of Sweden, Rev. Ronald Cole-Turner from the Pittsburgh
Theological Seminary, USA. They considered that in the current state of
affairs, the dialogue between science and religion is a must as it enhances
cooperation and understanding between people and promotes tolerance,
contributing to the elimination of extremism. A special mention concerns
His Holiness Daniel, who, on this occasion as well as on some others,
expressed the openness of the Romanian Orthodox Church to a genuine
dialogue between science and religion.
The high quality presentations and debates generated during the
Sibiu conference was, to a great extent, due to the efforts of the Scientific
Organizing Committee, namely those of Basarab Nicolescu, Jean Staune
and Magda Stavinschi, on a par with the Local Organizing Committee:
Magda Stavinschi, Adrian Lemeni, Gelu Cãlina and Iulian Mihai.
Strictly referring to the content of the papers presented there, the
variety of the topics is also noteworthy, thus creating a large spectrum of
common topics and concepts to be shared by science, art and religion.
A valuable synthesis of all these possible subjects was offered by
Jean Staune in his paper: “Science and Religion. Elements for a New
Encounter”. He started from the idea that scientific revolutions took place
in many areas of science in the 20th century and, as a result, we deal today
with the image of an “open” universe, of a world which is irreducible to
time, space, matter and energy. Important philosophical implications in
the evolution of our knowledge come from the relativity of time and space,
then the theory of the Big Bang in astrophysics; particle physics and nonlocality in the sciences of matter; Godel’s theorem in logic; non-linearity
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and the butterfly effect in the sciences of complexity; the Libet experiments showing the reality of free will in neurology. All these items allow
us to bridge the gap between the scientific and religious approaches.
In his paper “Evolutionary Biology and the Purposes of God”,
Professor Denis Alexander, Director of the Cambridge Faraday Institute
for Science and Religion, pointed out that, on the basis of recent findings
in biology, some biologists and philosophers have argued that the evolutionary process displays a high degree of randomness and lack of predictability. He concluded that the contemporary biological understanding
of evolution is therefore highly consistent with the belief in a Creator God
who has intentions and purposes for the world in general, and for the
humankind in particular.
In the same line, Professor Ronald Cole-Turner, in his presentation
entitled “Apophatic Technology and the Mystery of Human Becoming”,
approached the changes produced in our life by the new technologies
devoted to human biological self-modification. They start from our desire
for a longer life or enhanced mental capacity, they become a new kind of
image of the human but they do not correspond to the divine. Technologies of human self-modification change us in ways that we cannot fully
anticipate and sometimes induce the idea that we could be remade by
technology. In these cases, the greatest danger is probably not that we no
longer see ourselves as made by God, but that we think that.
The impact of the new technologies on our thinking was discussed
by Roberto Poli in his lecture on “Images of the future”. His core philosophical assumption is that forecasts and scenarios are not contradictory
to each other. They address the future from two different standpoints.
Mgr. Aldo Giordano highlighted the importance of a unitary view
on the knowledge various disciplines offer us. The reality is complex and
it cannot exhaust the riches of human meaning.
An important place among the papers presented to the congress
by the keynote speakers was devoted to the relation between Physics and
Religion. Adrian Lemeni made an interesting excursion in the quantum
apophaticism, which may constitute an interface in the contemporary
dialogue between theology and science. Current science acknowledges
the rationality and mystery of the world. Apophaticism does not just mean
an acknowledgment of the mystery of the world, but it could open an
honest dialogue with the Orthodox Theology, re-evaluating the comprehensive dimension of the Patristic Tradition.
An interesting connection between the concept of levels of reality
in physics and in the theology of the Covenant was provided by Thierry
Magnin. Such a view is quite interesting to enlighten the difficult relationship between the science of evolution and the theology of Creation.
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“Modern Physics and Transdisciplinarity” was the subject of the paper
presented by Marijan Sunjic, a physicist from Croatia.
The closest approach of the general principles of transdisciplinarity
was given by John van Breda and Basarab Nicolescu in the paper entitled
“Transdisciplinary Hermeneutics”. The authors started from the idea that
the complex world, with its complex problems, clearly constitutes a
transdisciplinary challenge. Transdisciplinary knowledge has emergent
properties which are irreducible to the individual disciplines contributing
to and participating in a transdisciplinary dialogue. The religion/science
/art debate should not see itself in isolation from this broader challenge
of developing a more general transdisciplinary hermeneutics.
The triadic unity Science – Art – Religion was highlighted by Horia
Bãdescu from the artistic perspective. He spoke, in fact, of the perspective
of world unity explaining that, on a gnostic level, the relation between
Poetry and the Sacred turns out to be an intermediated one. It is placed
within an episteme which gives priority to the relationship with the entity,
expressing transcendence through its immanence.
Perhaps the best instance of the openness, flexibility, and ecumenical spirit that characterized the Sibiu event, was given by Antje Jackelén,
a Professor and Bishop from Sweden. In her paper “Mystery and Rationality in Communion: A Vision for Religion-and-Science in the Europe of
Tomorrow”, she pleaded for a genuine dialogue, deriving from the various
values and experiences co-existing in Europe’s cultural, religious, and
intellectual life. Diversity should mean unity, not conflict. Unity represents an alternative to “rigid rationality” and “boundless relativism”. The
common endeavour “can be hosted by, and cultivated within, the religion-and-science dialogue”.
Last, but not least, the conference participants witnessed the release
of Thierry Magnin’s Romanian translations of “Devenir soi à la lumière
de la science et de la Bible” and the presentation of forthcoming books in
the series “Science and Religion” issued by the Curtea Veche Publishing
House, Bucharest in 2007, such as Niels Henrik Gregersen’s “God in the
Contemporary World”.

The author can be contacted at the following address: rconsta@central.ucv.ro
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Une rencontre essentielle pour « Devenir
soi à la lumière de la science et de la Bible »
CRISTINA HERMEZIU

es nouveaux titres parus dans la collection «Science et Religion» (Éditions « Curtea Veche », Bucarest) relèvent d’une stratégie rigoureuse,
mais souple. Basarab Nicolescu et Magda Stavinschi, les directeurs de la
collection, proposent des livres qui s’inscrivent dans une thématique
cohérente, tout en se distinguant par la diversité des approches. Leur
sélection assure, d’une part, la continuité du dialogue et, d’autre part,
le rend plus pertinent par les compétences des auteurs. Car, si l’ambition
du projet est d’ouvrir le public vers les valeurs d’un pareil dialogue transdisciplinaire entre science et religion, les auteurs censés à être publiés
dans cette collection font preuve d’une double casquette : ils sont, sans
exception, hommes de science et théologiens à la fois, des esprits capables
de mettre en communication cette double formation au profit d’une
réflexion nourrie par une expérience humaine et intellectuelle qui n’est
pas à la portée de tous. Le lecteur, frappé d’emblée par cette double compétence de l’auteur, projette sur la lecture sinon son désir de toucher, au
moins d’effleurer quelques vérités essentielles, issues d’une confrontation
entre domaines jugés trop souvent conflictuels.
Thierry Magnin est curé, vicaire général du diocèse Saint-Étienne,
mais il est aussi chercheur en sciences physiques. Il est professeur des
écoles, formateur sur un double terrain, les sciences d’une part, la théologie de l’autre. Son volume, Devenir soi à la lumière de la science et de la Bible,
traduit par Alexandra Corina Stavinschi et publié en Roumanie par la
maison d’édition « Curtea Veche » 1, en témoigne.
L’ambition de l’auteur est affirmée sans ambiguïté : son livre propose une voie possible vers la connaissance de soi, telle que peut surgir
au bout d’une rencontre insolite, menée tantôt sur le territoire des sciences,
tantôt sur le territoire de la Bible, sans mélange ou confusion : « Partant
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des aspirations de l’homme d’aujourd’hui le présent livre propose un
chemin de recherche de soi et de croissance, s’appuyant d’une part sur les
sciences (physique et biologie, sans négliger pour autant l’apport des
sciences humaines), et d’autre part sur la Bible, sans mélange ni confusion
entre science et Bible. Qu’est-ce que la science d’une part, la Bible d’autre
part, nous disent de l’homme et comment ces apports peuvent-ils aider
chacun de nous à devenir plus pleinement lui-même ? » (p. 12).
Le résultat n’a aucun rapport avec la formule commerciale d’un
guide qui offrirait des solutions prédigérées pour devenir soi. Thierry
Magnin invite le lecteur à rencontrer des questions, des aveux, des inquiétudes ou des espoirs, sans crispation, dans un esprit serein et colloquial.
Le premier chapitre déroule cinq rencontres et autant de dialogues
dont les interlocuteurs sont bien réels, des êtres humains qui, à travers
leurs espoirs et leur vécu, cherchent tous « le fil rouge de leur vie ». Claire
a 20 ans, elle est croyante ; en revanche, son futur époux, Diego, 23 ans, il
doute. Sylvie, chrétienne militante, et René, croyant mais non pratiquant,
mariés depuis 21 ans, se trouvent à un carrefour de leur vie. Paul, chrétien fervent, veuf, ingénieur à la retraite, cherche le sens de son existence,
au bout de sa vie professionnelle et après la fin douloureuse de sa vie en
couple. Si performance il y en a, il s’agit de tout cela : le manque de didactisme, l’authenticité des dialogues, le dessin des personnages, des gens
simples et attachants auxquels on s’identifie sans réserve et en profondeur.
Les quatre chapitres suivants tournent autour de la même problématique humaine, devenir soi à la lumière de la science et de la Bible.
Bien que les réflexions de l’auteur prennent la forme de l’analyse herméneutique, bien que l’appareil des arguments s’épaississe, la démonstration demeure accessible, le ton reste amical. Il s’agit aussi du savoir faire
d’un maître habile qui fait croire à son disciple que c’est lui qui ait découvert tout seul la vérité cachée : « Tout nous précède. Je n’ai pas demandé
à venir au monde et je suis là. Je ne m’invente pas, je ne me fais pas à partir de rien. Je suis un donné pour moi-même. Tout ce que j’ai d’essentiel,
la vie surtout, je l’ai reçu. Même si assurément je reçois la vie de mes
parents, ceux-ci la transmettent (…). L’expérience première de tout un
chacun est donc bien une expérience d’engendrement. Quel déploiement
métaphysique et religieux possible ! » (p. 69).
Son art de la maïeutique, conduit soit sur territoire scientifique, soit
sur territoire théologique, fait surgir à chaque page des vérités inattendues, on dirait autant de clins d’œil sur le chemin de la recherche de soi :
« Tout part d’une rencontre (…). La foi naît toujours d’une rencontre et
y conduit. Croire en quelqu’un, c’est le rencontrer, s’en remettre à lui et
lui faire confiance. La foi se distingue ainsi de la croyance et de la superstition en ce qu’elle ne s’attache pas d’abord à un objet (ni à une loi, un
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dogme ou une doctrine), mais à une personne avec laquelle elle met en
relation. De ce fait, la foi est constitutive de la personnalité : je ne deviens
en effet vraiment moi-même que dans l’ouverture à l’autre, dans le risque
que je prend de m’en remettre à lui, dans un acte de foi. » (p. 86).
Rencontrer les idées d’un livre suppose, théoriquement, la même
graine de confiance que celle qui motive tout acte de croyance. La rencontre avec le volume de Thierry Magnin apporte quelque chose de plus :
il y aussi des semences d’autoconnaissance qui germinent pendant la
lecture. On est accompagné à trouver dans la Bible et dans les sciences
des réponses aussi personnelles qu’universelles. On est, par-dessus tout,
mené à comprendre combien est-il essentiel, afin d’éclairer ses niveaux
de développement spirituel, de savoir bien formuler ses questions.

L’Auteur peut être contactée à l’adresse suivante : cristinahermeziu@yahoo.fr
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