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Editorial

nce again, I am privileged to introduce the current issue of Transdisciplinarity in Science and Religion. This issue consists of papers and
reflections drawn mainly from two events. In the “Research Works”
section, you will find (with one exception) papers from the international
congress “The Dialogue Between Science and Religion in the Orthodox
World”, held at the Romanian Academy in Bucharest from September 24
to 27, 2008. Collectively, these essays demonstrate the fruits of a constructive engagement of science and religion from an Orthodox Christian
perspective. The papers are of interest from a cultural perspective in that
they demonstrate (as if it still needed to be demonstrated!) that there is no
one thing that goes by the name of science and religion, that no such engagements can completely free themselves from their historical and geopolitical situation, that there is always something ineluctably particular
in every encounter. There is no one thing called “science” and no one
thing called “religion”. The science and religion engagement takes place
among persons, individuals with their own life-histories, their own cultural contexts, their own worldviews. The issues and concerns that face
the contributors to this congress differ in many important ways from
those confronting North Americans or even the participants’ neighbors to
their immediate west. All of us engaged in this on-going dialogue would
do well to bear in mind the fundamental particularity in which we go
about our explorations.
That said, we are certainly able to draw more general insights from
these particular engagements, that will prove applicable to us no matter
which our context is. How scholars and educators deal with the spread of
cultic and pseudo-religious movements in post-totalitarian situations
hungry once again for spiritual fulfillment will also be instructive for
educators who confront the same ideas proffered by Hollywood stars in
a consumer culture liable to escapism. Regardless of the significant differences in the societal meaning of “astrology” in, for instance, Serbia
or Greece, on the one hand, and England and the US, on the other hand,
science and theology educators must deal with unstated presuppositions
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uncritically adopted by large segments of society, that pose obstacles to
a genuine quest for truth. The physicists, astronomers, and other scholars
who have contributed to this issue of TSR exhibit an open and exploratory
approach to dealing with both scientific discovery and religious wisdom.
We have much to learn from each other.
One addition to the congress papers is the essay by Jean-François
Malherbe, in which he explores the implications of Heraclitean versus
Parmenidean foundations for our thinking about ethics.
The papers you will find in the “Studies” section of the journal
come, once again, from the international Metanexus Conference, held in
Madrid from July 13 to 17, 2008, entitled, “Subject, Self, and Soul:
Transdisciplinary Approaches to Personhood” (see TSR 4/2008 for our
previous selection of conference papers). The current sampling of papers
exhibits the rich diversity of work being done in a transdisciplinary vein,
with topics ranging from the nature of causality, the implications of
non-reductive physicalism for the question of free will, the concept of
personhood, neurotheology, practical wisdom, transdisciplinary
approaches to health, and much more. The international group of contributors represent a wide variety of academic disciplines and intellectual
and spiritual perspectives.
Allow me also to draw your attention to Prof. Madga Stavinschi’s
report on ADSTR’s ongoing research as further evidence of the fruitfulness of engaging in transdisciplinary approaches to science and religion
dialogue.
I want to express my gratitude to my colleague Gregory Hansell,
Managing Director of Global Communications at the Metanexus Institute,
and especially to Prof. Basarab Nicolescu for his direction of TSR and for
his tireless advocacy of transdisciplinarity.

Eric Weislogel
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Un choix décisif à l’aube de l’éthique :
Parménide ou Héraclite ?

JEAN-FRANÇOIS MALHERBE
Doyen honoraire de l’Université de Sherbrooke, Canada, et
Straordinario di filosofia morale presso l’Università degli Studi di Trento, Italie

ans son précieux petit livre d’introduction à la lecture d’Héraclite,
le philosophe et helléniste Jean Brun soulève la délicate question de
savoir comment éviter de faire d’Héraclite « le méritant précurseur de
celui qui s’intéresse à lui », comment ne pas tenter de « lui enseigner la
leçon désirable ».1 Héraclite lui-même semble répondre au professeur
français. Il décrit, en effet, « les nombreux » comme des endormis qui, par
manque de vigilance, prennent leurs opinions singulières pour des vérités
universelles. Ne suggère-t-il pas ainsi de distinguer la subjectivité de
l’arbitraire qui consiste précisément à tenter d’imposer aux autres sa propre perception subjective comme vérité universelle ?2 Toute interprétation est nécessairement subjective puisqu’elle est l’œuvre d’un sujet. Mais
toutes ne sont pas arbitraires. Entre subjectivité et arbitraire, il y a un
abîme qu’on ne peut éviter qu’à l’aide de ce que j’appellerais le respect du
texte.
Un texte supporte souvent plusieurs interprétations. Il est toutefois
des interprétations que contredit le texte lui-même. Celles-ci sont arbitraires,
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1. Jean Brun, Héraclite ou Le Philosophe de l’éternel retour, Éditions Séghers, Paris, 1965, p. 8.
Pour ce qui est des textes d’Héraclite et de Parménide et de leur traduction, je me fie
aux remarquables travaux de Marcel Conche : Héraclite, Fragments, texte établi, traduit
et commenté par Marcel Conche, coll. « Épiméthée », PUF, Paris, 1991 et Parménide,
Le Poème. Fragments, texte grec, traduction, présentation et commentaire par Marcel
Conche, coll. « Épiméthée », PUF, Paris, 1996. Sauf indication contraire, les traductions
citées sont celles de Marcel Conche.
2. Pour plus de précision à ce sujet, voir ci-dessous le texte : « Sans intelligence, etc. », cité
à la page 20.
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tandis que celles-là assument simplement leur subjectivité. L’arbitraire
commence précisément là où un sujet tente d’imposer à autrui sa subjectivité comme norme universelle. L’interprétation que je propose d’Héraclite
et de Parménide n’est certainement pas la seule possible, mais elle est
légitime. Elle se fonde sur les fragments des œuvres qui nous sont parvenus et n’est contredite par aucun d’entre eux. Évidemment, ce que
j’appelle l’œuvre d’Héraclite ou de Parménide se limite, par la force de
notre condition d’héritiers, à ces parties du corpus héraclitéen et du corpus
parménidien auxquelles nous avons accès aujourd’hui. Il ne m’est pas
possible de tenir compte de ce qu’Héraclite et Parménide ont écrit et qui
a disparu. Lorsque je parle d’Héraclite et de Parménide, je parle donc de
philosophes fictifs qui ne coïncident sans doute pas avec les véritables
personnages tels que les ont connus leurs contemporains, tels que j’aurais
pu les connaître si j’avais été leur compagnon ou leur élève. Il s’agit d’un
Héraclite et d’un Parménide, pour ainsi dire, « littéraires ».

La problématique
ès l’origine, ma démarche s’enracine dans une question et dans une
conviction. Ma question de départ est simplement celle-ci : « Comment construire une éthique pertinente pour aujourd’hui ? » Ma conviction, en revanche, est plus complexe. Je l’exprimerais de prime abord en
disant que l’observation de moi-même me convainc que je suis un héritier,
autrement dit que d’autres m’ont précédé dans cette vie et m’ont légué
un héritage à l’égard duquel j’endosse nécessairement une responsabilité.
Ce n’est pas ici le lieu d’expliciter davantage cette conviction, ni de tenter
de la justifier. J’entends me limiter à en tirer quelques conséquences.
La plus importante est celle-ci : je constate dans ma propre pensée
des éléments qui ne viennent pas que de moi, des éléments qui ne surgissent d’ailleurs pas que de ma propre imagination, des éléments, pour
ainsi dire, hérités du passé. Personne ne s’en étonnera, puisque je ne suis
pas le premier à me poser des questions, ni même le premier à me poser
quelques-unes des plus radicales questions, parmi lesquelles celle de savoir
comment construire une éthique (forcément pour aujourd’hui, puisque le
sujet que je suis se recueille et s’exprime précisément « de nos jours »). Ma
conviction est celle-ci : pour penser par moi-même, la meilleure méthode
consiste à interroger, à partir des traces qu’ont laissées de leurs propres
cogitations ceux qui ont pensé avant moi. Je suis convaincu qu’il vaut
mieux, et de loin, expliciter son propre héritage et se l’approprier de façon
lucide et critique, que d’en être imbibé à son insu et de se croire original.
Ce n’est d’ailleurs pas moi qui ai le premier posé la question qui
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m’habite. Platon et Aristote se demandaient déjà quoi faire pour bien faire.
Et, depuis eux, innombrables ont été les philosophes et les théologiens
qui ont repris cette question. Parmi eux, quelques-uns semblent l’avoir
renouvelée plus ou moins complètement : Sénèque et Épicure, Abélard et
Héloïse, Maïmonide et Averroès, D’Aquin et Eckhart, Augustin et Bruno,
Savonarole et Machiavel, Descartes et Spinoza, Kant et Nietzsche, Hegel
et Marx, Mill et Sidgwick, Popper et Wittgenstein, Jaspers et Arendt,
Heidegger et Patochka, Rawls et Jonas — pour ne citer que ceux qui me
sont le plus familiers (mais il y en a bien d’autres). Or, tous ces penseurs,
en dépit de leur diversité, se débattent, plus ou moins consciemment, avec
l’héritage de Parménide et d’Héraclite, l’inventeur de l’être et l’inventeur
du devenir. Et chacun d’eux finit, plus ou moins lucidement, par préférer
l’un des deux initiateurs à l’autre, la stabilité à la dynamique ou, à l’inverse,
le mouvement à la permanence.
Bien que Parménide et Héraclite furent contemporains3, il semble
qu’il n’y ait eu entre eux aucun dialogue. Il se peut qu’Héraclite ait eu
connaissance de la doctrine de Parménide, mais il n’y fait clairement
allusion dans aucun des fragments que nous avons conservés. Il aurait
d’ailleurs affirmé orgueilleusement n’avoir jamais eu d’autre maître que
lui-même. Parménide, lui, critique sévèrement la doctrine d’Héraclite,
car, même s’il ne cite pas nommément son adversaire, il est clair que c’est
de ce dernier qu’il s’agit lorsqu’il brise une lance contre ceux qui estiment
que « l’être et le non-être sont à la fois identiques et non identiques »4.
L’unique point commun aux deux penseurs est leur référence à la
Nature comprise comme l’unité totale et intégrale de tout ce qui existe.
En revanche, leurs présupposés et leurs conclusions sont si opposés que
le choix entre eux paraît inévitable. Choisir implique un critère. J’ai tellement peu l’intention d’imposer mon propre critère à mes lecteurs que je
les invite, dans toute la mesure du possible, à faire leurs propre choix et
à discuter les miens. Voici donc mes critères qui sont forcément subjectifs.
J’apprécie d’opter pour les philosophies qui me procurent le plus de
3. Se fiant à Apollodore, Diogène Laërce, dans sa Vie des philosophes illustres (IX, 23), les
considère tous deux dans leur maturité à l’époque de la 69e Olympiade, qui s’est tenue
de 504 à 501 av. J.C. Cette affirmation qui les ferait naître, l’un et l’autre, vers l’an 540
av. J.-C. est contredite par Platon qui estimait que le jeune Socrate, né en 469 av. J.-C.,
avait rencontré Parménide alors que ce dernier avait environ 65 ans (Parménide, 127a),
ce qui ferait plus vraisemblablement naître Parménide vers 515 av. J.C. Socrate aurait
eu alors 19 ans lors de sa rencontre avec Parménide.
4. Parménide, Poème sur la Nature, Fragment 6, lignes 5-9 : « …ils se laissent emporter,
sourds et aveugles, stupéfaits, foules incapables de décision, par qui l’être et le n’être
pas sont réputés le même et non le même… » (traduction de Marcel Conche).
5. J’ai eu l’occasion de m’expliquer sur cette lucidité et ce plaisir dans deux textes que j’ai
consacrés, dans la revue La Chair et le Souffle, respectivement à « La spiritualité matérialiste d’Épicure » et à « La connaissance béatifique de la Nature ».
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plaisir et de lucidité tout au long du chemin de ma propre vie.5 Et je dois
reconnaître dès maintenant que ma préférence me porte davantage dans
le sillage d’Héraclite que dans celui de Parménide.
Les raisons de ce choix vont apparaître au fur et à mesure que
progressera le dialogue que j’ai mené avec chacun d’eux. Cette recherche
ne fut pas un « dialogue à trois » puisque nous n’avons aucune trace de
dialogue entre les deux philosophes présocratiques. Elle prit toutefois
la forme de deux dialogues menés parallèlement avec chacun d’eux. Ces
deux dialogues ont nourri ma réflexion. Je me suis efforcé, à la suite de
Hans-Georg Gadamer6, d’habiter le monde de chacun d’eux tel qu’il est
possible de les restituer à partir des indications que nous fournissent les
érudits, les historiens, les éditeurs et les traducteurs des textes anciens.
C’est maintenant à séjourner avec moi dans chacun de ces mondes que
j’invite mon lecteur. Je commencerai par celui de Parménide, car celui
d’Héraclite me paraît plus difficile d’accéder. Il est d’ailleurs intéressant
d’examiner la raison de cette difficulté, car celle-ci tient, me semble-t-il,
au fait que la pensée dominante actuelle s’enracine bien plus dans le
terreau de Parménide que dans celui d’Héraclite.

Parménide et l’être comme substance
ans son Poème, le philosophe d’Élée oppose deux voies : celle de la
vérité et celle de l’opinion. La voie de la vérité conduit à la compréhension que « l’être est et ne peut pas ne pas être » ; celle de l’opinion
s’imagine que « l’être n’est pas et qu’il est nécessaire qu’il ne soit pas ».
Pour départager ces deux cheminements, il faut suivre la raison plutôt
que les sens qui s’attardent à l’apparence des choses et prétendent que
celles-ci naissent, se transforment et périssent, ce qui implique à la fois
leur être et leur non-être. Parménide veut prémunir les humains contre
les illusions de la connaissance sensible qui demeure à la surface des
choses ; il tente de les déshabituer de la domination dans laquelle les
tiennent leurs yeux, leurs oreilles et surtout les propos les plus communs,
les préjugés, qui circulent entre eux. Pour le philosophe, les humains
devraient juger de toutes choses par la raison et d’aucune autre façon. Or,
précisément, la raison démontre immédiatement qu’il n’est possible ni de
penser, ni d’exprimer le non-être. Penser, c’est toujours penser quelque
chose. Il n’est pas possible de penser rien. Penser rien, c’est ne rien penser.
Il en va de même pour le dire : dire rien, c’est ne rien dire. Le penser et
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6. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode, J.C.B. Mohr, Tübingen, 1960 (traduction
française: Vérité et méthode, Éditions du Seuil, Paris, 1996).
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le dire doivent de manière nécessaire avoir un objet et cet objet, c’est l’être.
La valeur de vérité de la connaissance dépend de la réalité de l’objet. La
caractéristique majeure de l’être est la nécessité. C’est ce que nous lisons
au début du Poème :
Les cavales qui m’emportent m’ont conduit aussi loin
Que mon désir puisse aller, lorsque, m’amenant, elles me virent
Sur la voie aux nombreux signes de la divinité, voie qui,
À l’égard de tout [ce qu’il y a], mène à celle-ci l’homme mortel
En le rendant savant. Par là j’étais porté,
Car, par là, les très prudentes cavales m’emportaient
Tirant le char, tandis que des jeunes filles montraient la voie.
L’essieu, brûlant dans les moyeux, émettait le son aigu
De la flûte (car il était activé, des deux côtés, par les deux
Roues tournoyant), quand les Filles du Soleil, ayant quitté
Les demeures de la nuit, se hâtaient de me conduire
Vers la lumière, ayant, des mains, enlevé les voiles de leurs têtes.
Là se dresse la porte des chemins de la nuit et du jour :
Un linteau en haut, en bas un seuil de pierre la maintiennent.
Elle-même, éthérée, est remplie par de grands battants,
Dont la Justice, qui châtie fortement, détient la clé adaptée.
La charmant par de douces paroles, les jeunes filles,
Habilement, la persuadèrent de vite repousser, pour elles,
De la porte le pêne du verrou. La porte, en s’envolant
Produisit, des battants, l’ouverture béante, faisant tourner,
L’un après l’autre, dans les crapaudines, les axes bien cuivrés,
Munis de clous et de pointes. Par là franchissant la porte,
Les jeunes filles guidaient, droit sur la grand’route, le char
Et les cavales. Et la Déesse m’accueillit, bienveillante,
Prit dans sa main ma main droite, parla ainsi et m’adressa ainsi
La parole : « Jeune homme, compagnon de cochers immortels,
Toi qui, grâce aux cavales qui t’emportent, atteins notre demeure,
Réjouis-toi, puisque ce ne fut pas un destin funeste qui t’envoya
Parcourir cette voie — car, certes, elle est à l’écart des hommes,
En dehors du sentier battu —, mais le droit et la justice.
Il faut que tu sois instruit de tout : à la fois du cœur
Sans variation de la vérité droitement persuasive, et
Des opinions des mortels où ne se trouve pas de conviction vraie.
Tu n’en apprendras pas moins encore ceci : comment il était
Inévitable que les semblances aient semblance d’être,
7. Diels-Kranz (éditeurs), Parménide, Fragment I. Les textes des philosophes grecs
présocratiques sont le plus souvent référencés selon l’édition critique (incluant leur
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Traversant tout depuis toujours.7
Ce jeune homme appartient au petit nombre de ceux qui sont capables
de s’aventurer sur le chemin le moins fréquenté. Il s’agit probablement
d’un jeune philosophe arrivé à la fin de son initiation. Les jeunes filles ont
conduit les cavales et leur cavalier au-delà de la porte de la Justice, là où
il devient possible de distinguer clairement le cœur de la vérité des opinions des mortels totalement dépourvues de la moindre certitude. Mais
quel est le critère permettant d’opérer cette séparation ? La suite du Poème
l’indique:
Viens donc, je vais dire — et toi, l’ayant entendue,
Garde bien en toi ma parole — quelles sont les seules voies
De rechercher à penser : l’une qu’il y a et que non-être il n’y a pas,
Est chemin de persuasion (car elle accompagne la vérité) ;
L’autre qu’il n’y a pas et qu’il est nécessaire qu’il n’y ait pas :
Celle-là, je te le montre, est un sentier dont on ne peut
Rien apprendre. Car tu ne saurais ni connaître le n’étant pas
(Car il n’offre aucune prise), ni en montrer des signes.
(Diels-Kranz, Parménide, Fragment II)
Le premier chemin que peut emprunter la recherche est celui de la
philosophie. Le pérégrinant y rencontre l’affirmation que « l’être est et le
non-être n’est pas ». C’est le chemin qui conduit à la vérité et s’ouvre sur
l’infini. Le second chemin que peut emprunter la recherche, c’est
l’affirmation que « l’être n’est pas et qu’il est nécessaire qu’il ne soit pas
». Cette alternative au chemin de la vérité n’est un chemin qu’en
apparence, car, en réalité, c’est un cul-de-sac. Il ne conduit nulle part.
Le Poème se poursuit alors par l’analyse des caractéristiques de l’être.
De l’être, nous devons dire avant toute autre chose qu’il « est ». Puis, nous
découvrons également que l’être est :
— « inengendré »,
— « impérissable »,
— « entier »,
— « unique »,
— « inébranlable »,
— « sans terme »,
— « maintenant-éternel »,
— « tout entier ensemble »,
traduction du grec à l’allemand) de Hermann Diels et Walther Kranz : Die Fragmente
der Vorsokratiker, Berlin, 1951-1952. Les plus importants de ces textes ont été traduits en
français dans le livre consacré aux Présocratiques (« La Pléiade », Gallimard, Paris, 1988).
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— « un »,
— « continu » (Diels-Kranz, Parménide, Fragment VIII).
Cette philosophie est évidemment une ontologie de la nécessité qui
exclut toute possibilité de concevoir la philosophie comme un chemin se
construisant sous nos pas pour permettre d’aller plus loin. Dans l’ordre
du temps, la nécessité de l’être dicte sa présente éternité, sa contemporanéité absolue, sa présence totale ; bref : la négation du temps. Dans l’ordre
du multiple, l’être est unité. Dans l’ordre du devenir, l’être est immuable.
Parménide compare l’être à une sphère homogène, immobile, parfaitement
égale à elle-même en tous ses points, autosuffisante. C’est une philosophie qui exclut le possible, car le possible, en tant que tel, est précisément
un mixte d’être et de non-être. L’existence du possible serait pour Parménide une insurmontable contradiction. L’ontologie parménidienne exclut
donc toute logique du tiers-inclus. Elle fonde en revanche une logique du
tiers exclus. Il n’existe pas pour le philosophe d’Élée de tierce voie entre
l’être et le non-être. À cet égard, la dynamique aristotélicienne de la
puissance et de l’acte marquera une rupture d’avec l’ontologie éléate que
reprendra, par contre, Platon avec sa théorie des Idées.
Dans la philosophie de Parménide, l’imperfection est impossible et,
par conséquent, n’existe pas. Les choses et les actes sont parfaits ou bien
ils n’existent pas. Il n’y a pas de plus ou moins parfait, ni de perfection en
devenir. L’imperfection est indicible. Je vois dans cette intransigeance la
racine la plus ancienne de la Loi du silence, de l’Omertà qui empêche toute
prise de conscience et tout aveu d’une erreur commise. La condition
humaine, en tant qu’elle est faite de finitude et de faillibilité, ne peut être
prise en compte dans la philosophie de Parménide. L’idée même que nous
puissions progresser vers le bien ou nous éloigner du mal est incompatible
avec cette conception de l’être.
Je dois bien avouer ne pas réussir à habiter le monde de Parménide.
Je n’y trouve aucun espace où respirer, ni me mouvoir. Je m’y sens pétrifié comme un citoyen de Pompéi après l’éruption du Vésuve. Ou encore,
pour recourir à une image d’un autre ordre, comme un papillon épinglé
derrière la vitrine d’un entomologiste. Ce monde est imperméable à toute
perspective de choix. Aucune liberté ne peut s’y déployer… L’éthique
n’est pas pour moi un état d’éternelle et immuable perfection. C’est, bien
plutôt, un chemin de transformation créatrice.

Héraclite et l’être comme processus
éraclite appartenait à une noble famille d’Éphèse. Parménide et lui
furent contemporains. Il est l’auteur d’une œuvre en prose intitulée

H
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De la Nature, constituée d’aphorismes et de brèves sentences parfois énigmatiques qui le firent qualifier d’« obscur ». Lorsqu’on tente de saisir le
mouvement d’ensemble de ses intuitions, souvent fulgurantes, il apparaît
rapidement que son point de départ devait être la constatation de
l’incessant devenir des choses. Le monde est un flux permanent : « On ne
peut pas entrer deux fois dans le même fleuve ».8 Pour illustrer ce flux
universel, Héraclite recourt à deux métaphores principales : celle du feu
et celle de l’or : « Du feu, en échange de toutes choses, et de toutes choses
le feu, comme de l’or, en échange les marchandises, et des marchandises,
l’or » (fragment D.-K. 90 ; MC 81). La première de ces métaphores est liée
à la vie de la Nature, la seconde au commerce des humains. Héraclite me
paraît indiquer ainsi que les humains font partie de la Nature. Les métaphores sont précises : les marchandises ne se réduisent pas toutes simultanément à l’or, ni les choses naturelles au feu. Tout se trouve en mouvement de transformation, à la fois dans et par le flux universel ; mais tout
n’est pas en même temps de l’or ou du feu.
Héraclite précise que le principe de tout mouvement est le « Logos ».
Ce « Logos » est tout à la fois :
— le discours que l’on peut écouter ;
— la raison qui préside à nos meilleurs choix ;
— l’essence de chacun des humains ;
— la communauté de nature des humains ;
— la Loi de la Cité ;
— la Loi suprême qui régit la totalité : chacun des humains, la communauté qu’ils forment tous ensemble et la Nature dont ils font
partie ;
— l’Être du monde en tant qu’énergie auto-transformatrice en travail d’elle-même;
— le discours de l’éveillé…
Toute la philosophie d’Héraclite apparaît comme une tentative
d’écouter ce Logos, de le comprendre et de consentir à son action tant au
sein de la Nature, qu’au cœur des humains. Voilà pourquoi cette philosophie implique une éthique exigeant de chacun des humains que chaque
jour il choisisse l’éveil plutôt que le sommeil.
Parménide disait, à propos de sa propre pensée, que la pertinence de
8. Héraclite, Fragment D.-K. 91 ; MC 134. Je donne les références des fragments d’Héraclite
en renvoyant successivement à l’édition critique de Hermann Diels et Walther Kranz,
op.cit. (D.-K., suivi du numéro du fragment dans leur édition) et à celle de Marcel
Conche : Héraclite. Fragments, op.cit. (MC, suivi du numéro du fragment dans son édition). L’ouvrage de Marcel Conche contient une table des concordances entre sa propre
numérotation et celle de Diels-Kranz (pp. 20-21). Sauf indication contraire, les traductions françaises citées sont celles de Marcel Conche.
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la philosophie est cachée à la plupart des humains. Sur ce point, Héraclite
le rejoint : vu que « la Nature aime à se cacher » (fragment D.-K. 123 ; MC 69),
ce sont seulement quelques rares privilégiés qui peuvent la comprendre
correctement. La raison en est que « Les chercheurs d’or remuent, en
creusant, beaucoup de terre, et trouvent peu » (fragment D.-K. 22 ; MC 22).
L’examen de cette philosophie « processuelle » vaut la peine d’être
mené de fond en comble. J’ai subdivisé l’exposé en trois parties. D’abord,
je voudrais exposer la vision que le philosophe d’Éphèse s’est construite
de la condition humaine la plus commune, celle de la grande majorité des
humains qui n’entendent pas le Logos à l’œuvre en eux et autour d’eux
(l’anthropologie). Ensuite je me proposé de tracer, par contraste, les
grandes lignes de sa philosophie du Logos (l’ontologie). Enfin, je tenterai
de déduire, du contraste de l’anthropologie et de l’ontologie, la description
du mode de vie qui permet d’entendre le Logos à l’œuvre et de couler
mon action dans la sienne (l’éthique).

L’anthropologie d’Héraclite
aristocrate Héraclite oppose volontiers les « meilleurs » (@4 "D4FJ@4),
qui cherchent la gloire éternelle, aux « plus nombreux » (@4 B@88@4),
qui vivent comme des bêtes : « Qu’est leur intelligence que pensée viscérale ? Ils se fient aux chanteurs populaires et prennent pour maître la
multitude, ne sachant pas que les nombreux sont mauvais, et que peu
sont bons » (fragment D.-K. 104 ; MC 35). « Les meilleurs » sont probablement les philosophes qui cherchent à s’éveiller et à rester vigilants plutôt
que de se complaire dans le sommeil des vulgaires : « Il y a pour les éveillés un monde unique et commun, mais chacun des endormis se détourne
dans un monde particulier » (fragment D.-K. 89 ; MC 9). Les éveillés vivent
tous ensemble dans un seul et même monde, tandis que chacun des endormis est prisonnier du monde de ses rêves, où il se réfugie. Le monde
des plus nombreux est purement imaginaire. Celui des éveillés est le seul
vrai monde, le monde réel.
Héraclite n’est pas tendre dans sa description du refuge des plus
nombreux :
— « De ce discours, qui est toujours vrai, les hommes restent sans
intelligence, avant de l’écouter comme du jour qu’ils l’ont écouté »
(fragment D.-K. 1 ; MC 2 — La raison de cette surdité est leur attachement à un seul niveau de réalité qui est celui des fantasmes
et des désirs primaires) ;
— « C’est à des inexperts qu’ils ressemblent s’essayant à des paroles
et à des actes tels que moi je les expose, divisant chaque chose
selon sa nature et expliquant comment elle est » (ibidem) ;
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— « Ce qu’ils font éveillés leur échappe, tout comme leur échappe
ce qu’ils oublient en dormant » (ibidem) ;
— « Sans intelligence, quand ils ont écouté, à des sourds ils ressemblent ; le dicton, pour eux, témoigne : présents, ils sont absents »
(fragment D.-K. 34 ; MC 3) ;
— « Ne sachant pas écouter, ils ne savent pas non plus parler »
(fragment D.-K. 19 ; MC 4) ;
— « Les nombreux ne pensent pas les choses telles qu’ils les rencontrent, ni, en étant instruits, ne les connaissent ; mais il leur
semble » (fragment D.-K. 17 ; MC 5 — Ils restent enfermés dans
leur subjectivité, dans le monde imaginaire de leurs rêves) ;
— « Alors que le Logos vrai est universel, les nombreux vivent comme
s’ils disposaient d’un entendement propre » (fragment D.-K. 2 ;
MC 7 9 — Ils prennent leur singularité, leur propre subjectivité
pour un absolu qu’ils tentent d’imposer à leurs semblables. C’est
pourquoi, à vrai dire, ils sont arbitraires) ;
— « Les chiens aboient contre ceux qu’ils ne connaissent pas » (fragment D.-K. 97 ; MC 8 — Les nombreux, au lieu d’apprendre à
connaître ce qu’ils ignorent, préfèrent le chasser de leur champ
de vision) ;
— « Les dormeurs sont ouvriers et co-ouvriers de ce qui se fait dans
le monde » (fragment D.-K. 75 ; MC 12 — C’est-à-dire que, dans
leur sommeil, ils sont complices que le monde soit tel qu’il est :
un monde médiocre) ;
— « Jouets d’enfants, les opinions humaines » (fragment D.-K. 70 ;
MC 15) ;
— « [Sur la grandeur du soleil] De la largeur d’un pied d’homme »
(fragment D.-K. 3 ; MC 23 — Ils mesurent toutes choses, même les
plus immenses, comme le soleil, à l’aune de leur propre pied) ;
— « Les nombreux sont repus comme du bétail » (fragment D.-K. 29 ;
MC 30);
— « Étant nés, ils veulent vivre et subir leur destin de mort, ou plutôt
trouver le repos, et ils laissent après eux des enfants, destins de
mort à naître » (fragment D.-K. 20 ; MC 33) ;
— « L’homme stupide, devant tout discours, demeure frappé
d’effroi » (fragment D.-K. 87 ; MC 73 — Il préfère se fermer
comme une huître que de se laisser traverser par l’énergie intelligible/ intelligente du Logos) ;
9. Marcel Conche traduit : « Alors que le discours vrai est universel, les nombreux vivent
en ayant la pensée comme chose particulière ». Par contre, Giovanni Reale (I Presocratici,
coll. « Il Pensiero occidentale », Bompiani, Milano, 2006, p. 341) traduit : „Ma anche se
il logos è uguale per tutti, la maggior parte degli uomini vive come se avesse un proprio
intendimento“, ce qui me paraît rendre plus clairement le texte grec.
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— « Les hommes, des choses les attendant étant morts, qu’ils n’espèrent pas et qu’ils n’imaginent pas non plus » (fragment D.-K. 27 ;
MC 105 — Ils croient savoir et s’imaginent bien des choses
fantaisistes plutôt que d’être conscients des limites de ce qu’ils
peuvent savoir et de se disposer ainsi à accueillir l’inattendu,
l’inespéré, la surprise) ;
— « Pour Dieu, belles sont toutes choses, et bonnes, et justes ; mais
les hommes tiennent certaines pour injustes, d’autres pour justes »
(fragment D.-K. 102 ; MC 111 — Les nombreux ne comprennent
les choses qu’à partir de leurs propres points de vue. Ils sont
incapables de se décentrer d’eux-mêmes et d’admettre que le
juste et l’injuste ne sont que des apparences subjectives derrière
lesquelles Dieu [ou le « Logos »] déploie sa véritable justice) ;
— Ils préfèrent l’or à toute autre chose, tandis que même « les ânes
choisiraient la paille plutôt que l’or » (fragment D.-K. 9 ; MC 123 —
Les ânes paraissent plus rationnels que la majorité des humains.
Ces derniers privilégient l’or dont ils ne peuvent se nourrir et
dont, surtout à la fin des fins, ils ne savent que faire).
Cette description ironique de la vie dépourvue de sens que vivent
les nombreux endormis est assez sévère, sans aucune indulgence, si on la
compare avec le portrait qu’il dessine des « meilleurs ». Ceux-ci ne doivent
cependant pas être confondus avec les plus célèbres des humains, car
même les poètes et les plus grands savants peuvent appartenir aux nombreux : « Le grand savoir n’enseigne pas l’intelligence ; car c’est à Hésiode
qu’il l’aurait enseignée et à Pythagore » (fragment D.-K. 40 ; MC 21).
Héraclite précise le portrait des meilleurs à l’aide de quelques traits
seulement, à vrai dire décisifs :
— « Il y a pour les éveillés un monde unique et commun » (fragment
D.-K. 89 ; MC 9 — Alors que chacun des endormis se complaît
dans son propre monde singulier, enfermé dans sa propre subjectivité, les meilleurs partagent une communauté de vue qui les
distingue) ;
— « Il faut, oui tout à fait, que les hommes épris de sagesse soient
les juges des nombreux » (fragment D.-K. 35 ; MC 24 — Le fondement de cette charge est que les meilleurs sont les seuls à avoir
pris conscience des limites de leur regard et sont, par conséquent,
aussi les seuls à voir clair [à l’intérieur de ces limites] sans prétendre voir ce qui leur échappe) ;
— « Ils prennent une chose en échange de toutes, les meilleurs : la
gloire impérissable en échange des choses mortelles » (fragment
D.-K. 29 ; MC 30 — Il s’agit de la gloire lumineuse qui résulte du
consentement au flux universel et éternel, préférée à la noire
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cécité de ceux qui tels des choses sont immergés sans le savoir
dans le cours des choses périssables) ;
— « Un : pour moi dix mille, s’il est le meilleur » (fragment D.-K. 49 ;
MC 38 — Un seul éveillé suffirait, en effet, à éviter que le monde
tout entier s’endorme dans la méconnaissance de sa véritable
nature).
Le saisissant contraste entre ces deux portraits ouvre la porte à
l’exposé de l’ontologie du philosophe d’Éphèse.

L’ontologie d’Héraclite
la métaphore parménidienne de la sphère homogène se substitue
chez Héraclite celle de l’araignée sur sa toile : « De même que
l’araignée, se tenant au milieu de sa toile, perçoit aussitôt qu’une mouche
a brisé un de ses fils, et ainsi court rapidement à cet endroit comme si elle
souffrait de la rupture du fil, de même l’âme de l’homme, une partie du
corps étant blessée, se rend en hâte à cet endroit, comme incapable de
supporter la blessure du corps auquel elle est liée solidement et dans
chaque partie » (fragment D.-K. 67a ; MC 93). Le corps humain est un
microcosme dont la structure profonde (on ne parle pas ici du squelette,
par exemple, mais de la logique d’être) est analogue à celle du macrocosme. La métaphore de l’araignée qui s’applique au corps éclaire également la totalité tout entière. L’araignée est comme le « Logos » universel :
omniprésente par sa vigilance et les soins qu’elle apporte à son univers
là où il est nécessaire d’en prendre soin. La comparaison avec Parménide
fait apparaître clairement que le mouvement et l’action se sont substitués
à l’immobilité de l’être parfait congelé dans sa propre perfection.
L’humain investi par la Raison est celui qui s’est laissé adopter par
le « Logos » comme par la lumière qui illumine sa propre vie. En conséquence, il lui est permis de voir la multiplicité et la diversité des choses
dans l’unité et l’unicité du processus universel : « Du feu, en échange de
toutes choses, et de toutes choses le feu, comme de l’or, en échange les
marchandises, et des marchandises, l’or » (fragment D.-K. 90 ; MC 81 — Je
reprends ce fragment déjà évoqué ci-dessus, car il me paraît exprimer on
ne peut plus clairement la véritable nature de ce processus en quoi consiste le Logos comme travail [plutôt que « le travail du Logos », car le Logos,
étant une énergie à l’œuvre, ne se distingue pas de son propre travail]).
On retrouve la même affirmation formulée à l’aide des quatre éléments censés composer la totalité du réel : « Mort de la terre de devenir
eau, mort de l’eau, de devenir air, de l’air de devenir feu ; et inversement »
(fragment D.-K. 76 ; MC 85).
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La logique de ce processus général peut alors se détailler en une
petite série de thèses aussi puissantes que concises.

Thèse no. 1 : Tous les éléments et tous les événements qui
constituent le monde sont continuellement remis à neuf.
— La fameuse déclaration d’Héraclite rapportée par Platon qui la
met dans la bouche de Socrate10, selon laquelle : « On ne peut
pas entrer deux fois dans le même fleuve », est complétée, selon
Hermann Diels et Walther Kranz, par le commentaire suivant
(que ne reprend pas Marcel Conche) : « Et l’on ne peut toucher
deux fois de suite une même substance mortelle dans le même
état ; car, à cause de l’impétuosité et de la rapidité de la transmutation, celle-ci se disperse et de nouveau se recompose ».11
— « Le soleil est nouveau chaque jour » (fragment D.-K. 6 ; MC 88).

Thèse no. 2 : Tous les éléments et tous les événements qui
constituent le monde se transforment les uns dans les autres
par l’entremise de morts et de naissances successives.
— « Chose commune que commencement et fin sur le circuit du
cercle » (fragment D.-K. 103 ; MC 119) ;
— « Les choses froides se réchauffent, les chaudes se refroidissent,
les humides se dessèchent, les sèches s’humidifient » (fragment
D.-K. 126 ; MC 108) ;
— « La maladie fait la santé agréable et bonne, la faim la satiété, la
fatigue le repos » (fragment D.-K. 111 ; MC 113).

Thèse no. 3 : La dynamique de ce flux est celle de la lutte
des contraires qui induit leur unité.
— « Il est sage que ceux qui ont écouté, non moi, mais le discours,
conviennent que tout est un » (fragment D.-K. 50 ; MC 1) ;
— « En se transformant, il se repose » (fragment D.-K. 84a ; MC 84) ;
— « Immortels, mortels, mortels, immortels ; vivant de ceux-là la
mort, mourant de ceux-ci la vie » (fragment D.-K. 62 ; MC 106 —
Les immortels se définissent par comparaison aux mortels et
réciproquement. Mais les dieux ne vivent pas de la même vie
que les humains. Leur vie est à l’abri de la mort qui confère à
celle des humains tout son poids, toute sa densité, tout son prix.
Et les humains ne connaissent pas la vie aseptisée et sans risque
10. Platon, Cratyle, 402a.
11. Cette mienne traduction tient compte de celle de Giovanni Reale citée à la note 9,
ci-dessus.
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des dieux. Ils n’empêche que les uns se définissent par rapport
aux autres et réciproquement) ;
— « Sont le même le vivant et le mort, l’éveillé et l’endormi, le jeune
et le vieux ; car ces états, s’étant renversés, sont ceux-là, ceux-là,
s’étant renversés à rebours, sont ceux-ci » (fragment D.-K. 88 ; MC
107) ;
— « Dieu est jour nuit, hiver été, guerre paix, satiété faim ; il se différencie comme le feu quand il est mêlé d’aromates et est nommé
selon le parfum de chacun d’eux » (fragment D.-K. 67 ; MC 109 —
Ces couples de contraires sont des métonymies de tous les contraires. Le Dieu, tout comme le feu, subissent des mutations :
quand les humains tentent de leur donner un nom, chacun lui
donne le nom de l’aromate qui lui paraît le mieux convenir et,
par conséquent, le Dieu, tout comme le feu, se trouvent nommés
en fonction des aromates préférés de chacun) ;
— « L’adverse, bénéfique ; à partir des différents, le plus bel assemblage » (fragment D.-K. 8 ; MC 116) ;
— « Dans la machine à fouler, le chemin (de la vis), droit ou courbe,
est un et le même » (fragment D.-K. 59 ; MC 117 — La « machine
à fouler » est constituée notamment d’une vis sans fin dont le
mouvement est à la fois circulaire et linéaire : rotation et translation) ;
— « Le chemin montant descendant est un et le même » (fragment
D.-K. 60 ; MC 118) ;
— « Pour l’arc, le nom est vie ; mais l’œuvre est mort » (fragment
D.-K. 48 ; MC 124) ;
— « Ils ne comprennent pas [les nombreux] comment ce qui
s’oppose à soi-même s’accorde avec soi : ajustement par actions
de sens contraire, comme de l’arc et de la lyre » (fragment D.-K.
51 ; MC 125) ;
— « Nœuds : touts et non-touts, rassemblé séparé, consonant dissonant ; de toutes choses l’un et de l’un toutes choses » (fragment
D.-K. 10 ; MC 127) ;
— « Il faut savoir que la guerre est universelle, et la joute justice,
et que, engendrées, toutes choses le sont par la joute, et par elle
nécessitées » (fragment D.-K. 80 ; MC 128) ;
— « La guerre est le père de toutes choses, de toutes le roi ; et les
uns elle les porte à la lumière comme dieux, les autres comme
hommes ; les uns elle les fait esclaves, les autres, libres » (fragment
D.-K. 53 ; MC 129 — La lutte des contraires est constitutive de la
vie du monde qui produit de façon continue et des dieux et des
hommes dans leurs rapports conflictuels. Le sage accepte le point
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de vue des dieux et s’en trouve libéré des illusions humaines
habituelles plutôt que d’en être l’esclave).

Thèse no. 4 : La loi de la Nature est une loi divine qui régit tout.
— « La foudre gouverne tout » (fragment D.-K. 64 ; MC 87 — La
foudre détruit toute chose. Elle contribue ainsi, à travers la mort
des choses singulières, à la vie universelle. Plus exactement : la
destruction libère toute chose de son identité, lui permettant ainsi
de s’inscrire librement dans la dynamique du Logos qui gouverne tout) ;
— « [Les animaux, tant sauvages que domestiques, qui vivent dans
les airs, sur terre et dans l’eau, naissent, atteignent la plénitude
de leur vie et puis meurent, obéissant aux lois divines. En effet,
comme dit Héraclite :] Tout animal qui traîne sur la terre est
mené par la cravache du dieu » (fragment D.-K. 11 ; MC 9112 —
Le seul qui pourrait échapper au fouet du dieu serait l’homme
sage. Non pas parce qu’il ne serait plus un être naturel, mais parce
qu’il a la capacité de choisir entre consentement et soumission.
Le consentement implique la lucidité et la volonté de consentir.
En revanche, la soumission implique l’illusion et la résistance
inconsciente au flux universel des choses et des événements et,
par conséquent, la souffrance. L’homme sage n’est plus mené à
la cravache, il est plutôt habité par le Logos qui inspire sa conduite.
Le Logos est devenu, pour ainsi dire, sa propre respiration).
La physique d’Héraclite, sa philosophie de la nature, implique une
épistémologie spécifique que l’on peut présenter schématiquement à l’aide
de quelques énoncés qui montrent comment se développe la sagesse.

Thèse no. 5 : La véritable connaissance s’acquiert en se laissant
glisser librement dans le mouvement commun au sujet
et à l’objet.
— « La présomption, une maladie sacrée, disait-il, et la vue, tromperie » (fragment D.-K. 46 ; MC 62 — La présomption consiste à
croire savoir ce qu’en effet on ne sait pas. Elle pouvait être interprétée comme une maladie sacrée, c’est-à-dire comme une maladie envoyée par la divinité, parce que, dans certains cas, celle-ci
préfère que l’humain ignore telle ou telle chose. La divinité lui
inocule alors le germe de la présomption pour le tenir à distance
d’un savoir réservé. C’est bien de présomption que souffrent les
12. Marcel Conche ne retient pas la partie entre crochets.
13. Héraclite, Fragments, ed.cit., p. 233.
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malades de l’âme, remarque fort justement Marcel Conche dans
son commentaire.13
— « La sagesse consiste en une seule chose : savoir qu’une sage
raison gouverne tout à travers tout » (fragment D.-K. 41 ; MC 64) ;
— « S’il n’espère pas l’inespérable, il ne le découvrira pas, étant
inexplorable et sans voie d’accès » (fragment D.-K. 18 ; MC 66 —
Héraclite prend ici clairement position sur le fait qu’une philosophie n’est possible qu’à la condition de se ménager une ouverture vers l’inespérable, l’inattendu, le surprenant, l’impossible…
ce qui implique le concept de « possible » que récuse Parménide) ;
— « [Quelqu’un pourrait se soustraire à la lumière sensible, mais il
est impossible de se soustraire à la lumière intelligible, ou,
comme dit Héraclite :] De ce qui jamais ne se couche, comment
quelqu’un pourrait-il se cacher ? » (fragment D.-K. 16 ; MC 70 14
— Il n’est évidemment pas possible d’échapper à la lumière
intelligible, mais il reste possible d’en demeurer stupidement
ébloui !) ;
— « Ce dont il y a vue, ouïe, perception, c’est cela que je préfère »
(fragment D.-K. 55 ; MC 74 — À la différence de Parménide qui
estimait toujours trompeurs les sens et se réfugiait dans une
spéculation, Héraclite préfère le feu du sensible aux abstractions
glacées de la métaphysique débutante. Cela ne signifie point qu’il
récuse la spéculation. Tout au contraire : il l’apprécie tant qu’elle
est destinée à faciliter l’intelligibilité du sensible à la lumière de
l’Être-mouvement) ;
— « Si toutes choses devenaient fumée, les narines les connaîtraient »
(fragment D.-K. 7 ; MC 78 — Celui qui voudrait tout connaître
par le nez devrait tout réduire en fumée. La connaissance sensible est toujours réductrice. Le Logos, en revanche, ne se laisse
pas réduire en fumée. Il est le feu. Il ne se laisse connaître que
par celui qui consent à se laisser passer au feu de l’intelligibilité
universelle et se coule ainsi de plein gré dans le mouvement de
l’univers plutôt que de lui résister en prétendant connaître par
réduction. Connaître le feu en épousant sa dynamique propre est
tout autre chose que de tout vouloir connaître-réduire en cendres
et en fumée) ;
— « Tu ne trouverais pas les limites de l’âme, même en parcourant
toutes les routes, tant elle tient un discours profond » (fragment
D.-K. 45 ; MC 102 — Les confins de l’âme sont ceux du Logos.
14. Marcel Conche ne retient pas la partie entre crochets.
15. Ce point sera développé au XVIIe siècle, à vrai dire dans un autre langage, par Spinoza.
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L’âme individuelle est infinitésimalement ce que le Logos est
intégralement15) ;
— « L’homme s’allume une lumière dans la nuit, étant mort pour
lui-même, la vue éteinte ; vivant, il touche au mort, endormi, la
vue éteinte ; éveillé, il touche au dormant » (fragment D.-K. 26 ;
MC 104 — La nuit est le temps le plus favorable à la méditation,
c’est-à-dire à l’éveil. C’est dans et par la méditation que l’humain
allume pour lui-même la lumière de la vigilance intérieure. Mais
celui qui pratique la vigilance intérieure ne dort pas du tout,
même si, vu de l’extérieur, il semble assoupi. Il est donc nécessaire, pour que ne meure pas la conscience de soi, de pratiquer
la vigilance sous les apparences de la somnolence) ;
— « L’ajustement non apparent est plus fort que l’ajustement apparent » (fragment D.-K. 54 ; MC 126).
Ces cinq thèses impliquent une conception particulière de l’être,
tout comme du temps. À la différence de Parménide — et, plus tard, de
ses héritiers Platon, Aristote, Descartes, Kant, etc. —, Héraclite considère
l’être non comme une substance, mais comme un processus. Sa position
ontologique est à l’opposé de celle de Parménide. C’est, pour Héraclite,
le devenir qui prime sur l’être, le possible sur l’immuabilité, l’ouverture
sur la clôture. Le temps, pour Héraclite, est, par conséquent, non pas une
impassible éternité (c’est-à-dire une absence de temps) mais, pour ainsi
dire, la substance même du changement, ce qui le sous-tend, le rend
possible. La sub-stance, ce qui sert d’appui, c’est pour Héraclite le temps
et pour Parménide l’être. On comprend la fascination que Martin Heidegger éprouvait à l’égard des Présocratiques et d’Héraclite en particulier.
Cette perspective est inaccessible à tous ceux qui sont assoupis,
à tous ceux qui dorment, à tous ceux que n’atteint pas l’éveil de la conscience. En revanche, leur misérable condition indique paradoxalement
le chemin à suivre pour se laisser consciemment entraîner dans le mouvement du Devenir, ce en quoi, pour Héraclite, consiste l’éthique.

L’éthique d’Héraclite
a grande majorité des humains sont comme des bêtes qui ne comprennent rien à la loi de l’univers qui cependant les régit. Chacun de
ces animaux est donc conduit à la cravache par le Logos. Qui est-ce alors
qui devrait conduire les humains ? La cravache aussi, s’ils sont comme
des animaux. Mais, s’ils acquièrent la sagesse, qui est-ce qui guidera leur
vie ? Un seul commandement semble-t-il : « S’éveiller ! » C’est ainsi que
les humains peuvent s’abandonner à leur véritable Nature. Un éveillé n’est

L
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pas mené à la cravache. Il consent librement à devenir qui il devient dans
le devenir universel régi par le Logos. Cela signifie que l’éveillé ne subit
pas sa propre condition naturelle. Il l’endosse. Il l’assume. Il y adhère de
plein gré. Il la désire comme la chose la plus juste qui puisse lui arriver.
Même s’il ne peut le prévoir, l’éveillé aime son destin. C’est ainsi qu’il
échappe à la cravache. Mais ce consentement radical au devenir suppose
une radicale ouverture à l’imprévisible, à l’inattendu, à la surprise.
« Nul n’échappe à son destin », pourrait-on dire en écho à Héraclite.
Oui, mais pourquoi vouloir lui échapper ? La liberté humaine n’est pas
une liberté d’orientation de sa vie, c’est une liberté de consentement à la
vie. C’est la liberté d’accepter son destin ou de lui résister. Ce destin est-il
écrit dans les étoiles ou dans le Grand Livre des destinées ? Nul ne peut
le savoir. La question nous habite et nous avons à l’habiter sans protester
de n’y pouvoir répondre puisque aucune réponse ne pourrait garantir sa
vérité. Ce n’est pas tant de Vérité qu’il s’agit, en définitive, que
d’ajustement, de justesse, de consentement créatif. Créatif parce qu’il
s’agit, pour l’éveillé, de chercher sans cesse à se couler toujours plus
étroitement dans le mouvement de l’univers, de ne pas résister, de lui
opposer le moins de résistance possible. Et cela, c’est le travail de toute
une vie. C’est un travail créatif. Un travail qui contribue à l’avènement
d’un monde aussi ajusté que possible à ce qu’il est en train de devenir.
« Pour ceux qui entrent dans les mêmes fleuves affluent d’autres
et d’autres eaux ; et certes, les âmes s’exhalent de l’humide » (fragment
D.-K. 12 ; MC 132 — L’âme n’est pas une chose séparée du corps. Elle est
comme une exhalaison qui sort du fleuve en même temps que le corps
qui s’est baigné dans ses eaux toujours nouvelles. L’âme est une énergie
simple, toujours renouvelée, qui anime le corps. Elle est le principe
corporel immanent du mouvement. Comme les eaux du fleuve coulent
toujours nouvelles, ainsi l’âme, en synergie avec les eaux, anime le corps
dans un mouvement toujours neuf. Pour le corps, tout comme pour le
fleuve, le mouvement est un perpétuel enrichissement résultant de la
lutte des contraires. L’eau du fleuve coule et l’argile des berges tente de
lui résister. Mais l’eau est forte et arrache l’argile dont elle s’enrichit en
l’emportant. Et l’argile résiste encore et, fécondée par l’eau, elle s’enrichit
elle aussi de ce que lui apporte l’eau. Fécondation mutuelle des opposés.
L’harmonie du fleuve naît de la lutte de ses éléments). Cette métaphore
est riche d’indications sur l’éthique d’Héraclite. Est éthique, éveillé,
l’humain qui agit en synergie-harmonie avec le mouvement du fleuve de
la vie universelle, avec le Logos à l’œuvre dans l’univers. Cet humain se
nourrit du fleuve de la vie qu’à son tour il contribue à alimenter. C’est
ainsi que la dynamique du fleuve se trouve catalysée, à son tour, par
l’action créatrice de l’éveillé qu’elle accueille en son propre devenir.
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L’éthique d’Héraclite consiste à s’éveiller, à demeurer vigilant, à ne
jamais cesser le combat contre l’assoupissement :
— « Les morts tués par Arès, les dieux les honorent — et les
hommes » (fragment D.-K. 24 ; MC 31 — Il s’agit des morts tués
au combat, tels Achille et Hector. Le combat en question semble
bien être celui de l’ajustement personnel lucide et volontaire à la
destinée. C’est le combat de l’éveil à l’encontre des éléments
soporifiques de la vie sociale parmi les humains endormis) ;
— « Plus grandes les parts de mort, plus grandes les parts de vie
qu’elles obtiennent en partage » (fragment D.-K. 25 ; MC 32 —
Les humains obtiennent du destin d’autant plus de parts de vie
qu’ils ont accepté de parts de mort, d’autant plus d’éveil qu’ils
ont accepté de mourir au sommeil. Il faut mourir au sommeil
pour vivre éveillé. Mourir au sommeil, c’est accepter l’agressivité
de tous ceux qui s’irritent d’être dérangés dans leur somnolence
et préfèrent tuer les éveillés que de s’éveiller eux-mêmes16) ;
— « Se dresser contre ce qui est là et se faire les gardiens vigilants
des vivants et des morts » (fragment D.-K. 63 ; MC 34 — C’est la
mission des éveillés que d’éveiller tous les autres : les morts qui
ont été vivants et les vivants qui meurent ou mourront. Sinon,
qui les éveillera ? La conscience lucide et créatrice des éveillés est
nécessaire à tous, surtout à ceux qui la refusent. Selon la belle
expression de Marcel Conche, « Le philosophe est l’instaurateur,
dans la fuyance universelle, d’une nouvelle stabilité, celle du
Logos »17) ;
— « [Se souvenir aussi de] celui qui oublie par où passe le chemin »
(fragment D.-K. 71 ; MC 13 — Le chemin passe par la compréhension à la fois intellectuelle et sensible de l’harmonie des contraires
dans le devenir de l’univers. Celui qui l’oublie devrait être
réveillé, éveillé à nouveau plutôt qu’oublié. L’oublieux se révolte
contre la douleur, la souffrance, l’injustice au lieu de comprendre
et de consentir à ce que le chemin passe à travers les contraires :
douleur et plaisir, souffrance et joie, injustice et justice).
La sagesse des moins nombreux n’est pas donnée d’emblée. Il est
nécessaire de la construire pas à pas à travers l’investigation de soi :
— « Penser est commun à tous » (fragment D.-K. 113 ; MC 6 — Mais
tous n’en usent pas) ;
— « Le caractère, pour l’homme, c’est son démon » (fragment D.-K.
119 ; MC 18 — Le « démon » n’a pas ici la même signification que
16. Platon reprendra ce thème dans l’allégorie de la caverne (La République, VII).
17. Héraclite, Fragments, ed.cit., p. 143.
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celle qu’il aura chez le Socrate de Platon. Il désigne ici la tychè,
la fortune et non la dimension divine de l’humain) ;
— « De tous les hommes, c’est la part : se connaître eux-mêmes et
bien-penser » (fragment D.-K. 116 ; MC 60) ;
— « Je me suis cherché moi-même » (fragment D.-K. 101 ; MC 61) ;
— « Bien-penser, la qualité suprême ; et la sagesse : dire le vrai et
agir suivant la nature, à l’écoute » (fragment D.-K. 112 ; MC 62 —
Bien-penser n’est pas penser selon le désir, l’utilité, l’intérêt ou la
tradition. C’est penser selon la vérité, selon ce qui se dévoile sous
les yeux de l’éveillé et dont l’intelligence profonde nourrit son
éveil. Si l’exigence inconditionnelle de la vérité deviendra le grand
thème socratique, c’est parce que Socrate l’a héritée d’Héraclite) ;
— « Éclat du regard : âme sèche — la plus sage et la meilleure »
(fragment D.-K. 118 ; MC 97 — La meilleure et la plus sage des
âmes est libérée des vapeurs de l’assoupissement, de l’humidité
des désirs vulgaires. C’est pourquoi elle est « sèche ». C’est aussi
pourquoi est si éclatant le regard de celui qu’elle anime. Ses yeux
brillent de l’intelligence qui discerne le Logos à l’œuvre dans
l’univers comme dans son propre mouvement. Il consent à ce
qu’à travers ses propres yeux, le Logos se voie au travail ou
mieux encore : se voie en travail de soi) ;
— « À l’âme appartient le discours qui s’accroît lui-même » (fragment D.-K. 115 ; MC 101 — Le discours qui s’accroît de lui-même
est le discours de l’authentique recherche de la vérité, car il cumule
à chaque étape les nouvelles perspectives qu’il vient de vérifier.
Il s’accroît même de la négation des erreurs qu’il a débusquées,
car savoir qu’une opinion est erronée, c’est conquérir une vérité
nouvelle. L’éveil de l’éveillé se fait en cheminant, de plus en plus
vigile, car sa conscience, à l’instar du discours, s’accroît de nouvelles perspectives vraies.
L’homme sage, celui éveillé, découvre alors que la loi de la Nature
et celle de la Cité expriment toutes deux la dynamique même du Logos.
Il réalise qu’obéir à la loi, c’est vivre selon le Logos. Obéir n’est plus ici
une aliénation, comme le craignent les endormis, mais une libération. Car
il ne s’agit pas d’obéir aveuglément à une loi arbitraire, mais bien plutôt
de se couler dans la dynamique même de la vie qu’expriment autant la
loi naturelle que celle de la Cité :
— « Ceux qui parlent avec intelligence tirent leur force, nécessairement, de ce qui est commun à tout, comme la cité de la loi, et
beaucoup plus fortement. Car toutes elles sont nourries, les lois
humaines, par une seule loi, la divine : elle domine autant qu’elle
veut, et elle suffit à toutes, et à toutes elle survit » (fragment D.-K.
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114 ; MC 57 — La Cité tire sa force de la loi surtout si celle-ci est
nourrie de la loi divine. Ceux qui parlent avec intelligence — les
éveillés, lorsqu’ils tentent de tirer de leur sommeil les endormis
— tirent eux aussi leur force de la loi divine. C’est pourquoi la
confection des lois de la Cité devrait tenir compte du discours
de ceux qui parlent avec la force de la divinité. Sans le concours
vigilant des éveillés, la loi de la Cité perd de sa force) ;
— « Il faut que le peuple combatte pour la loi — pour celle qui
existe —, comme pour un rempart » (fragment D.-K. 44 ; MC 58 —
Le peuple se croit à l’abri des remparts de la Cité et ne comprend
pas que sa véritable protection est la loi de la Cité, la loi concrète,
telle qu’elle est. C’est pour cette loi qu’il devrait se battre,
comme pour défendre un rempart. Ce ne sont pas les protections
de pierre qui sont les plus solides, mais les lois qui expriment
l’identité du peuple, les lois qui font de lui un peuple vivant, les
lois qui lui permettent de se perpétuer comme peuple) ;
— « Ils n’auraient pas su le nom de Justice si ces choses-là n’étaient
pas » (fragment D.-K. 23 ; MC 112).
Selon Marcel Conche, « Ces choses-là » désignent les lois effectives
de la Cité. C’est du moins, explique-t-il, ce que suggère clairement le contexte18 dans lequel Clément d’Alexandrie rapporte cette phrase d’Héraclite,
précisément au moment où il vient de rappeler la phrase de Saint-Paul:
« La loi n’est pas faite pour le juste »19. Endormi dans l’illusion tranquille
de la protection des remparts de la Cité, le peuple est-il capable d’écouter
le discours des éveillés ? Rien n’est moins certain… C’est pourquoi il est
nécessaire d’imposer au peuple le respect de la loi de la Cité.
Giovanni Reale interprète autrement « ces choses-là » qu’il prend
comme désignant les choses injustes. La traduction serait alors celle-ci :
« Ils n’auraient pas su le nom de Justice si n’existaient pas les choses
injustes ». Cette façon d’entendre Héraclite n’est pas du tout dépourvue
d’intérêt, car elle signifierait que chercher la Justice consiste à lutter surtout contre les choses injustes. Chacun peut avoir sa définition particulière
de la Justice et, par conséquent, s’éloigner du Logos comme le ferait aussi
son voisin en proposant de la Justice une définition différente. Tous deux
commettraient ainsi l’injustice au nom de la Justice. En revanche, la lutte
concrète contre les choses injustes permet ces approximations successives
par lesquelles se dessine un ajustement de plus en plus étroit de l’action
des humains à la vie du Logos.
Quoi qu’il en soit, il semble clair qu’Héraclite se situe aux antipodes
de tout idéalisme. Il appelle à une éthique de la créativité — comment
18. Clément d’Alexandrie, Stromates, IV, 10, 1.
19. I Timothée, 1, 9.
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se déprendre des choses injustes ? — bien plus qu’à une éthique de la
conformité — comment se conformer à l’Idée de Justice ?
« Ne conjecturons pas au hasard sur les plus grands sujets » (fragment D.-K. 47 ; MC 68). Conjecturer, remarque Marcel Conche, c’est se
faire une idée de quelque chose d’après certains indices jugés pertinents.
C’est former une hypothèse à propos de cette chose. Sur les plus grands
sujets, il convient de ne pas conjecturer « au hasard », mais bien de savoir
de quoi il s’agit. Conjecturer, c’est ce que font les nombreux. Savoir en
vérité, c’est ce que tentent de faire les éveillés. Leur savoir ne procède pas
de la conjecture, même confirmée par les événements subséquents, mais
bien d’une perception intuitive du véritable cheminement de toutes choses
sous l’impulsion du Logos.
La traduction de Giovanni Reale est bien différente de celle de
Marcel Conche : „Le cose della più grande importanza non dobbiamo
giudicarle a caso“ — c’est-à-dire : « Les choses de la plus grande importance, nous ne devons pas en juger au cas par cas ». Cette écoute différente d’Héraclite recèle un élément qui revêt à mes yeux une très grande
importance. Il faut donc en juger sur un horizon non pas de singularité
— au cas par cas —, comme en clinique, mais d’universalité. Les principes qui devraient guider nos choix devraient s’inscrire dans une tension
essentielle vers l’universel. Non pas que nous dussions, comme Kant le
recommandera, faire subir à la maxime de notre action l’épreuve de son
universalisation, mais bien que nous prenions en compte l’exigence
d’une visée de l’universel à travers le singulier. Telle me semble être la
recommandation d’Héraclite, du moins si l’on entend sa phrase avec les
oreilles de son commentateur italien.
Toute cette perspective implique une série de conséquences concrètes en ce qui concerne la vie quotidienne du sage :
— « Pour les hommes, que se produise tout ce qu’ils souhaitent
n’est pas le mieux » (fragment D.-K. 110 ; MC 47 — Car ce que les
hommes peuvent souhaiter reste tributaire de la vision qu’ils se
sont faite de la réalité et cette vision, nous savons qu’elle n’est pas
parfaite. Cela n’empêche pas les humains d’avoir des souhaits,
mais cela les prépare à accepter les surprises révélatrices du Logos
à l’œuvre lorsque ces souhaits ne se réalisent pas comme prévu) ;
— « Faux-semblants ce que le plus réputé connaît, et garde. La
Justice saisira artisans et témoins de fausseté » (fragment D.-K. 28 ;
MC 56 — Tous, sans exception, sont victimes de leurs illusions.
Il y a, toutefois, une différence éthique très forte à opérer entre
les victimes, les artisans et les témoins d’illusion. Héraclite
semble considérer la prétention à la vérité, qui est forcément
mensonge comme la racine de tout mal, comme le point d’appui
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de tout refus du mouvement. Il considérait, à l’inverse, la prise
de conscience de l’ignorance comme le premier pas sur la voie) ;
— Héraclite remarque qu’« il est difficile de combattre la colère, car
elle l’emporte au prix de la vie » (fragment D.-K. 85 ; MC 100 —
La colère — et il irait de même avec le toute forme d’émotion
(é-motion : état de celui qui s’écarte ou est écarté de sa trajectoire)
forte — fait perdre à l’homme le sens des proportions, le Logos
et, pour cette raison, le met en danger de mort, en danger de
rompre le progressif ajustement de son devenir singulier avec le
devenir universel);
— « Il faut éteindre la démesure plus encore que l’incendie » (fragment D.-K. 43 ; MC 48 — L’incendie est la métaphore du travail
du feu renouvelant toutes choses. En tant que métaphore, il est
salutaire. Dans la réalité, il est à combattre, car il est destructeur.
Mais la démesure l’est bien plus encore, car elle écarte l’humain
de lui-même et le rend ainsi totalement inapte à l’ajustement de
sa propre dynamique à celle du Logos).
Dans cette même perspective, Héraclite se fait critique extrêmement
sévère de toutes formes de religiosité populaire, notamment des superstitions :
— « Ils se purifient en vain par le sang, alors qu’ils sont souillés par
le sang, comme si quelqu’un ayant marché dans la boue se lavait
avec de la boue. Ils font des prières à des statues comme quelqu’un qui parlerait à des maisons, ne connaissant en rien ce que
sont les dieux et les héros » (fragment D.-K. 5 ; MC 44 — Critique
ironique des rites initiatiques vides de tout rapport au travail du
Logos à l’œuvre dans l’univers) ;
— « Aux choses considérées chez les hommes comme des mystères,
ils sont initiés dans l’impiété. Errants dans la nuit : mages, bacchants, bacchantes, initiés » (fragment D.-K. 14a-b ; MC 43-44 —
L’initiation n’est pas une obscure pratique rituelle ; c’est plutôt
une introduction à l’intelligence rationnelle des choses. Toutefois, cette introduction ne peut prendre la forme d’une démonstration. Il s’agit plutôt de catalyser une induction expérientielle.
L’initié a réellement vécu un suffisant début d’harmonie entre
son propre devenir et celui du Logos à l’œuvre dans l’univers
que pour pouvoir soutenir chez autrui la prise d’un semblable
risque. L’initiation consiste essentiellement en la reconnaissance
active de la présence créatrice du Logos au cœur de l’homme,
tout comme au sein de toutes choses).
Un trait caractéristique des incrédules et des impies : « Ne sachant
pas écouter, ils ne savent pas non plus parler » (fragment D.-K. 19 ; MC 4).
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Il est plausible de considérer cet aphorisme comme témoin de l’importance
qu’Héraclite apportait au dialogue : savoir écouter et parler est un art
indispensable pour vivre une vie authentique, une vie à la recherche du
Logos. Le dialogue est, en effet, un espace privilégié pour reconnaître et
nos dysharmonies et les progrès de notre harmonie. Le Socrate du jeune
Platon développera magistralement la méthode de cet art majeur dans les
annotations du Gorgias.
Savoir écouter et savoir parler est nécessaire, mais pas suffisant.
Encore faut-il avoir commencé d’agir en harmonie avec ce qu’on entend
de plus juste et ce que l’on dit de plus responsable: « De ce discours qui
est toujours vrai, les hommes restent sans intelligence, avant de l’écouter
comme du jour où ils l’ont écouté. Car, bien que tout arrive conformément
à ce discours, c’est à des inexperts qu’ils ressemblent s’essayant à des
paroles et à des actes tels que moi je les expose, divisant chaque chose
selon sa nature et expliquant comment elle est. Quant aux autres hommes,
ce qu’ils font éveillés leur échappe, tout comme leur échappe ce qu’ils
oublient en dormant » (fragment D.-K. 1 ; MC 2). Les auditeurs maladroits
qui s’efforcent de mettre en pratique le discours d’Héraclite n’y parviendront pas tant qu’ils tenteront d’appliquer des formules. Ce n’est pas
d’un apprentissage comme les autres qu’il s’agit, mais bien d’une sorte de
conversion du regard. Il s’agit, comme le proposera Wittgenstein deux
millénaires et demi plus tard, de saisir tout à coup que le canard est aussi
un lapin. L’initiation vise ainsi à provoquer une sorte de Gestalt switch.
Tout à coup le travail du Logos à l’œuvre se dévoile aux yeux de
l’impétrant. L’éveillé ne peut pas lui en faire la démonstration, mais
seulement catalyser son travail sur lui-même et l’encourager à ouvrir les
yeux en libérant son regard de ses plus tenaces habitudes. Ce n’est
qu’après cette chiquenaude initiale de la vision nouvelle que l’initié pourra progressivement ajuster et ses paroles et ses actions au travail du
Logos à l’œuvre en lui-même comme dans l’univers tout entier. Les
autres hommes, quant à eux, s’encouragent mutuellement dans leur
somnolence.
Pour clôturer cette section sur l’éthique d’Héraclite, je soulignerais
un fragment quasi « post-moderne » : « Il ne faut pas agir et parler comme
les enfants de nos parents » (fragment D.-K. 74 ; MC 14).
Le philosophe d’Éphèse nous invite à la créativité. Non pas à prétendre à une créativité absolue, ce qui serait nier notre appartenance au
temps, mais bien à une créativité à partir de l’héritage reçu.
Cet aphorisme signifie également que la philosophie n’est pas chose
héréditaire. Un philosophe peut naître de parents qui ne le sont pas. Il
peut aussi engendrer des enfants qui ne deviendront pas nécessairement
des philosophes. Certes, un éveillé tentera de susciter l’éveil chez ses
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enfants. Mais ceux-ci restent libres d’accorder plus d’importance à leur
insertion dans le monde ordinaire des endormis qu’au travail à accomplir
sur soi pour se laisser habiter consciemment par le Logos.

Conclusion : les « raisons » d’un choix décisif
ette confrontation entre Parménide et Héraclite représente pour moi
une prise de conscience majeure. Dès mes premières lectures philosophiques, j’ai été confronté aux philosophes « présocratiques ».20 D’emblée, j’eux l’intuition de l’immense richesse d’Héraclite et j’ai ressenti
corrélativement la grandiose indigence de Parménide. Autant le premier
me paraissait subtil et souple, autant le second me semblait dogmatique
et rigide. À l’époque, il y a maintenant plus de quarante ans, je ne fus
pas capable de justifier explicitement cette préférence. Aujourd’hui, après
avoir parcouru bien des étapes à travers toute l’histoire de la philosophie,
je puis envisager de l’expliciter davantage. Sans pour autant, évidemment,
pouvoir en démontrer absolument le bien fondé. Ma préférence reste une
prise de parti. Mais cette prise de parti n’est pas dépourvue d’arguments.
La démonstration reste impossible, car c’est très largement un regard
rétrospectif qui renforce ma préférence initiale.
Est-ce que la postérité d’Héraclite dans l’histoire de la philosophie
ne passe pas, en effet, par toute une série de rebelles qui ont été plus ou
moins maltraités ? Certains ont été qualifiés d’hérétiques, d’autres ont été
bannis, d’autres encore condamnés à mort et même, pour certains d’entre
eux, exécutés… Je pense à Socrate, à Épicure, à Héloïse, à Maître Eckhart,
à Machiavel, à Spinoza, à Nietzsche, à Marx, à Sidgwick, à Wittgenstein,
à Patochka, à Arendt… Les héritiers de Parménide me semblent tenir
plutôt du côté des pouvoirs en place : Platon, Aristote, Sénèque, Augustin,
Thomas d’Aquin, Savonarole, Bruno, Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Mill, Popper,
Heidegger, Rawls…, pour ne citer que quelques-uns de ceux qui me sont
les plus familiers.
Les éléments les plus caractéristiques de la philosophie d’Héraclite
qui me paraissent devoir structurer une philosophie que je puisse accepter
aujourd’hui sont les suivants :
— la distinction entre arbitraire et subjectivité ;
— le souci de s’éloigner du mal et des choses injustes plutôt que de
se conformer au Bien et à la Justice ;
— la conception de la philosophie comme un chemin à créer pas à
pas devant soi ;
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20. C’était à la lecture du livre de Battistini : Trois penseurs grecs avant Socrate : Empédocle,
Parménide, Héraclite, coll. « Les Essais », Gallimard, Paris, 1968.
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— la métaphore de l’araignée sur sa toile plutôt que celle de la
sphère bien ronde, homogène et pleine ;
— le devenir du processus plutôt que l’immuabilité de l’être ;
— la nécessité d’une tierce voie entre être et non-être ;
— la perfection hors de portée ;
— le besoin d’un espace concret où vivre ma liberté ;
— la liberté comme consentement à la nécessité plutôt que comme
libre arbitre ;
— la critique des somnolences et du sommeil ainsi que les pratiques
de l’éveil ;
— la lutte contre tous les soporifiques ;
— l’imprévisibilité du Logos dont nous ne pouvons, au mieux,
qu’accueillir les surprises ;
— le fait que les choses qui paraissent justes puissent être injustes
et vice versa ;
— le Logos comme sens, lumière et respiration de la vie de l’univers
comme de celle du philosophe ;
— le dieu qui, comme le feu, se fait appeler par chacun par le nom
de son arôme préféré ;
— les confins de l’âme qui coïncident avec ceux du monde ;
— la nécessité éthique d’une ouverture radicale à l’imprévu ;
— l’âme comme énergie animatrice immanente du corps ;
— l’acte éthique comme acte singulier en synergie avec le Logos à
l’œuvre dans l’univers ;
— l’invitation adressée à tous et à chacun d’adopter le Logos comme
principe de vie, même si seulement un petit nombre des invités
répondent à l’invitation ;
— la créativité comme principe de base de l’éthique plutôt que la
conformité ;
— la sagesse pratique qui implique de savoir écouter et parler : le
dialogue comme chemin possible de l’éthique…
Le lecteur comprend facilement qu’il m’est bien moins difficile
d’habiter le monde d’Héraclite que celui de Parménide.
Il me reste une question essentielle : ces quelques rares philosophes
vraiment éveillés, au sens d’Héraclite, qui ont tous, sans exception, été
malmenés, voire persécutés, n’ont-ils pas quelque chose à faire entendre
dont les plus nombreux ne veulent a priori rien savoir ? Et la mission d’un
philosophe aujourd’hui ne serait-elle pas de tendre l’oreille à ce message
inouï ? „Ascoltare l’inascoltabile?“
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“What is the use of reasoning about the nature of grace if one does
not experience its action in oneself? What is the use of declaiming
about the light of Tabor if one does not dwell in it existentially? Is
there any sense in splitting theological hairs over the nature of the
Trinity if a man has not within himself the holy strength of the
Father, the gentle love of the Son, the uncreated light of the Holy
Ghost?”
(ELDER SOPHRONY OF ESSEX)
“History I had to believe, the Resurrection I knew for a fact. I did
not discover, as you see, the Gospel beginning with its first message
of the Annunciation and it did not unfold for me as a story which
one can believe or disbelieve. It began as an event that left all problems of disbelief because it was direct and personal experience.”
(METROPOLITAN ANTHONY BLOOM)

Science and Its Limitations
cience offers a specific view of “reality”, one which is filtered through
the instrument of human reason and the limitations of sense knowledge. In fact, we know this through science. In the terminology of evolution, conceptions of the world are a reflection of the configuration of the
central nervous system unique to each organism. There is nothing in our
material composition that makes us different from other animals. The
human brain is a mammalian one, with species-specific changes typical
of other mammals. Reductive science (used here as analogous to scientif-
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Religion in the Orthodox World” (Romanian Academy, Bucharest, 24-27 September, 2008).
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ic materialism) represents knowledge in isolation and has proven limited
in regards to presenting a holistic, humanistic, and meaningful view of
life. Reduction-ism and dissection of the object of study are not ideal tools
for deriving meaning and purpose, they are for extracting information
about things from things. They are excellent at clarification of mechanistic processes, but reductive science alone cannot provide an understanding of life.
Even if the approach and methods of science are objective, there is
no guarantee that claims made by science about the world represent
objective truths. The tendency to distance the self in scientific inquiry and
make everything an object of as such, may result in a distortion of ultimate
reality if, as in the case of Christianity, ultimate reality concerns persona,
relationship, and love. The misapplication of methodology undercuts or
even disables that method, and the knowledge acquired in those circumstances will be flawed or erroneous, or reflect something that is only
partially true. The success and relative ease with which natural science
can derive data, especially with the aid of technology, misleads us into
equating this with factual reality. There is something about being able to
provide “hard” and reproducible data about something that makes us
want to think we therefore understand it.

Objectivity in Science and Orthodoxy
he problem of what constitutes scientific knowledge has been an
ongoing debate in the philosophy of science, so that, from the earliest beginnings of modern Western science, there has been a tension and
an uncertainty about how to describe the nature of scientific knowledge.
Does it reflect “reality” as it really is, or is it enough that it provides true
and useful information about the universe with no need to advance
further claims about ultimate Knowledge. Arguably, it is the claim to universality that creates issues between science and religion, as there is no
problem with stating information about nature as such. Scientists and
philosophers of science have raised questions about the nature of the
scientific method and knowledge throughout the centuries, and some of
the most notable voices have come in the twentieth century associated
with names like Karl Popper, Michael Polyani, and T.S. Kuhn, as well as
logical positivism, social construct theories, and postmodernism. Nonetheless, scientists in general reject relativistic interpretations of the scientific method and knowledge, and whatever one’s concern about the degree
to which science might be relative knowledge or socially constructed,
scientists do consider this to be the case, so the dialogue requires recognition of this and the challenge is how to approach religious experience

T

ORTHODOX RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE IN THE SCIENCE-RELIGION DIALOGUE

39

in this fashion.
At first hand, the Orthodox religious experience appears to be
something subjective and internal and therefore in contradiction to science.
But this may be due more to the methodological approach than to the
appeal to objective knowledge. Since the object of concern here is God as
a person and not nature as an object, the methods of science would be
misapplied here. To the Orthodox Christian, the experience of the risen
Christ provides a level of certainty regarding his knowledge of God. The
experience of God is something that is immediate to the knower in a way
that nothing else can be. It does not rely on senses or human reason,
but is presented to the knowing subject directly, as it were, through the
human soul. It does so as relational and personal knowing. This is so
because God is not a mere thing, but has the quality of a persona and so
knowledge in this instance must have a relational content. It is also immanent since God can be made known to us directly and would presumably not be subject to sensory mechanisms. The relationship of the human
to the inanimate cosmos is unidirectional because in this case there can be
no reciprocity, so it is a different kind of approach. We can say we know
things about plastic but not in the same way we say we know a person.
In this kind of knowing, it is the conscious being that describes what the
thing is, without any reciprocation from the object, so representations are
always made from the perspective of the conscious being.1 On the other
hand, the knowledge of God is not attained by this form of knowledge,
nor can God be made an object of study by empiricism or intellectual discourse. Elder Sophrony of Essex (Sophrony [1991]), speaking from this kind
of experience, says that this knowledge surpasses the certainty obtained
by intellectual evidence and is beyond all psychological states. The
knowledge of God is never something that can be framed as a hypothesis testing in the language of science.
However, experiences of the Triune God and the saints within
Orthodoxy are not matters of personal subjective interpretation. This
stands in contrast to some other approaches — such as the Reformed
epistemology, where the basis for religious belief is inaccessible — that
are not open to criticism, evaluation, or reassessment by the community
(Alston [1993]; Platinga [2000]). This approach makes it very difficult to
challenge the scientist to a dialogue. The Orthodox Church places the
emphasis on the importance of tradition so that the religious experience
must be examined in the light of this, in the context of the community.
1. Dumitru Stãniloae remarks that consciousness makes the universe aware of itself and
in this the universe really becomes and exists. We are, he says, the “consciousness of
the world” (Stãniloae [1998], p. 3).
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Whereas the method of knowing about spiritual truth is different from
that of natural science, the arrival at consensus is not so different. Lossky
([1952], p. 17), for example, writes that “One can say that ‘Tradition’
represents the critical spirit of the Church”. The importance of tradition
is ultimately the importance of persons. For example, Florovsky (1975)
affirms that the Orthodox appeal to the Church Fathers as the source of
right knowledge is “not a reference to abstract tradition, to formulas and
propositions. It is primarily an appeal to persons.” Elder Sophrony’s
comment that “Holiness is not an ethical but an ontological concept”
([1991], p. 147) reflects the fact that, in Orthodoxy, Christianity is a lived
reality which distinguishes it from mere belief and places it into the world
as something lived and experienced. Therefore, it must be represented
this way. The arrival at holiness is something that can be and is acquired
to a certain degree here on earth, not in some distant future. Father John
Romanides (1982) compares the Orthodox approach to a positive science,
because there is an element of reproducibly and method. Century after
century, saints and elders are “produced” in accordance with the teachings
of the church, following and becoming in turn part of the tradition.
The emphasis on persons and personal experience in Orthodoxy
does not equate with individualism. The spiritual manifestations and
teachings of the elders and saints down through the centuries and up to
the present, are not set apart from this tradition, but enlarge it, they are
part of it. They are understood and judged in the context of that same tradition. The essential commitment to persons for the pursuit of knowledge
is not an obstacle to objectivity, it is required for objectivity. Saint Silouan’s
revelation about the love of enemies does not reveal something totally
new, let alone heretical; rather, it emphasizes a Christian teaching supported in scripture (I John) and by saints of the past (e.g., Saint Isaac the
Syrian). More generally, Meyendorf (1974) argues that hesyschasm was
a spiritual renewal based on the patristic tradition, not an individualistic
mystical movement. Saints and mystics generally do not speak of themselves personally in regard to their experiences.
There is therefore, within Orthodoxy, no notion of purely internal
and subjective states of God that are not part of the tradition of the Church.
Spiritual events are closely and suspiciously scrutinized and even discouraged. Saint Gregory of Sinai, for instance, was concerned with
guarding his followers against imaginary visions (Meyendorf [1998]), a
theme that is replicated over and over again. The pursuit of Christ within Orthodoxy is a grounded endeavor that seeks to strip away fantasy
and delusion (prelest), it is not the pursuit of spiritual hedonism. Sophrony
([1991], p. 113) writes that “Imagination plays no part in true spiritual life,
which is wholly concrete and positive”. Metropolitan Antony Bloom states,
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in describing his experience of the risen Christ: “He would later emphasize his remark that he heard no voice and saw no vision. This was not a
sensory hallucination such as he would encounter in mentally ill patients
when he became a doctor. Neither was it a mystical trance-like state or
the product of emotions, things he was always slow to trust. It was a
totally convincing, direct experience of the presence of the risen Christ,
but encountered with complete sobriety and equilibrium. ‘God for me is
a fact’ was one of the phrases he was in the habit of using, and he counted
the resurrection not as a matter of faith to be believed or not, but as a certainty he had experienced” (Crow [2005], p. 41).
In Orthodoxy, therefore, we find an approach to religious experience
framed within a context that emphasizes a sober approach to religious
experience, one which is contrary to emotionalism or sensationalism. It
comes out of tradition which is a living reality that includes the teaching
of the Scriptures, the Ecumenical Councils, the Patristic writings, the canons
of the Church, participation in the Eucharist, and more. This tradition is
not “what you or I experience it to be”, nor “what we interpret it to be”.
It is what it is, and provides the objective backdrop against which all religious experience — thus, all claims to knowledge based on that experience
— are measured.
The commitment to persons and tradition in the Orthodox (and
Catholic) traditions provides the basis for claims of objectivity. This is a
kind of objectivity within the tradition that may allow for some dialogue
with the scientist. It is not expected that such will commit a scientist to
adopt the Orthodox view, but only that we begin at some mutual understanding. It is a starting point that says whether we have highly diverse
topics of inquiry and highly diverse methods of approaching our “topics”,
we both agree on the importance of attaining a standard of knowing
within each realm that includes a degree of objective knowledge shared
by a community, in opposition to an enclosed and self-contained subjectivism.
The most obvious problem with religious experience is that of validation. How do we discern delusions, neurobiological activity, or fraud
from factual experience? This is a difficult issue that exceeds the confines
of this essay. However, the Church has shown itself to be a sober guide,
especially when viewed against many New Age versions of spiritual
hedonism, or what David Hart refers to as “gods of the boutique” ([2003]
p. 136). The almost negative approach to visions, for example, grounds
the person in the important fundamentals so that we do not devote our
efforts at seeking such experiences. Unlike the self-promotion and even
commercialization surrounding religious experience in many other quarters, Orthodox holy men and women attempt at hiding their gifts or mini-
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mizing their importance. The blatant display of spiritual gifts is virtually
unheard of and such actions would bring the critical scrutiny of the person doing so. When they are used, it is for the good of others and not for
themselves. Furthermore, they tend to be associated with those who have
attained a level of holiness such that fraud would be totally out of place.
Whereas the character of a person is not important in science (nonetheless,
there is still occasional scandal and fraud), it is vitally important when
relating to spiritual things. Regarding testimonial information, the character of the person is of great importance, something basic to the legal
system where the reliability of witnesses is judged according to character
and mental state. The experience of God is not something equally
amenable to every person and if the claim that “the pure in heart shall see
God” means anything, then most of us should not expect, outside divine
Grace, to have such an experience. Orthodoxy contains the wisdom to
regulate and scrutinize the religious experience which makes a kind of
inter-subjective knowledge about the spiritual experience possible.

The Case for Recognition of the Orthodox Religious Experience
he argument to include religious experience in general in the discussion between religion and science, and in the case of Orthodoxy in
particular, can be summarized as follows:

T

(1) There cannot be a full and true dialogue between scientific and religious
people unless acknowledgement is made of the role played by the substantive religious experience. The dialogue requires that each side bring to the table
that which it really is, that which makes it what it is. Science brings its
empirical data and models, and Orthodox Christianity brings theology
and its experience. Theology follows from events or at least is integral to
them, for without the experience of God there could be no theology. This
is similar to science where the theories of science would not exist were it
not for the data, the facts of the world, upon which they are built. The facts
remain whereas the models constructed to explain them often change
because they are interpretations and less “solid” than the facts themselves. Revelation comes as experience and is understood through theological forms. Christianity was built and modeled on the experiences of
the Apostles, of the resurrection, of the miracles and life of Christ as witnessed by those around him. One should not divorce these things from
the discussion. The religious experience is foundational.
(2) If the dialogue is concerned with the greater issues of the human
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condition, such as meaning and purpose, it cannot omit the human experience.
Humans have testified to the so-called “supernatural” in one way or
another since times immemorial. Many experiential claims derive from
the most “moral” and honest humans to have walked the earth. The claims
span the entire demographic of humanity; from young children to the
aged, from the illiterate to the educated, those in civilizations and those
in hunter-gatherer societies, those living on continents and those in faraway island nations, those in the present century and those before recorded time, and all in between. In a strictly scientific format, there may not
be place for human testimony, but when the questions are aimed at meaning and purpose, the so-called big questions, since then one cannot merely
dismiss human testimony. Otherwise, science is placed in the position of
having to deny a great segment of human experience even as it claims to
explain the human condition. Orthodox Christianity is particularly founded on human testimony regarding the experience of the risen Christ since
the beginning and it is something repeated and thus verified throughout
the ages, confirming the testimony of the first-century apostles.
To ignore this as if it had no bearing on the worldview of the Church
is to dialogue in darkness. The scientists need not agree, or be convinced,
but they cannot ignore religious experience in a discussion with Orthodox
Christianity. There is no need to accept the claims prima facia, nor to
forego critical consideration, but there is a need for science to allow the
topic into the arena. Orthodoxy is not an abstract philosophy, it is living
experience and the saints and elders reflect the fruit of the labor of
Christian life. To ignore this would be similar to ignoring the experiential
evidence of science and focus only on their theories.
(3) Unlike attempts to frame certain religious concepts in a scientific
paradigm, the religious experience in traditional Christianity does not infringe
on science, because it is not in competition with the scientific method. Religious
experience is not in competition with scientific knowledge as a method.
A so-called miraculous healing in no way contradicts, or is an attack on,
traditional medicine, nor is the clairvoyance of an elder a refutation of basic
science. They complement the sciences and provide it with the meaning
it cannot supply itself. It is precisely because religious experience is neither scientific, nor philosophical that it is made into an attractive complement to the question of what Reality “looks like” beyond the compilation
of data points, social constructs, and mechanistic theorems. Those who
see science not as an end unto itself, but as a means, should not see such
things as a problem. The point of medical science is not medical science,
it exists to serve a greater purpose and not itself.
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Summary
eligious experience presents at once a problem, a challenge, and an opportunity. It is a problem because religious experience is typically taken
to be personal, non-repeatable, even idiosyncratic, and thus it is typically dismissed as a reliable source of rational belief by a scientific culture.
And even if religious experience is not dismissed out of hand as a priori
impossible or as incapable of serving as evidence, how can one distinguish
the legitimately evidential experience from illusion, delusion, or worse?
What distinguishes the valid religious experience from the invalid?
Religious experience is, at the same time, a challenge because it is
relatively widespread and has proven to have far-reaching and undeniable
effects. Religious experience has occurred in virtually every culture and
throughout the timeline of human existence. It is not bounded by age,
gender, class, or education. To those who have had what they see as a
powerful religious experience, it presents itself as supremely real, and
becomes the most direct and strongest basis for their belief. Hence, merely dismissing it out of hand requires that one disregard an enormous
body of testimony. In other words, dismissing religious experience as an
illegitimate source of belief involves dismissing many people’s lived
experience and, in this case, any dialogue between science and religion
about basic questions threatens to become elitist and divorced from the
experience of the participants.
Finally, religious experience also presents an opportunity for a dialogue between religion and science that encourages humility and seeks to
grasp the ultimate questions about life and the human condition. Even if
one does not accept any religious experience as valid, it is undeniably
woven into the fabric of human existence and cannot be simply ignored.
A genuine dialogue between science and religion in which the scientifically minded participant seeks to understand those who wish to take religious experiences at face value — a dialogue that seeks to “discover the
other in the self and the self in the other” — has the potential not only to
generate some form of mutual understanding, but also to make some real
progress on the fundamental questions about reality and human nature.
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Introduction
here were many times in the history of Western civilization when the
Christian religion found itself in controversy with science, but the
deeper reasons for this have never been fully understood. This does not
mean that the reasons are well-known to the two sides of the controversy
and are hidden from the lay people. It is only that the true roots of the
controversy have been forgotten and the representatives of each side
react in a rather mechanistic way, ignoring the original reasons of the
“clash”.
One of the deeper causes of the opposition between the sciences
and the Christian thought structure is that Christian theology detects at
times, in the descriptions of the scientific theories, the presence of some
elements which tantalized it in the distant past. More specifically, in some
cases the theological thought recognizes elements of gnostic philosophy
within the scientific theories, i.e., a philosophy condemned as heretical
back in the second and third centuries A.D.
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* Originally presented at the international congress “The Dialogue Between Science and
Religion in the Orthodox World” (Romanian Academy, Bucharest, 24-27 September, 2008).
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The main characteristics of Gnosticism are:
1. Its dualism, in which two powers or Gods exist: the benevolent
God and the evil God of matter;
2. Its docetism, according to which the coming of Christ upon Earth
as a human and His Crucifixion were apparent and not real;
3. Its anti-Judaism, as the gnostics rejected the Old Testament and
its God, because He created the imperfect world and the sinful
human;
4. Its asceticism, including the rewarding for austere living and
contempt for the body, which sometimes reached extreme positions because of the Gnostics’ wrong views regarding matter and
the human body.
The majority of the Gnostics believed that, in parallel with the simple
preaching of Jesus Christ, there was another one, complicated and mystical. This sophisticated teaching was the only true one according to them
and only certain Apostles knew about it. It was being communicated only
to the initiated ones. Thus, if somebody wanted to learn the pure truth,
he or she should be initiated to the apocryphal Christian teaching.
The Gnostics believed in the existence of two worlds, the world of
Light and the world of Matter, with the latter one encompassing all evil
things. To the Gnostics, the Universe was wider and superior to the world
we can grasp with our senses. They perceived this Universe schematically,
with concentric celestial spheres centered on Earth. These spheres, corresponding to the planetary motions in the geocentric system that was
prevailing at the time, were ruled in general by deities hostile towards the
spiritual humans. Beyond these spheres, there was the eighth sphere of
the fixed stars, known as the “Pleroma” of Valentine, one of the most
eminent proponents of Gnosticism.

The Worldview of Valentine
alentine was an Egyptian Gnostic of the second century A.D. and
one of the paramount figures of Christian-like Gnosticism. Valentine
abandoned Egypt in order to teach in Rome. According to his worldview,
there was a never-born, eternal and incomprehensible God, the Absolute
Father or Forefather. He was resting for inert ages in chaos along with
“Sige” (= Silence), a female deity and his spouse. When they decided to
terminate their blissful inactivity, they begot the “Centuries”.
The Centuries were beyond-the-world spiritual projections of entities,
in opposition to both chaos and matter, which comprised the “Pleroma”
(= the “filling substance”), i.e., the absolute transcendental space of Deity.
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In the system of the Centuries, the first couple were Nous (the Mind — or
Monogenes, a single child) and Aletheia (the Truth). From their mating
were born Logos (the Reason) and Zoe (the Life).
The last or thirtieth of the Centuries was Sophia (the Wisdom),
which did not succeed in begetting something complete: she gave birth to
Achamoth (the Memory), an incomplete being. The other Centuries came
to support desperate Sophia and beseeched the Forefather to assist her.
The Forefather ordered the Mind to couple with her. From their union,
two new Centuries were born; these were Christ and the Holy Spirit. The
thanksgiving towards the Forefather created yet another Century, which
was called Jesus-Savior and separated the formless Achamoth from her
passions, creating from her the (bad) matter and the good divine substance, the soul.
Valentine placed these forces beyond the world and completed his
worldview with the material world we can conceive with our senses.
Achamoth, after wandering outside from Pleroma, “fell” into chaos and
transmitted to the matter seeds of life, from which the Creator God of the
Old Testament came into existence. He consisted of mainly good substance. After that, the Creator God created the human being from pure
matter, while Achamoth enriched the human nature with the divinely
originated spirit. However, this made the human being almost equal with
the Creator God, who forbade him to eat from the fruit of the Tree of
Knowledge. The first humans did not obey and for this reason they came
down from the ethereal country, or paradise, to Earth, the material world,
where their bodies were enclosed inside the “leather robe” of the
Scriptures.
With humanity being in this inferior state, Jesus-Savior came down
to Earth sent by the Pleroma. His mission was to place all the spiritual
elements of humanity back into the Pleroma and, thereafter, to cause the
destruction of the material world. He was also destined to act as the
savior of the world and to reveal the truth to the humans.
Jesus-Savior taught the humans the mysteries of divine life and tried
to relieve them from the oppression of the Creator God. Jesus appeared
in human form, as spirit, soul, and a visible and touchable body. The
channel of his communication with Earth was the body of Virgin Mary,
while at the moment of his Baptism the Century Jesus-Savior descended
upon him and remained in him until his Crucifixion. Then he abandoned
the Christ-man and returned inside the Pleroma. Despite all this, the
humans did not understand his divine message and did not, therefore,
participate massively in his redeeming work. Due to this fact, the humans
were divided by the Gnostics into three categories: “choics”, i.e., materialists, regarded as the sons of the Devil, “psychics”, i.e., the soul-based
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ones, who had free will and were capable of being saved, and “pneumatics”, the spirit-based humans, who are the superior category, destined
from their nature for salvation. A subcategory of the spirit-based humans
were the Gnostics, who in addition have the secret divine knowledge and
know the divine hierarchy.

The Worldview of Vassileides
assileides, who taught in Alexandria between years A.D. 120 and 145,
stressed the large distance between the unknown and anonymous
God and the perceivable world. From the Pleroma came out the anonymous God, who projected the first-born Mind, from which the Logos
descended. From the Logos, in turn, came Phronesis (the Prudence), Sophia
and Dynamis (the Power, the Force). Later on, from these three came out
the first Angels, who created the first “sky”, while other Angels made a
series of “skies”, 365 in total — as many as the days of the year. The
Angels of the last visible sky have the responsibility of our world, which
is the lowliest of all and is ruled by the Creator God of the Jews.
This Creator God, the king of the Angels of the lower world, was
the Archangel protector of the people of Israel and, according to the
Gnostics, the one who wanted to rule upon all the other Angels as well.
This created a major upheaval in our world. Then, God sent the Mind
(Nous) to Earth, i.e., the so-called Christ, who only phenomenologically
took a human essence, in order to liberate the humans from being under
the power of the God of Judaism. Nous did not become a real human.
Whoever believes in the Crucified Christ will be a slave of the forces that
created the material world, while those who recognize in the person of
Christ the Eternal Mind, the Redeemer, are given the redeeming knowledge that must be kept secret for the few chosen believers.

V

The Cosmology of the Gnostics
he philosophical and cosmological beliefs of the Gnostics are of interest
for astronomers and cosmologists to the extent that their teachings
include the place of humanity in the Universe. Essentially, the Gnostics
were not interested in the Universe per se, but mainly in human nature
and its place in it. In any case, the Gnostics considered the Universe as
something larger and higher than the perceivable world. They perceived
the form of this Universe schematically and understood it as concentric
celestial spheres centered on Earth. These celestial spheres, corresponding
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to the planetary motions as we have already mentioned, were ruled in
general by deities hostile towards the spiritual humans. Beyond these
spheres, there was the eighth sphere of the fixed stars, which was equivalent to the “Pleroma” of Valentine and consisted of thirty Centuries, the
primeval spiritual forces corresponding to the thirty days of each month
of the year. The knowledge possessed by the initiated Gnostics liberated
them from the hostile power of the planets and the fixed stars. Moreover,
after their death, the initiated ones were raised (transcending the obstacles put by the evil) to the Highest Power to which they knew they had
always belonged. In short, the humans were spirits imprisoned in material
bodies inhabiting a foreign world. For some Gnostics, the human spirit
was bound to the body, while for others the issue was more complicated.
The basic question of the Gnostics could be expressed through the
following phrase: “If the Supreme Being was perfect and benevolent,
then why should the imperfect and evil world exist?”
The answer given was that there were two worlds: the spiritual one,
which originated from the Centuries, and the imperfect material one. The
latter originated from Sophia, the thirtieth Century, who fell because she
wanted the knowledge of God: The sorrow of Sophia led her to create the
material world and one imperfect and inferior Creator God, sometimes
known as Jaldabahoth, who was identified as the God of the Old Testament.
He was the “bad” Creator God who, as the leader of a host of Angels,
created the world we can perceive with our senses. It is in this world that
Sophia wanders searching for a way to return to the divine source.
According to the Gnostics, our world is imperfect and hostile to the
human being; therefore it could not have been created from a benevolent
supreme being. Christ came down on Earth through the concentric spheres
in order to liberate the humans. Since Christ descended from a higher
level, he could reveal to the humans the mysteries of spiritual cosmology
and cosmogony. Jesus became Savior when he was illuminated by the
supreme light. The Gnostics believed that Christ was influenced by the
stars and that he ascended in order to lead upwards the spiritual beings.
They generally believed that there was a cosmic tendency for the return
of the spirit where it belongs, which was merely strengthened by the
teaching of Jesus the Savior. The redeeming and other mystical teachings
intended to assist the divine spark to exit the material world after the
death of the body and to approach the upper divine reality.
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Conclusions
s can be seen, within the cosmology of the Gnostics one can trace the
roots of the clash between certain modern cosmological theories and
Christian theology. At the same time, the gnostic views were consistent
with the philosophical substrate of certain groups in the society that
divide people into those who believe they are supporters of the “bad”
God-creator of the material world and those who believe they support
the higher and “good” God of the spirit.
In these views, the racist ideologies that divided people into Aryan
and non-Aryan etc. sought support, as well as the modern UFO mythology that divides people according to which extraterrestrial beings are their
ancestors.
Such views belong to persons who have the feeling of enslavement
to an unmerciful and violent God rooted inside their minds. Their God or
Gods are full of human evils and imperfections. This God is in no way
related to the Christian God, whose only will is freedom, love, and the
realization of the unity of humans and God within the frame of an undividable universal existence.
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Prologue
or millions of years, human beings have tried to understand the
Universe, or the Cosmos in which we live. This wish is probably as
old as their existence on the face of the Earth. And it is not only old, but
strong and significant, too, because it is really very important to understand the Cosmos. According to Aristotle: “The human being is naturally
inclined to learning”.
A human being considered as a body of low mass and energy is
insignificant compared to the mass and energy of the celestial bodies.
But, as Pascal used to say: “Human beings, although extremely small as
regards their bodies, are extremely great concerning their spirit”. The
human beings’ strong wish to understand the Universe and find their
roots, i.e., to learn where they come from, pushes them towards great
discoveries and great developments of science and technology. Today,
one could say that the human brain is used to understand and “take in”
the whole Universe, but a lot of questions arise, like: Is this really so?
What are the human beings’ limits? Can the human brain “include” the
whole Universe?
Apart from these, questions like how, why, who made the Universe
were, and still are, very often asked. Although it is extremely difficult to
answer them, religion and various sciences try to find answers; but, as
each provides answers from its own point of view, it sometimes seems
that there are great differences between science and religion. Is this so?

F

* Originally presented at the international congress “The Dialogue Between Science and
Religion in the Orthodox World” (Romanian Academy, Bucharest, 24-27 September, 2008).
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We believe that this is not true and that there are no significant
differences between science and religion. This is especially so as far as the
first main question is concerned, namely: How was the Universe created?
To this, from the standpoint of religion, answers are given in the Bible,
especially in the book of Genesis.
On the other hand, from the standpoint of science, we consider only
the answers of cosmology, especially of the standard Big-Bang theory. We
are limited to these both in order not to be lost in such a huge subject, and
because the Big Bang is a widely acceptable model.
So, the aim of this paper is to show that modern cosmology is not
in conflict with what is written in the Bible about the creation of the world.
And, since the Big Bang theory is going to be used, it will be useful, before
going on, to start with a brief description of it, and give some details,
where needed.

A Brief Description of the Big Bang. Agreements with Genesis
osmologists, as all other theoreticians, propose models for the creation
of the Universe. As it is known, models are generally used to
approach reality; they are not reality (Kovalevsky [2008]). The models
used by cosmologists have to be based on the known laws of Physics, as
any other model used by any physicist. Moreover, to be acceptable, they
must be in agreement with the observational data. And the most acceptable model today is that of the Big Bang, or the theory of the big boom,
because there exist agreements with either direct or indirect observations.
According to the Big Bang theory, in the beginning, the whole matter
and energy of the Universe, existing at an extremely high temperature,
was gathered together in a very tiny volume. This theory was first introduced by abbot Lemaître in 1927. To be more specific: Lemaître solved
Einstein’s equations and noticed that the entropy of the Universe increased
with the passage of time. So, he concluded that there should be a smallest
entropy situation, in which matter should be under its possible best organization.
Thus, he introduced the “primeval atom” shape, that contained the whole
matter of the Universe.
It is easy to understand why it was called “primeval atom”. It was
also called “original flaming sphere”, because, at such high temperature,
matter consisted of high-energy particles and antiparticles that moved
with relativistic velocities.
At time zero (see Appendix below), about 15 × 109 years ago, for an
unknown reason, the Big Bang occurred and the Universe was created.
This means that the Universe did not exist before.
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Certainly, this is in very good agreement with what is written in the
Bible about the creation of the world. Because, according to the Gospel and
to the book of Genesis: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God” (John, I, 1) and, respectively, “God made the heaven and
the earth…” (Gen., I, 1). According to the Bible’s interpreters, the words
“the heaven and the earth” mean the whole Universe. Moreover, the use of
the word “made” means that they did not exist before.
After its creation, the Universe started to expand, and its temperature
decreased continuously. The temperature of the Universe is very important, because, according to the well-known equations: E = mc2 and E = kT,
for the creation of a couple of a proton and an antiproton (of m = 1.6 ×
10–24 g), the energy needed is equal to E = 3 × 10–3 ergs ≈ 2GeV corresponding to T = 1013 K. Similarly, for the creation of a couple of an electron and
a positron, the corresponding temperature is T = 109 K.
So, if T is exactly equal to that needed for the creation of the abovementioned couples, the created particles will be of zero velocity (v = 0),
and they will immediately vanish giving energy. If, on the other hand, the
temperature is higher, the created couples will have a significant amount
of kinetic energy and thus they will survive.
According to the above, a first phase of creation occurred, during
which the temperature was higher than 1013 K. This was an extremely
short time, as it lasted only for a time interval less than 7 × 10–8 seconds,
i.e., the first 100 × 10–6 seconds after the Big Bang. This first phase, called
the phase of the hadrons, stopped when the temperature became equal to
1013 K. At that time, the Universe passed from radiation to matter.
As the Universe continued to expand and became cooler, when its
temperature became less than 1013 K, a new phase began. This is known
as the phase of the leptons. This phase came to an end when T became equal
to 5 × 109 K, which happened about one second only after the Big Bang.
When T = 108 K, (about 15-30 minutes after the Big Bang), nucleosynthesis began, i.e., the creation of the nuclei of the first atoms, as protons
and neutrons were connected to form hydrogen, deuterium, and helium.

Figure 1 — The history of our Universe during its first 20 minutes
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This means that for a time interval of a quarter to half an hour after
its creation, although the Universe was full of photons, electrons, and
other particles, as well as dark matter, the earth and the water remained
not made (were not made), as Genesis tells us. Indeed, according to Genesis:
“And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the
face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the
waters” (Gen., I, 2).
So we explain that there is a good agreement between the book of
Genesis and cosmology, as regards the unshaped form of the Earth. Similarly,
there is agreement for the darkness, too, because, according to cosmology: the matter (of the Universe) remained ionized, as T was higher than
104 K. This phase, called the plasma phase, lasted several thousands of years.
Although photons were created simultaneously with the Universe,
the latter was opaque, i.e., dark for about (3-4) × 105 years after its creation.
Genesis continues: “And God said, Let there be light and there was
light” (Gen., I, 3).
According to modern cosmology, the Universe was lit suddenly,
when it became transparent. This happened when its temperature fell
down to about 3000 K. At that time, the Universe was (3-4) × 105 years old
and its volume was about 1,000 to 1,100 times smaller than it is today.
Then, the electrons were trapped by their nuclei and neutral atoms were
formed. Thus, the Universe became transparent and flooded with light.
So, again, there is a marvellous agreement between Genesis and cosmology.

Figure 2— The model of the Universe (Picture from NASA)

Tests in Favour of the Big Bang
f somebody wants to examine if the foregoing scenario is true, there are
ways to check it. These come from observations. Because, as pointed
out in the beginning, cosmologists advance several models for the creation
of the universe that have to be in agreement with the observational data.
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There are two main sets of observational data in favour of the Big
Bang theory: the observed red shift of the galaxies (Hubble’s expansion)
and the cosmic background radiation (CBR).
The first shows us that the Universe continues to expand.
Although here we do not examine in detail how long the Universe
will continue its expansion, as this is out of the scope of the present paper,
we could only mention that this will continue as long as its whole matter
remains below a critical value. This critical density, Dc = 3H2/8BG,
depends on the value of Hubble’s constant, H.
If H = 50 km/sec/Mpc, for example, Dc is about 5 × 10–30g/cm3. So,
if the density exceeds the critical value, the Universe will collapse and
will come to be in a situation similar to that in which it was before the Big
Bang.

Figure 3a — The red shift of some galaxies

Figure 3b — Hubble’s expansion

The second is what is left from the first lightening of the Universe:
the light that flooded all of a sudden and continues to reach us from all
directions.
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Of course, it is impossible to have the same temperature and wavelength as at the time of the first lightening (its temperature is about 1,100
times less and its wavelength 1,100 times bigger). So, the present temperature of the Universe is about 2.73 K.
The CBR was theoretically predicted by Gamow in 1946 and confirmed observationally by Penzias and Wilson in 1965. What is just and
only noise for most people is music from the Universe, a universal symphony,
for the specialists.

Figure 4 — The CBR as measured by various instruments

Moreover, the so-called Cosmic Background Explorer, or COBE
spacecraft, was launched by NASA onto an Earth orbit to make a full sky
map of the CBR, and the first results were released in 1992. COBE was the
predecessor of another mission: the Wilkinson Microwave Anisotropy
Probe, or WMAP. This is a mission proposed to NASA in 1995, launched
in 2001, and still in operation, collecting data. WMAP reveals conditions
as they existed in the early Universe by measuring the properties of the
CBR. This is achieved using differences in temperature measured from
opposite directions. And the results from the five years operations of the
WMAP showed temperature differences of only 0.0002 degrees.
Except the CBR, there is also the Cosmic Neutrino Background
(CLB), which is the background radiation of the Universe composed of
neutrinos. This is very important, because the CLB decoupled from matter when the Universe was in its infancy: only two (2) seconds old! On the
other hand, CLB cannot not be observed directly as the CBR, but there is
compelling indirect evidence for its existence (see Mangano et al. [2005]
and Komatsu et al. [2008]) and its temperature is estimated at 1.95 K.
Other ways of testing the Big Bang theory are the solutions of
Einstein’s equations, the age of the Universe, the creation of helium and
deuterium, the radio-galaxies distribution etc. But all these are out of the
scope of the present paper.
Finally, it is known that the deeper we observe (in distance), the
longer (backwards) we see (in time). This is what astrophysicists try to do,
although they have not succeeded in going as far as the “original atom”.
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Discussion
n the previous remarks, we have tried to show that there is a very good
agreement for the creation of the Universe between cosmology and
what Genesis refers to. This was done for the first day of creation, because
during that first day the Heaven and the Earth were made. Certainly, what
we have presented here is a very restricted examination, but this is necessary in some cases, when dealing with difficult and huge subjects.
Here the comparison between Genesis and cosmology was made
with the standard Big Bang model, as cosmologists use models to
describe our Universe. These are based on the known laws of physics,
supposing that these laws are the same everywhere in the Universe. And
the models describe the evolution of our Universe rather than its creation;
its evolution after the Big Bang. Almost nothing is known about the exact
situation before that.
According to the Big Bang theory, our Universe is still expanding.
It expands because of the initial impulse it received from its primordial
explosion. This dynamical nature of our Universe is described by the
equations of General Relativity. Nothing is permanent in our Universe:
everything is moving and changing.
The Universe started as a homogeneous and amorphous object and
became a heterogeneous rich entity. The way it evolved depended on its
initial conditions (like its total mass and energy, as well as its initial expansion rate) and on a rather large number of constants. For this reason,
some scientists consider the numbers found and given for the evolution
of our Universe to be artificial. Because of their large dependence on other
factors, which are only estimated and not exactly known.
Besides, it is known that there are things that are not explained by
the standard Big Bang theory, as, for example, why the Universe is uniform
on a very large scales and so non-uniform on smaller ones. But, as was
mentioned, this model is in agreement with the observational data.
According to the latest data, the expansion of the Universe appears to be
accelerated.
It is known that if somebody wants to continue with the other days
of creation, i.e., the creation of the Sun and the stars, of the plants, of the
animals and, finally, of the human being(s), there is agreement, too,
between Genesis and the various sciences (astronomy, biology, geology
etc.). Maybe not as good as what we have shown (especially as regards
the creation of plants that seems — according to Genesis — to have preceded that of the Sun and the stars), but there exists at least some agreement.
See, for example, the creation of man according to the Bible: “…God formed
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man of the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of
life; and man became a living soul” (Gen., II, 7).
On the other hand, astrophysics teaches us today that heavy elements
are made inside the stars, and the heavier ones during the explosions of
the supernovae. So, we are made of the matter the Universe is made of.
Thus, there is again a very good agreement between Genesis and science.
And it is worthwhile to point out that although knowledge at the
time the Bible was written (1000 to 1500 B.C.), was not the same with
today’s knowledge, there is some agreement between Genesis and the
sciences, as we have shown. In some cases, the agreement is almost perfect,
in some others it is good enough, and there are very few cases in which
it is not as good as we would like it to be.
Human beings are not made either of matter only, or of spirit only.
Their bodies are mixtures, made of matter and their immortal souls. So, they
really need a contact, a discussion; a discussion with science and religion
for their souls and spirit. The latter is huge compared to our small world,
and as the great German poet Schiller said: “The world is small, but the
human’s being brain is wide”.
To conclude: We have shown that there is a lot of agreements
between Genesis and cosmology concerning the creation of the Universe.
Especially, as regards the first day of creation to which we have limited
ourselves. Certainly, there will be differences, too, if other things are to be
examined and if a comparison with other sciences to be done. Even so, if
somebody is really interested to examine all these, a dialogue is needed;
a dialogue with as many sciences as possible. This dialogue has to start
with definitions, because is very important to use the same language. And
the words used to have the same meaning for science and religion.

Appendix: About Time
s has been shown, and everybody knows, time is related to the creation
of the Universe. Time is a huge subject. So, here we refer only to a
few basic ideas concerning time, as they were given by several physicists
and philosophers.
According to most modern physicists, there was no time before the
Big Bang. Indeed, according to Hawking, time is without meaning before
the Big Bang. Time begins with the Big Bang and it is impossible to be
defined earlier.
Albert Einstein, as is known, introduced the idea of the space-time,
i.e., an event takes place at a defined place (x, y, z) and time (t). These four
dimensions denote the event’s position.
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Newton (1642-1727), on the other hand, considered that time is
realistic, absolute, and objective. Newtonian time, besides being objective
and absolute, has a continuous flow and duration and for practical reasons
it is expressed in years, months, days, hours etc.
Besides the foregoing mentioned, it is worthwhile seeing what other
people believed about time, starting with the ancient Greek philosophers:
Plato, in his dialogue Timeos, stated that time was born together
with the Sky (the Universe) and will dissolve with it.
And, according to Aristotle, there is no time without change, so we
must know about time when we define terms like before and after.
Descartes (1596-1650) thought that time is a native idea of the human
soul, an expression of the essence of the human existence.
Time was something created in the human beings’ thought, as an
order of existence of all things that our senses understand (Leibniz).
Finally, according to Kant (1440-1516), time was given a priori and
was not an empirical idea.
Saint Athanassios the Great (A.D. 295-373) believed that time existed
after the human beings’ existence, while Saint Basil the Great (A.D. 330379) did not consider time as separate from space.
Gregory the Theologian (A.D. 329/330-390) believed that time exists
for the human being and that God is above time.
Finally, Saint Augustine (A.D. 354-430) believed that there is only
present time and that we do not know where exactly either the future, or
the past time is.
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Filters between Reality and Us
he subject of this presentation is to compare how one approaches
realities in different domains and how one communicates the findings
about them. I will not enter into the difficult question of what is “Reality”:
so many thinkers have produced a whole host of different definitions,
starting from Plato, Spinoza, Descartes, Berkeley, and so many philosophers, theologians, or scientists. Let us just assume that there exists
something which is outside or inside us, and which I shall call “Reality”,
whether it is material, spiritual, psychological, or anything else.
The search for reality is a never-ending process: one reaches only
a partial, approximate, simplified representation. In time, one may
approach it more and more, but one never can prove that all aspects are
covered. Actually, complete reality is inaccessible because there are a
series of filters which separate us from it. Let me take an example in every
day’s life and, then, in science.

T

About a table
The search for reality in science starts with observations or experiments. Let us take an example: you may examine a table with your eyes,
you can also photograph it, measure it, weight it, test its strength, recognize the type of wood it is made of, make various chemical analyses etc.,
* Originally presented at the international congress “The Dialogue Between Science and
Religion in the Orthodox World” (Romanian Academy, Bucharest, 24-27 September, 2008).
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you will always be in a position to ask questions about it for which you
did not get an answer. This means that the incompleteness of the description acts as a filter between reality and us.
On the other side, a catalogue of data about an object is not very
useful. One needs a more concise description to be useful in order to buy
or use the table. Such a synthetic description is obtained in retaining only
some helpful characters of the object. In doing so, we apply an additional
filter to the reality. Depending on the goal of the description, this new
filter is more or less thick.
Finally, in a conversation, it may be sufficient to say that this is a
just a small table. In doing so, you have added a third filter. Almost all the
information has disappeared.

Filters in Scientific Knowledge
he situation is identical in science. Whatever the accumulation of
observations and experimental tests, it is never complete. One has
accessed a reality that is filtered by the insufficient quantity of collected
information. The natural sciences started by descriptions of as many
living beings as possible. Entomologists and other zoologists or botanists
continue to do so. The catalogue will never be complete. It is like a
library: it is meant to be available for picking up data for some synthetic
description or for a particular piece of research.

T

The Sun
Let me illustrate this by another example: the Sun. It is an inaccessible celestial object, that astronomers study by observing it from ground
and space in the whole spectral range of electromagnetic radiations,
by catching the neutral and ionized particles emitted by the Sun, by
recording its global oscillations and the motions of its structures at various
scales, by sensing its magnetic field, by recording the variations of its
activity, etc… Is this the “Real Sun”? The answer is no: it is a strongly
filtered solar reality. But they are direct messages from the real Sun.
Scientists use these data to try to approach more globally what the
Sun is. For this, astrophysicists use known properties of matter expressed
in what we call the “laws of Nature” describing quantitatively the effects
of gravitation, electromagnetism, hydrodynamics, thermodynamics etc.
They describe by equations which would be the state of the matter inside
the Sun that would produce all the observed radiations and structures.
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This approach involves taking into account all physical processes that
one may expect to find in the interior of the Sun: hydrostatic, gravitational,
and radiative equilibria, transfer of energy by radiation or convection,
creation of energy by the transformation of hydrogen into helium, creation
of the magnetic field and its effects etc… All this is translated into equations that one must solve simultaneously to determine the most probable
values of the parameters that match the observations. The result is a
mathematical and numerical description of the physical conditions in
every point of the solar interior, which represents observations. Nevertheless, whatever the accuracy of the computations and the alleged completeness of the physical interactions introduced is, the representation
can only be approximate. This is what we call a model of the Sun.

Models
One may define a model as a presentation, using media accessible
to the mind (words, graphs, mathematical formulae) of something that
is not accessible. It is a key to approach reality, but not a description. A
model is not unique; one may introduce different parameters, solve the
equations differently and represent the observations with different precisions. It may be modified and improved. It is therefore only one among
the possible representations of the reality-Sun. So, it is not the Sun;
When presenting a model, one should always add: “Everything happens
as if…” So modelling introduces a new filter and at the same time adds
theoretical information, which should make it approach reality better
than by using only observations. This is a very important feature that distinguishes models from direct observations of a given reality. But, clearly,
they are also far from representing totally the reality itself. This is unfortunately often ignored and models are wrongly presented as reality.

More filters
Coming back to the Sun, the model as built above is so esoteric, that
it cannot be presented to a layman who is interested to know more about
the Sun, but is not an expert and needs something that is deprived of
mathematical formalism. This is the role of popularization. In the case of
the Sun, it may be represented by a figure showing a section of the Sun
with the position, size, and main physical characteristics of its different
parts (core, radiative region, convective region, photosphere). This is
certainly informative, but it leaves out many features of the model. Such
popular descriptions introduce a new, very strong filter. In addition, it may
use a completely different language than the model or the observations.
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A completely different, strongly filtered, interesting, and sometimes
emotional approach to the reality-Sun can be found in art and poetry.
This approach is not to be neglected, though not scientific. In conclusion,
whatever the stage of our approach to reality is, we consider it through a
set of filters that hide it. This is what Bernard d’Espagnat appropriately
calls “veiled reality” (D’Espagnat [1994]).

Darwinism
Let me give a striking example of the confusion between a model
and a reality that is not necessarily neutral. The evolution of the species
is a well-established and documented scientific result from a large number
of paleontological observations. Darwinism is not; it is a model in which
the cause of the evolution is postulated: namely, that species change by
chance and stabilize if the new one is viable. This approach is strongly
advocated by atheists, many of which deliberately use the word darwinism instead of evolution.
Actually, this model of the evolution of the species, based uniquely
on chance, requires much more time that was available since the formation of the Earth and Perrier is led to assume that there exists, in addition,
some kind of optimal control (Perrier [2008]). Other models can be constructed with other presuppositions and, in particular, taking a Christian
approach. Teilhard de Chardin (1955) already proposed a spiritually
guided process. I have extended analogous views of the evolution of the
whole Universe (Kovalevsky [2006]). Many other models may be proposed, that would be just as credible as Darwinism, with different a priori
assumptions, provided that they include the full scientific fact of evolution.
Premises exist. Christian scientists should seriously involve themselves
in building such models.

Analogies and Parables
n the case of the Sun, through popularization, one can still communicate the essential features, because they correspond to notions that
people are acquainted with, such as temperature, size, or radiations. But
there exist instances in science, for which this is not the case, like, for
instance, in the domain of elementary particles. The “standard model of
particle physics” describes the ensemble of interactions of elementary
particles. It is compatible with Quantum Physics and General Relativity.
All the experimental tests made so far agree with the consequences of this
model. However, this model is expressed by very complex mathematical
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formulæ, which are highly esoteric. In addition, none of the elements of
the theory corresponds to anything alike in our surroundings. So, how
can we transmit some truth about this model to a layman?

Examples in Quantum Physics
The interaction between two particles is not a contact process, but
it is described as an exchange of particles, called bosons. In particular,
neutrons and protons are composed of three quarks, which are held
together by the so-called “strong interaction”. This interaction that keeps
them together is ensured by a continuous exchange of particles called
gluons. How can one imagine that particles are glued because they
exchange something? This is contrary to our experience of current forces
and mechanics. To picture this, one must use comparisons no longer based
on concepts similar to the described phenomenon. Let me propose one.
Consider two tennis players. They are connected, because they are
not supposed to leave the court while they play. What constrains them to
remain linked? It is the fact that they must exchange a ball. To make one
visualize what happens in a neutron, I did not use any physical concept,
but presented an analogy.
Let me give you another example of analogy, also taken from the
standard model of particle physics. It concerns the Higgs boson, which
has not even been detected, but is so important in the theory, that a huge
accelerator has just been built in Europe to detect it. The strange property
of this particle is that it provides mass to particles, but is not part of the
particle. As one knows, mass is a property of matter that opposes to
motion: one needs a force to make move a massive body. Higgs bosons
are dispersed in space, forming what is called the Higgs field. Let us
represent each Higgs boson by a guest in a reception hall. They are dispersed in a hall. At some instance, an important person, a star, arrives.
The guests cluster around him, and it becomes more difficult for the star
to move to the buffet. Just like a particle in a Higgs field is difficult to
accelerate.

Parables
Are these examples really analogies? They are more. No connection
exists between the story and the model. It is closer to an allegory, but is
not: an allegory replaces an object (or living being) by another, which has
a similar enhanced property. Actually, in our case, the examples above are
parables. What is a parable? Let us look at the basic French dictionary, the
Littré. It states: “It is an allegory which contains some important truth”.
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Further, a more refined description is given: “A parable has two parts:
a body and a soul. The body is the narrative of a story that was devised;
and the soul is the moral or mystical meaning hidden in the words of the
narrative.” An extension to science is, I believe, quite adequate.

Application to Religion
Truth in Christianity
he Christian reality or truth is just as inaccessible to our minds as the
scientific reality in the examples above. But, as in the case of the Sun,
there are keys that provide approaches to it. Let us take the examples of
the Kingdom of God. For instance, in the Apocalypse, it is described through
images like the Celestial Jerusalem. This is an allegoric representation or
illustration of a spiritual reality at a level comparable to popularization.
The objective of Jesus Christ was teaching, for which he resorted
to parables. One of the most complete is the parable of the wedding meal.
It has so many significant details for whoever accesses it, that I would call
it the standard parable on the Kingdom of God. All the details (invitation,
feast, nuptial dress, punishment) are directly taken from the listeners’
everyday life. In front of simple folk with a given cultural background,
Jesus Christ used this kind of pedagogy (which is, by the way, still very
valuable and appropriate nowadays).
Jesus Christ, who obviously knew the reality of what he described,
did not need to bother about intermediary steps. But, for us, how can the
upper levels of knowledge be reached? Are we condemned to extrapolate
upwards from parables? There are obviously more refined approaches to
this reality, even if it is not an accessible one.
In science, experiments and observations are the bases of further
developments. In the case of Christianity, we are led by the life of Christ
as described in the Gospels and, above all, his transfiguration, his resurrection, his ascension and the descent of the Holy Spirit upon his disciples.
These are historical events, which cannot be repeated. Other points of
faith are the revelations throughout the Bible. Finally, there are numerous
personal mystical experiences more or less transmissible (Saint Paul mentioned his own, but did not describe it). It is the accumulation of all these
events that makes up the ground on which Christianity has developed,
comforted by the Tradition and doctrinal deepening of the faith, in particular by the Fathers of the Church. The strength and the variety of this
ensemble are as impressive as the bases of a scientific discipline.
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Science versus religion
The specificity of religion over science is that it requests a personal
adherence of every believer. Clearly, one may live without having the
slightest idea of what Quantum Physics or General Relativity is, while a
Christian must know what he believes in and, furthermore, how to conduct his life in conformity with it.
It means that he must know the bases of his religion, whatever his
cultural and intellectual level is; this justifies the importance of parables
and symbols together with their explanations. To start from parables to
reach more profound truths is a spiritual experience. Here, theologians
and priests have an essential role to play. As in Science, presentations,
using media accessible to the mind, of something that is not accessible are
widely used. The multiplicity of media is a very valuable help. Painting
is one such medium, so that, in Orthodoxy, icons correspond to models.
Signs and symbols are also privileged means to convey religious messages
(cross, water, lamb, dove, incense etc..). The Orthodox liturgy is full of
symbols.
The logical structure of religion is therefore similar to that of a
scientific discipline that was described at the beginning. One may trace a
parallelism between the scientific theories and the Credo and some other
foundations of faith. But parallelism does not mean full resemblance. The
gap between the raw data (observations and experiments on the one side,
revelation and the history of the Church on the other side) and vulgarization and parables is filled differently. It is filled by scientists as a linear
downstream through theories and models. In religion, it is formed downstream by converging studies and exegeses by theologians, and upstream
by explanations of parables by the Church. In parallel to scientific models, one may mention Christian life, spiritual books, icons, and churches.
What I said above on Religion is specifically derived from what I
know of the main branches of Christianity. It may possibly be applied to
Islam and Judaism. But it is not sufficient to declare oneself a messiah or
a guru and impose a message that he has received (or thinks that he has
received) to make a religion. Even isolated confirmations are not sufficiently credible to establish a religion (maybe a sect…?). A revelation is
seriously accepted only if it is confirmed by numerous personal and collective experiences and recognized events. In science, it is much simpler:
a wrong or counterfeit result is quickly disclosed and rejected.
In conclusion, the parallel I have drawn between the ways that
Science and Religion analyze and convey the substance of their respective
domains should be an advantage in the dialogue between these major
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branches of human culture, because in each side people should understand
the procedures of the other. This, of course, assumes that the actors of
each activity are not narrow-minded fundamentalists, but are open to
recognize the value of the other.
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Introduction
hen studying the history of European culture, one is confronted
with a strange paradox: although the scientific enterprise in its
essentials and first results is Greek in origin, such as the principles of logic,
geometry, astronomy, and medicine, modern science proper was born in
Western Europe.
History itself presents us with a notion from physics: its points of
“singularity”, which can reveal hidden causes and evolutional tendencies.
Such a moment is the well-known dispute between Barlaam of Calabria
(1290-1348) and Saint Gregory Palamas (1296-1359).
At first sight, the positions of the two protagonists can be characterized as follows: Barlaam rejected the possibility of a direct experience
of God, because He is considered to be absolutely transcendent. To him,
scientific and philosophical education was essential insofar as it allows us
to know God by reason, not directly from His Creation.
Saint Gregory Palamas came instead with a double methodology
for science and theology, which meant that scientific knowledge, on the
one hand, and knowledge of God in prayer, on the other hand, are two
distinct ways of approaching Reality. In this double methodology, we can
find the logical foundation of what Ian Barbour, in his book When Science
Meets Religion, enumerates as the first three positions in the relationship
between science and religion: conflict, independent ways, or dialogue from
distinct positions.

W

* Originally presented at the international congress “The Dialogue Between Science and
Religion in the Orthodox World” (Romanian Academy, Bucharest, 24-27 September, 2008).
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If we read carefully the first books of the two Triads which deal with
the place and value of science and philosophy, we see that St. Gregory’s
position has to be understood in the context of defending the most intimate experience with God, that of the vision of the Taboric light. We also
know from orthodox spirituality that this is an experience that occurred
rather seldom and just for spiritual people in the last stage of their pneumatic development.
When we read the lines Palamas wrote about the role of science for
the knowledge of God, we have to understand that he writes about the
value of science, not for every step of our life, not for each stage of the
spiritual development; he writes about the value of science concerning
the mystical union with God, an experience which is given — according
to the late Father Cleopa — to one man in a generation!
In fact, what Saint Gregory Palamas advances is no double methodology for science and theology. And no matter what he intended initially,
we ourselves have to get to the “things themselves” — maybe with the
help of his texts — and not repeat blindly what the tradition says.
We know that, under relatively different names, the Christian spiritual way to God is divided into three stages:
— BD"6J460 N48@F@N\" (vita practica);
— NLF460 2gTD\" or 2gTD\" (<TFJ46Z (vita contemplativa);
— :LFJ460 2g@8@(\" or N48@F@N\" or also 2g@8@(460 :LFJ"(@(\"
(vita mystica).
The last stage is reached by pure prayer (6"2"D" BD@FgLP0).
In these stages of pneumatic development, we have to search for
the foundation of the relationship between science and religion. But this
foundation itself has, in its turn, a deeper meaning as its basis, namely the
JV>4H (order) of Creation. In what follows, I want to present a very short
analysis of this last ground of the ascension to God, which is concentrated
in the meaning of the word JV>4H and developed in the doctrine of the
8`(@4 of Creation, with different variants in the history of Ancient Greek
and Christian culture, but with the most powerful expression reached
already by Saint Maximus the Confessor (about A.D. 580-662).
I turn now to a very brief sketch of a theological model of Creation,
in order to symbolize also graphically the sphere of these 8`(@4 and to
explain their ontological status. In a final step, I will come back to the
three stages of spiritual evolution and to the relationship between science
and theology.
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Presentation of the Ontological and Christological Foundation
of an Organic Solution to the Nature of the Relationship
between Science and Theology:
The Doctrine of the 8`(@4 of Creation
e all know what a cosmological model of the physical universe is: it
is a conceptual model with the function of offering a general image
of the global structure and main processes of the universe. An ontological
model tries symbolically to give a general account for every type of being,
whether physical or spiritual, whether concrete or abstract.
A Christian theological model is a special kind of ontology with a few
particular traits that you know: the Highest Reality is the Trinitarian God;
there is a Creation ex nihilo; it has two related parts, Visible and Invisible;
it has a dynamics that flows to an end point (the eschaton) and a unique
singularity of history: the Incarnation of the 7`(@H as Jesus Christ.
I begin step by step with a presentation of what I think to be the
theological model of Saint Maximus the Confessor. First I describe very
quickly the specificities of a traditional ontological model with the help of
a graphical representation:
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This model and the image itself present us the ontological outlook
of Mihai ªora, the most prominent Romanian philosopher of our days
with an explicit religious thinking.
The surface of this sphere symbolizes all the actual beings that have
existed or will exist, no matter what form of concrete existence they have:
an ant, a human person, a state of mind, or a galaxy. The interior of the
sphere symbolizes the domain of what makes all the actualities possible,
both the essence and the pure fact of existence of each individual being.
One can see that the sphere is elevated on the distinction potential/actual.
All these diverse possibilities of being, ordered in a genus — a
species hierarchy —, are potentially concentrated in the unique centre of
the sphere, the universal possibility of all possibilities and of all beings.
They are concentrated in this unique centre in the same manner in which
distinct possibilities are concentrated in our person, like moving or resting,
sleeping or being awake, being intelligent, polite, and full of love or their
opposites.

This drawing has been reproduced from Mihai ªora’s book
Sarea Pãmântului (Salt of the Earth), Bucharest, Cartea Româneascã Publishing House, 1976
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The pure fact of being is given through the universal possibility of
being and through the hierarchical chain of diverse possibilities by the
Highest Reality, personal but not Trinitarian in character for Mihai ªora.
The model is very interesting in its different aspects, but just one characteristic is important here for our considerations: the diameter of this sphere
is zero, the sphere has no dimension! This will prove important for our
next theological model, when we try to give an answer to the question
concerning the ontological status of the 8`(@4 of Creation: are they immanent, as are the categories for Aristotle, or transcendent as are the Ideas
of Plato?

The theological model
There are a few remarks to be made upon this theological model
compared to the previous one.
First, the ontological model is included in a modified manner in the
theological one. It should not be a surprise, since St. Maximus combined
ontology with Christology.
Second, Christian theology implies a dynamic and processual view
upon everything that is, which is a condition for the divine @46@<@:\".
But the main observation upon this model which is important for
me in this conference is a sui generis incarnation of the 7`(@H. You can see
that the 7`(@H takes the place at the centre of the sphere of the universal
possibility of being and, at the same time, as Logos, it is also an Actuality.
This sui generis incarnation of the 7`(@H before the beginnings of time and
space is the incarnation in the 8`(@4 of Creation. Saint Maximus thinks of
different classes of 8`(@4 as the bones, the flesh, and the blood of Christ,
and this is the first important metaphor in his theological vision.
The most general terms that Saint Maximus uses for the 8`(@4 of
Creation are 8`(@4 JT< `<JT<, 8`(@4 JT< (g(@<`JT<, and 8`(@H NbFgTH
or NLF46`H 8`(@H.
The problematic of the 8`(@4 is already present in a non-Christian
context; namely, in the Greek ontological reflections. We could understand
Plato’s doctrines about the Ideas and, respectively, Aristotle’s ones about
the categories, the most general characteristics of being, as discourses in
the search of these 8`(@4.
A first difference between the 8`(@4 and their counterparts in the
Greek philosophy is the area of extension: not just the Visible was created
according to these 8`(@4, but also the celestial hierarchies, a part of the
Invisible that cannot be found in the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle.
In another sense, Saint Maximus’ doctrine of the 8`(@4 could appear as a synthesis between Plato and Aristotle with respect to the ontic
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status of the 8`(@4: are these absolute transcendent (the platonic solution)
or rather immanent (Aristotle’s position) as regards Creation?
I would answer: both at the same time in a specific manner that I
call an organic or perichoretic solution.
It should become clear why I have considered, with Mihai ªora,
that the diameter of the two spheres which symbolize Creation is zero:
although the 8`(@4 were initially God’s eternal intentions — BD@H 2X@H —
and in this sense transcendent, they are simultaneously immanent to the
created things. With a brilliant idea of David Bohm, that I have time just
to simply illustrate by a metaphor here, they are enfolded in Creation.
As David Bohm writes1:
“A total order is contained, in some implicit sense, in each region of
space and time”;
“A more striking example of implicate order can be demonstrated
in the laboratory, with a transparent container full o a very viscous
fluid, such as a treacle, and equipped with a mechanical rotator that
can ‘stir’ the fluid very slowly, but very thoroughly. If an insoluble
droplet of ink is placed in the fluid and the stirring device is set in
motion, the ink drop is gradually transformed into a thread that
extends over the whole fluid. The latter now appears to be distributed
more or less at ‘random’, so that it is seen as some shade of grey. But
if the mechanical stirring device is now turned in the opposite direction, the transformation is reversed and the droplet of dye suddenly
appears, reconstituted”;
“What happens here is evidently similar in certain crucial ways to
what happens with the hologram”.

By analogy, we can say that God’s thoughts constitute the implicate
order of Creation, while the concrete existing things have an explicit order
of relationships to each other.

The ontical status
This organic status of the 8`(@4, the transcendence and immanence
position, should be considered as such not only in relationship to Creation,
but also in relationship to the 7`(@H Himself. Before His historical Incarnation, the 7`(@H was already incarnated in these 8`(@4 of Creation.2
That means that the “reasons” of Creation have an intimate relationship
with the 7`(@H. Two consequences spring directly from here:
1. David Bohm, Wholeness and the Implicate Order, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982 (1980),
ch. 6, § 3, p. 149 ff.
2. We remember here Teilhard de Chardin’s “cosmological Christ”.
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1. these 8`(@4 — in opposition to the Ideas and the categories,
inherit a personal character;
2. the ascending knowledge of the hierarchy of 8`(@4 leads us continually to a knowledge of the 7`(@H Himself. This means that
science practised symbolically leads us directly to the knowledge of God, of course not of the Father’s Hidden Nature, but to
the knowledge of the 7`(@H as the Image (cosmological, not just
historical) of the Father. This is the main thesis of my paper.
I turn back now to the personal or trans-personal aspect of the 8`(@4.
In what form is this inheritage of personality from Christ present in the
8`(@4? The answer represents the second main thesis of this paper.
It is present as a polyvalence of the meaning the 8`(@4 have (without
an exhaustion of the personal character by this polyvalence). There are
five aspects that are intricated in the eternal 8`(@4 and begin to separate
along the descensional line of the cosmological Incarnation.
We know from Saint Maximus that movement and diversification are
positive characteristics of Creation and that he refuses to relate diversification with the fallen state, as Origenes had done.
What are these five aspects of the first, eternal 8`(@4?
1. They have the usual ontological and definitional function regarding
the essence of things. In traditional terms, they are responsible
for the class to which a being belongs and for its individuality;
2. They are creational: they do not just indicate the essences and
individualities, they produce them;
3. A particular characteristic of the Christian ontology manifests
itself in the teleological aspect of the 8`(@4, given simultaneously
with the ontological and creational aspects. The teleological aspect
indicates the state of Creation in the eschaton and it is already
present in the original thoughts of God, as His intentionality for
Creation;
4. Because Creation develops by diversification following the “lines
of the universe” to the end of the time, there should be some
characteristic in these potentialities of Creation that are responsible for this huge cosmical and metaphysical movement. The
8`(@4 are marked also by a dynamical aspect;
5. The last intricated meaning in the original thoughts of Creation
is the energetic one: they have also to be capable of sustaining
Creation. Here is a point where the great synthesis of St. Maximus
about the 8`(@4 can absorb the idea of g<XD(g4"4, of uncreated
energies, of Saint Palamas.
I want now to put an end to my presentation of the theological model
of Creation with an important observation that necessitates a conference
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for itself. We know that even the seraphim and cherubim cannot know —
whatever this means — the essence of God. It is even less possible for us.
The question is: could we know at least His thoughts?
The answer should be differentiated according to the type of 8`(@4,
but for the original types we could have just an apophatic knowledge. In brief,
we can only hope from science to asymptotically approach these 8`(@4
with its different laws and models. Science can only symbolize them by
trying to better and better express an experience occurred before human
language, at a pre-word level.
No matter how great a genius a scientist would be, no matter how
intimately close to God in a mystical experience a saint would be, their
verbal expressions about what they experience can only symbolically
“show” (in the sense of Wittgenstein) the 8`(@4, they will never express
them without a rest.

The Fundamental Science as a Necessary Stage
of Spiritual Evolution
he contemplation of the reasons of Creation is a pre-linguistic experience. In this sense, Saint Simeon the New Theologian, Saint Siluan,
the Russian Pilgrim, and a long number of unknown men and women of
prayer have had this experience, without too much of an academic education. But, if we try to express this experience in a systematic form, to
clothe in language this second, necessary, stage of spiritual development,
NLF460 2gTD\", we will start doing science. But the type of science that
a Christian will do as a means of salvation is different in some respects to
modern science.3
First of all, it has to be explicitly symbolical, not conceptual (polyvalence of meaning, connection of different layers of Reality).
Second, the extent to which one has to pursue a specific science
depends on the place of this science in the global architectonic (in the
Kantian sense) of NLF460 2gTD\". There is no spiritual sense (no evolution)
in studying all my life, in all details, a species of animals, or the family of
elementary particles.
Third, there will be some sciences in this architectonic, which will
be just instrumental and derivative, like computer sciences, sociology, and
politics in their actual forms, plus a bunch of other sciences.

T

3. A tempting possibility is that we have the same type of science, but we use it to a salvation purpose (in Christopher C. Knight’s opinion). I ask myself if this use to another
purpose will not change radically the method and the content of modern science.
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Fourth, there will be some privileged sciences, in a modified form,
for sure, compared to contemporary science, like a Christian integrated
anthropology, cosmology, history as the history of revelations and secularizations and so on.
Note: After presenting this paper at the 2008 Congress in Bucharest,
I read Torstein Theodor Tollefsen’s interesting book The Christocentric Cosmology of St. Maximus the Confessor. A Study of his Metaphysical Principles
(Department of Philosophy, University of Oslo, 1999).4 Two ideas from
my conference are also analyzed in much greater detail in this book
(which does not speak about the relation between theology and science).
The first one is that the doctrine of the 8`(@4 has to be seen as a Christian
answer to the philosophical tradition of the categories of being. The author
mentions also the idea of a second type of incarnation of Christ (he would
rather have the term embodiment), other than the historical one: Christ’s
embodiment in the 8`(@4.
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he Georgian Orthodox Church is one of the oldest churches founded
in Iberia (Georgia) in the 4th century A.D.
It is known that in the first century A.D. various countries were
divided by lot among the apostles to preach Christianity. According to
the tradition of the Georgian Church, Georgia was the country which fell
to the lot of Our Lady.
Jesus Christ’s apostle Andrew, called the First, the elder brother of
apostle Peter, was sent by Our Lady to preach Christianity in Georgia.
The earliest reminiscence about apostle Andrew’s preaching of Christianity
in Georgia was recorded in A.D. 890 by the Byzantine ecclesiastical writer
Nikita Paflagonial. Apostle Andrew was accompanied to Georgia by
apostles Simon the Canaanite and Mattathias. There is an assumption that
apostles Bartholomew and Thaddeus also came to Georgia with them.
Apostle Simon the Canaanite died in Georgia and was buried on a
hill near New Athos (Abkhazia). There is a monastic complex erected on
his burial place. Apostle Mattathias died in Georgia as well and was buried
in Gonio (Adjara).

T

Declaration of Christianity as a State Religion in Georgia
n the 4th century, a young woman from Cappadocia, called Nino, had a
vision of Our Lady, who asked her to come to Georgia with the purpose

I

* Originally presented at the international congress “The Dialogue Between Science and
Religion in the Orthodox World” (Romanian Academy, Bucharest, 24-27 September, 2008).
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of preaching Christianity. The young woman came to Georgia. Consequently, she became St. Nino, a woman whose name is inseparably linked
to the adoption of Christianity in Georgia as a state religion. This is why,
according to the Georgian tradition, St. Nino is equated with an apostle.
Soon after Christianity was declared a state religion in the 4th century A.D., the archbishopric of Mtskheta (the capital of Georgia from the
4th century B.C. to the 5th century A.D.) was hierarchically dependent on
the Byzantine-Antiochian church.
In the 5th century, there were five archbishops, who were leaders of
the following Christian churches in the world: the Pope in Rome and the
archbishops of Constantinople, Antiochia, Alexandria, and Jerusalem. In
the same 5th century, it was decided that the Georgian autocephalous
church was to take the sixth place among the above-mentioned churches.
In the 5th century, there already existed, translated into Georgian,
“Evangel” (the Gospels), “Paul” (The Acts of the Apostles), “Asergasni —
150 Psalms”, “The Book of Greek Disples”, “The Belief” and so on.
There were at least 33 working bishoprics in Georgia in the 6th century.
The Georgian Church, as well as other bishoprics, was sanctified to
chrism by the archbishop of Jerusalem and therefore was laid under contribution. By the permission of the archbishop of Jerusalem, the Georgian
Church received the right of serving chrism in the Mtskheta cathedral in
the 9th century. It was a great honour.

The Greatest Sacred Things Preserved in Georgia
he greatest sacred things have been preserved in the Georgian churches and monasteries. Because of the permanent wars between Georgia
and the other non-Christian countries during many centuries and, then,
of the occupation by the Russian Empire in 1801, a large number of sacred
things, together with the treasure of Georgia, have been either lost, or
destroyed. Russians declared Christianity only in the 10th century and
the Russian Church became independent only in 1448. Because of this
situation, only a few sacred things are kept in the museums and in some
other places in Georgia. Among them is an invaluable Christ robe, which
is buried in Mtskheta, at the Foundation of the Svetitskhoveli Cathedral.
According to the Georgian Chronicles, a Jew named Elioz, who lived
in Mtskheta, brought Christ’s robe from Jerusalem after Christ was crucified. According to the historical data, the Jews came to Georgia in 586 B.C.,
when the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar II invaded Jerusalem and
took the Jewish population in captivity to Babylon. Part of the prisoners
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escaped and found their shelter in Georgia (during twenty-six centuries,
not a single case of either persecution, or restriction applied to the Jews
in Georgia has been documented).
On the outskirts of Mtskheta, Elioz was met by his sister Sidonia
who died as soon as she had clasped Christ’s robe to her breast. The robe
was buried together with her. At Sidonia’s burial place, a tree was planted,
a wonderful life-giving tree. Later, the Svetitskhoveli Cathedral was built
up in the same place.
Another great sacred thing is preserved in Georgia: Our Lady’s robe.
It is kept in the Museum of History in Zugdidi. In the same museum are
also kept: St. Marine’s arm (of which a toe and a joint of a forefinger are
missing); St. Kvirike’s hand (two fingers, the pointer and a little finger are
missing). Parts of St. George’s and John the Baptist’s bones are kept also
in Georgia.
According to the Georgian Church tradition, apostle Andrew brought
to Georgia the not-human-made icon of the Virgin. It is the icon from the
Atskveri church, that reflects the Virgin’s Face by means of touching.
During their visit to Georgia, in the 17th century, Italian missionaries
noticed that the Georgians kept a lot of relics. Among those was the
largest part of the Life-Giving Cross upon which Christ was crucified and
the nails with which He was nailed to the Cross. One of the nails that was
driven through Christ’s hand was sent to Russia and is now kept in the
museum of the archbishopric in Zagorsk (Russia). The Life-Giving Cross
was lost after the death of the last Georgian King, George XII (in 1800).
From the Asia Minor town Ecedah the icon entitled “The Face of the
Lord” (not-human-made icon) was carried to Georgia, where it became
known as the Anchiskhati icon.
There were about two hundred Georgian churches situated in Palestine, the Balkan Peninsula and the Sinai Mountain. Over the centuries,
those monasteries represented the cultural and educational centre of
Georgian activities. The most important were the Monastery of the Cross
and the Iberian Monastery (Iberioni), as well as many others, which were
situated on the Athos Mountain.

The Sacred Places
he sacred places, such as the Golgotha and the place of Resurrection,
attracted the Georgians. The Georgian King David the Builder (10891125) took an active part in the Crusades. He was popular all over the
Europe as a pillar of Christianity in the Eastern World, under the name of
John the Presbyter (i.e., the Elder Priest). The Georgians were always
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interested in the future of the sacred places and tried to return to their
owners what belonged to them. That is why they took an active part in
the Mongolian invasions against Egypt. During one such invasion, the
Mongolians deprived the Egyptians of cities such as Khoms, Damascus,
and Jerusalem and handed them over to Georgians.
According to the Arabian historian Ibn-Shadad, Queen Tamar
(1186-1213) paid 200,000 dinars to Sultan Salah Ad-Din (Saladdin) with
the purpose of returning the places that had been invaded by the Egyptians.
The Sultans have treated all Christians eversince with respect and have
freed them of taxes.
According to information from the Venetian historian Sanudo (12701343), only the Georgians had the right to enter Jerusalem on horseback
with hoisted flags. At the same time, the people of other nationalities
were allowed to get to the city only riding donkeys back to front and
without head-dresses and they were subjected to other humiliations, too.
Another historian, Bartholomew de Siliniak, wrote: “When
Georgians come to Jerusalem they do not pay taxes to the Turkish sultan,
they enter the city on horseback with hoisted flags and the Turks are
afraid of them” (16th century).
At the beginning of the 14th century, the ruler of Egypt, Nacir Muhhamed, returned the Monastery of the Cross to the Georgians. Since it
had been used before as a mosque, such an act was considered a great sin
by the Moslems. The Georgians were allowed unlimited movement
through Jerusalem, as well as cultural and scientific activities.
The rights of possession of the Keys of Jerusalem — the Keys of
Christ’s tomb — have been disputed among the Christians of different
nationalities in Jerusalem for many years. The Georgians were privileged
and owned the Keys for a long time. Only in the latter half of the 15th century did the Franciscans deprive them of this right.

The Greatest Georgian Theologians
eorgian activities made a valuable contribution to the Christian
literature in general. The Georgian Prince Petre Iberi (5th century)
was remarkable because of his versatile activity in Palestine, Syria, and
Egypt. He was also a famous philosopher and theologian. Later, his
scientific heritage became the fundamentals of the great cultural Age of
the Renaissance. The name of the real author of his works of brilliant
thinking remained unknown during no less than fifteen centuries. The
philosopher Dionysus the Areopagian (1st century) was considered to be
the author of those works. It was later revealed that the books were written
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in the 5th century. That is why the prefix Pseudo- (“false”) was added to
the name Dionysus. Nowadays, the real name of the author is known —
Petre Iberi.
Several famous philosophical works, such as “The Wisdom of Balavari” or “Oriental Stories about Buddha” were written by the ecclesiastical writer Ekvtime Mtatsmindeli in the 10th century. He translated his
own works into Greek. Later, in the 11th century, those works were translated from Greek into Latin. It is considered that the works became the
basis for the development of the European romance literary genre.
Antim Ivireanul (Antimoz Iverieli) was an ecclesiastical and political figure. He was a Georgian, but was kidnapped by the Turks and taken
to Istanbul. He was released with the help of the archbishop of Jerusalem.
Antim Ivireanul got his education at the court of the archbishop. He
spoke several European and Oriental languages.
In the 17th century, Antim Ivireanul (as he was named in Romanian)
was invited by the ruling prince Constantin Brâncoveanul to become the
Metropolitan of Wallachia. He devoted his activities to the development
of the literary language and the national culture of Romania. He made
a valuable contribution to the development of Romanian literature and
printing business. In the printing-house founded by himself (in Bucharest
and at the Monastery of Snagov) the books were being printed under his
guidance in Romanian, Greek, old Slavonian and Arabic. He also was the
founder of the first printing-house in Georgia (Tbilisi) in 1709.
Antim Ivireanul started the divine service to be carried out in
Romanian language. That was very important for the purpose of developing Romanian ecclesiastic, as well as national writing. He was a writer
at the same time. “The Preaches” was a valuable work written by him.
Antim Ivireanul decorated the front door and the windows of the
Antim Monastery, built by himself in Bucharest. Both a Georgian, and a
Romanian style were used in those ornaments that remained nowadays
as the best examples of woodcut. Owing to his activities in the 17th and
18th centuries, Romania became an important cultural centre which used
to supply other countries with books published in Greek, old Slavonian,
and Arabic. He was killed by Turkish soldiers, because he fought for the
independence of the Romanian Church. His body was thrown into a
river. The Romanian Church has canonized his name.

The Independence of the Georgian Orthodox Church

T

he Georgian Church became independent (autocephalous) at some
time between 466 and 468 A.D. An autocephalous church is an inde-
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pendent Christian orthodox church, that represents a hierarchically separate unit. After the invasion of Georgia by Russia, the independence of
the Georgian Orthodox Church was annulled in 1801. To the Russian
Church was added the Georgian Church as a separate unit, which has
ever since been ruled by an egzarkhos — a chief priest. The autocephalous
character of the Georgian Church was returned on March 12th (25th), 1917.

The Origin of the Name of Georgia
n Georgia, the cult of St. George (Giorgi in Georgian) is very particular.
In Georgia you can see churches of St. George on almost every mountain or hill. In the opinion of the great scientist Vakhushti Batonishvili
(Bagrationi), the origin of the name of Georgia, as it is spread among the
foreigners, comes from the name of St. George. The Moslems call the
Georgians “Giurgies” (from Gurgi in Arabic); the Russians call them
“Grusini” (a distorted form of the proper name George).
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Introduction
n the fight against superstition and credulity, the Orthodox Church
and the science of Astronomy have a common adversary, namely
astrology. In this common task, the Orthodox Church and Astronomy are
partners which could help each other educate the people and suppress
superstition. In this contribution, we will summarize arguments from the
Bible and from Orthodoxy against astrology, which, together with scientific arguments, provide a better possibility for the perpetual common
fight of religion and science against superstition. Consequently, the Holy
Bible and the Orthodox Church may be important partners to
astronomers and astronomers might help the Church diminish the influence
of
astrology.

I

The Increase of the Influence of Astrology

* Originally presented at the international congress “The Dialogue Between Science and
Religion in the Orthodox World” (Romanian Academy, Bucharest, 24-27 September, 2008).
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t is difficult to completely knock down the superstitious belief in
astrology, since in comparison with other practicians of magic and
foretellers of events, astrologists make use of certain mathematical formulas, observational data, and methods that look like the scientific ones;
they even look very scientifically to non-educated people. Astrology,
however, is in disagreement with the Christian religion and with the
increase of the influence of religion often comes the decrease of the influence of astrology.
In the 20th century, the revival of astrology began with the birth of
newspaper astrology. In the Sunday Express, an astrological column was
entered on August 24th, 1930 (Fuzeau-Braesch [1997], p. 68). The earliest
horoscopes were published in France, in the Journal de la Femme, in 1932
and in Paris-Soir on April 18th, 1935 (Fuzeau-Braesch [1997], p. 72). In
September 1968, a computer making horoscopes, entitled “Astroflesh”,
was placed on the Champs-Élysées in Paris and a similar one in Oxford
Street in London. Apart from the “popular” or “newspaper” astrology,
there exists the “serious” astrology of the consulting rooms and “learned”
journals.
How is one to fight against the astrological nonsense? Truzzi (1979)
writes: “Attacking simple sun-sign astrology is largely a waste of time…
A manifesto denouncing newspaper astrology columns could as easily
be signed by leading astrologers as by a group of respected scientists.”
In order to be prepared for the fight against astrology, one should
understand what is astrology, and how to look at the astrological practice.
The natal chart interpretation is governed by the cardinal rule that no factor shall be judged in isolation. Taking into account the most basic factors,
namely the planets, signs, houses, and aspects, a typical chart contains
about forty interacting factors, each with its own individual meaning,
all of which will be relevant to the interpretation. However, many other
factors may be taken into account, as, for example, the midpoints and
dynamic contacts, which can increase the total to hundreds or thousands.
Rosenblum (1983) gives the following classification of the “serious”
astrological consultations:
A. Chart reading — usually one session only: astrologer talks, client
listens;
B. Counseling — one or several sessions: client participates in a
dialogue; involves inquiry into client’s life; addresses short-term
problems;
C. Therapy — regular ongoing sessions: client has major long-term
problems and requires help to regain control of life; astrologer
has (or should have) orthodox qualifications in psychotherapy.
Concerning the content of astrological consultations, there is a dif-
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ference between Eastern and Western astrologers. The Eastern ones concentrate almost exclusively on fate and destiny (see, e.g., Perinbanayagam
[1981]). According to Dean (1986/87), two thirds of Western astrologers,
on the contrary, concentrate on psychology and counseling and only one
third on predictions. For example, the known American astrologer Dane
Rudhyar says: “I am only interested in astrology as a means to help human
beings to give a fuller, richer meaning to their lives… I see no value in the
prediction of exact events or even of precise character analysis” (Rudhyar
[1979]) The situation in Serbia, with a lot of self-declared astrologers or
astrologers with some diplomas of self-established courses or even one
“faculty” is somewhere in between inclining often towards the Eastern
manner.
David Lester, an American professor of Psychology, concluded that:
(1) astrologers play a role similar to that of psychotherapists; (2) people
consult astrologers for the same reason for which they consult psychotherapists, but without the possible stigma attached to the latter; (3) clients
get empathy, advice, compliments, and positive comments about possible
future traumas, all of which amounts to supportive psychotherapy
(Lester [1982]). Skafte, a psychologist and counselor, tested the effect of
introducing newspapers astrology, palmistry, and numerology into personal and vocational counseling, by saying, for example: “A person born
under your sign is supposed to enjoy travel — does this sound like you?”
(Skafte [1969]) She found that: (1) this provides a focal point for discussion that often stimulates the clients to talk openly about themselves; (2)
mutual interest in an unconventional activity quickly creates closeness;
(3) the focus on individual qualities meets the client’s need to feel special.
Consequently, when used in this way, astrology may be usable without
the need to be true.
But astrology has its dark side, too. Steiner, a medical and psychiatric social worker, underwent a 12-year survey of American astrologers,
palmists, numerologists, Tarot readers, and similar “consultants” (Steiner
[1945]). She concluded: (1) there is no agony like emotional turmoil;
people will seek relief anywhere, usually quite uncritically; (2) in general,
consultants were utterly untrained for professional practice; many were
unscrupulous and dishonest; (3) no technique was better or worse than
others; yet all consultants claimed success for their particular system.

Orthodoxy and Astrology

I

t is interesting that today, in the era in which man has made his first
steps towards the stars, we have armies of astrologists, taking money
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from superstitious people. Does the fact that the influence of religion is
now lesser than in the 19th century also contribute to this? If a believer
reads in the Holy Bible — in Genesis, 25, 26 —, concerning the birth of
Esau and Jacob, that Jacob “came out and his hand took hold of Esau’s
heel”, and sees so different destinies in these twins, will he also believe in
astrological horoscopes based on the positions of celestial objects at the
time of birth?
For example, in 19th-century Serbia, when the influence of the
Orthodox Church was dominant, astrological nonsense was condemned
in practically all calendars; for example, in one of them was written: “The
Almighty God rules the World, not the planets, which are only creations
of His hands. Such belief existed a long time ago, in ancient Egypt, among
the non-believers who believed that the planets ruled the human destiny
and the World.”
In the Holy Bible, in Deuteronomy, 10-12, Moses advises his people:
“There should not be found in you any one who is… a practicer of magic,
or anyone who looks for omens…, or a professional foreteller of events…
For everybody doing these things is something detestable to God, and on
account of these detestable things your God is driving them away from
before you…”
It should be noted, however, that the flowering of astrology during
the Renaissance helped even some of the popes. For example, Sixtus IV
and Julius II were actively occupied with astrology. The successor of
Julius II, Leon I, assembled a group of astrologers advising him during
his pontificate (Alevisopoulos [1999]) and Paul III (1468-1549) also used
the advice of astrologers. However, astrology was never recognized officially by the Catholic Church. On the contrary, for example, the council of
Saragossa, in 1380, decided that “who believes and entrusts with astrology should be excommunicated”. A number of canons of the Church — as,
for example, the 24th canon of the Ankir council (A.D. 314), the 36th canon
of the Laodicaea council (A.D. 360), the canons of the Sixth Universal convention, the canons of Saint Basil the Great and of his younger brother
Saint Gregory of Nissa — condemn any fortune-telling and their techniques, including astrology. In canons 65 and 72 of Saint Basil the Great,
fortune-telling, which is the destruction of human liberty, is equivalent to
murder (Alevisopoulos [1999]).
According to the Bible (Genesis, 1, 14): “And God said, Let there be
lights in the firmament of the heaven to divide the day from the night;
and let them be for signs, and for seasons, and for days, and years”.
Consequently, according to the Bible, the stars and planets do not
have any influence on the human destiny. They cannot raise or ruin anyone. “But God is the judge: he puteth down one, and seteth up another”
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(Psalms, 75, 7). “Who is like unto the Lord our God… He raiseth up the
poor out of the dust, and lifteth the needy out of the dunghill; that he may
set him with princes, even with the princes of his people” (Psalms, 113, 5-8).
Is there in these words anything about luck or about the wheel of
fortune that some people exalt and others abase, according to the positions
of stars and planets? Saint Maxim the Greek (1999 [a]) says: “Not from
stars, Zodiac and planets, but from the Creator, ‘Father of light’, comes
every good gift and perfect prize to those which are deserving such gift
and prize”.
Concerning different fortune-tellers and their practice, including
the fortune-telling from stars, the prophet Isaiah says: “Therefore thou
hast forsaken thy people, the house of Jacob, because they be replenished
from the east, and are soothsayers like the Philistines, and they please
themselves in the children of strangers” (Isaiah, 2, 6).
And the prophet Zecchariah: “And it must occur [that] in case a
man should prophesy anymore, his father and his mother, the ones who
caused his birth, must also say to him: You will not live, because falsehood is what you have spoken in the name of God… And it must occur
in that day [that] the prophets will become ashamed each one of his
visions when he prophesies” (Zechariah, 13, 3-4).
Saint John of Damascus says: “The Greeks thought that the stars,
the Sun and the Moon, and their rise-ups and set-downs govern all concerning us. We believers claim that with the help of them are only announced rain and aridity, warm and cold weather, humid and dry days,
and winds and not at all acts concerning us. If we do our works in accordance with the star motions, it will mean that we do as we do under pressure and what is done under pressure is neither a good, nor an evil act.
If we do neither good, nor evil in accordance with our own willness, we
deserve neither a praise, nor an award, neither a scolding, nor a punishment. Even God will be unjust in such a case, as one who to some gives
good and to others evil. Also in such a case it is not He who governs with
His creation, neither about it thinks” (see, e.g., Saint Maxim the Greek
[1999 a]).
This is, in fact, the main remark about astrology, since the human
liberty and free will are the principal facts in life. Our society is founded
on the postulation that a man is free and can make decisions concerning
himself and the others. For his acts, a man is responsible not only to God,
but also to the community. On this conviction are founded the constitutions and laws of our countries.
Astrology attacks human liberty and free will. Decisions that a man
makes for himself are given over to an astrologer. A free man becomes in
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such a way the astrologer’s “client” without any liberty to make decisions
according to his own free will, without the astrologer. In such a way, a
man also throws away all his responsibility.
For example, Saint Maxim the Greek says: “If by the movements of
stars and by their conjunctions we receive the gifts of God, then our reason and the free will of our souls depend on zodiacal properties, and by
them are directed towards virtue or towards a culpable life, and then the
apostolic sermon becomes needless, and our faith becomes needless…
Nobody then should care about virtue or try to avoid vices… Thus, one
should not have fear of Judgment, since his justification will be that he is
forced by the evil master who forced him to different vices against his
will” (Saint Maxim the Greek, [1999 b]).
God promised to reward those who are good by their own will and
not by coercion. Jesus said to his disciples: “If any man will come after me,
let him deny himself” (Matthew, 16, 24).
If our acts were governed by the stars and not by our own free will,
He would have said not “If anyone will”, but “If anyone could”. Saint
Maxim the Greek also says (1999 [b]): “If there exists some zodiacal force
forcing us to act against our will, why does He command: ‘You shall not
kill. You shall not commit adultery. You shall not steal. You shall not
testify falsely as a witness against your fellow man’” (Exodus, 20, 13-16)?
Also, when Adam committed sin in the Garden of Ede, as advised
by the snake, why did God punish the sinner and the snake and not
planet Mercury?
Finally, concerning the astrologers’ saying that the planets, their
conjunctions, and the zodiac give good and evil to a particular person or
to the whole city, very illustrative are the words of the prophet Isaiah on
the disaster of the Egyptian Empire: “Let them stand up, now, and save
you, the worshippers of the heavens, the lookers at the stars, those giving
out knowledge at the new moons concerning the things that will come
upon you. Look! They have become like stubble. A fire itself will certainly
burn them up. They will not deliver their soul from the power of the
flame” (Isaiah, 47, 13-14).
In the end, let us emphasize that the scientific arguments together
with those of the Orthodox Church are more effective in the struggle
against astrological superstition and that should be permanent, because
this is the struggle for the Freedom of Will and the human Liberty.
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Introduction
n the context of the proliferation of sects during the previous century,
the emergence of a new direction has been noticed: the so-called scientological sects. These groups are highly dangerous because they address
the post-modern man of the 20th century and put forth very attractive
objectives:
• overcoming the opposition between science and faith, mainly
fighting scientism as well as the atheist ideological and material
influences related to science;
• the emergence of a new group therapy which “manages” to “solve”
and “heal” all the problems, frustrations, and inabilities of contemporary man within the context of the almost general moral
and physical pain and the dramatic lack of value directions;
• offering a “religious product” wrapped in a language which is
accessible to the desacralized man of a science-fiction type, with
a doctrine and several practices that mime both religiosity, and
the scientific action.
Among the scientological groups, there is one which is highly
regarded, namely Lafayette Ronald Hubbard’s “Scientology”.
Created as a sort of “religion of the 20th century”, no other group
has given rise to so much criticism. Most critics view it as an illusion
springing from a science-fiction world, especially because the doctrine it
promotes is the work of a science-fiction writer.

I

* Originally presented at the international congress “The Dialogue Between Science and
Religion in the Orthodox World” (Romanian Academy, Bucharest, 24-27 September, 2008).

96

GHEORGHE ISTODOR

The notion of “scientology” derives etymologically from the Latin
verb scire (“to know”) and the Greek noun logos (“word, teaching”), with
the meaning of “teaching of knowledge”.1
The ambiguous character of this doctrine derives precisely from its
author’s claims, who sometimes states that it is but a simple philosophy,
while, at other times, that it is in fact a religion under the form of a syncretic mixture of both.
Scientology was founded in 1954. Its founder and leader for a long
time was Lafayette Ronald Hubbard from California, born in 1911, an
ex-Marines officer. The sect had a great spread through the practice of
proselytism by both advertising, and direct approach of people in the
street. It applies various punishments to those who do not submit,
encouraging reciprocal watching and reporting of any trespassing (David
[1999], p. 275).
“The Church of Scientology” owns its existence to Ron L. Hubbard,
a well-known action and fiction novelist from the 1940s, preoccupied
with the progress of human performance and of the human psyche; to
this end, he has brought together a small group of people and along with
the increase in the number of its followers, he published Dianetics 2, the
fundamental manifesto of scientologism, a real success which sold over
15 million copies.
Yet, at that time Hubbard did not intend to found a new religion3;
more likely, he viewed himself as a road-opener in psychology, this being
the purpose of the presentation of his research to the leaders of the
American Association of Psychology, who rejected it and recommended
against its being put into effect.
Hubbard continued his research, granting it a more spiritual note,
until, in 1954, he founded a “church” under the name of “The Church of
Scientology”, based in Los Angeles, California, whose doctrine was mainly grounded on the principles of his Dianectics.
About fifteen to twenty years after its foundation, Hubbard and his
“church” went through a rough period, that he and his followers called
“persecution”. Along with the dianetic ideology being declared non grata,
scientology was monitored by different governmental agencies; its leaders
often made the front pages of many newspapers, they were put on trial,
1. Lafayette Ronald Hubbard, Scientology, die Grandlagen des Denkens, Copenhagen, 1973,
p. 89, apud Achimescu (2002), p. 201.
2. Hubbard (1950); several American publishing houses place it among the top five bestsellers of the 1980s.
3. Rezé and Bowen (1997), p. 93; the American legislation and social climate favors the
emergence of new religious movements; they are generally insignificant (at least in the
beginning) and claim to instate a new religion on account of some devine revelation of
their founders, of his or her having discovered some old remnants a.s.o.
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searched, or arrested after raids in their headquarters, actions which
belittled them in the eyes of the public.
Dianetics. The Modern Science of Mental Health, the fundamental book
of this sect, exposes the doctrine of scientology which is defined as “the
religion of the 20th century”.
The doctrine actually resembles “a science-fiction nightmare”, due
to its practices which subject its followers to a truly inquisitorial procedure
(Petraru [2000], p. 300).
All the aspects of the scientological doctrine make the purpose of
this work and will be addressed within it.

The Objective
he objective pursued by scientologists is that of helping people become
“happy and fulfilled” creatures. The followers are promised the
improvement of communicative skills and proper social conduct, the ease
of pain and the development of a better world. The mental therapy suggested by Dianetics developed into an applied religious philosophy and,
later on, into a religion (in France, it received a new name: “The Church
of the New Understanding” — Istodor [2006], p. 60). The system demands
highly surpass the effects one might expect from simple therapeutics and
go deeply into the traditional domain of religion.
The members of the scientological movement claim that this therapy
allows us to reach the “state of spiritual freedom, in order to exit the endless cycle of birth and death, in order to reach individual immortality
with complete spiritual skill and conscience, independent of the body”
(Mayer [1998], p. 96).
Over the years, scientology has developed an extremely diversified
organization, including drug-addicts’ rehabilitation centers (the famous
“Narconon”), civic organizations (The Committee of Citizens for Human
Rights, The Association of Citizens for Fair Government), educational
centers (Applied Scholastics), medical organizations (The Public Health
Committee) and so on, and especially financial organizations.

T

The Doctrine
Scientological syncretism

D

ianetics is described as the science which identifies all the sources of
helplessness and psychosomatic suffering. L.R. Hubbard claimed
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that the human reasoning has two aspects: the analytical mind, which
perceives, thinks, and remembers and the reactive mind, which simply
records engrams (detailed psychic impressions of perceptions, whether
present or past, of some moments of suffering or unconsciousness —
Mayer [1998], p. 96).
Engrams imbibe in the fetus before birth whenever the mother is
exposed to suffering, trauma, or stress. Dianetics offers the means of
identifying and eliminating these engrams. The person who eliminates
them is called “clear”. In order to reach clearance, exposure to a series of
practices is necessary, as well as self-discovery courses and, above all,
an auditing which consists in a series of psychophysical techniques.
The ultimate purpose of scientology, as presented by Hubbard
(Mayer [1998], p. 96), is to isolate and develop the human personality (the
spirit), which, in his opinion, is different from the body and the mind.
This personality (in fact “the being itself”) is called “the thetan” (from the
Greek letter theta); the thetan has the power to create MEST — matter,
energy, space, and time —, the fundamental elements of existence.
A thetan has the ability to continue its existence during several
lives. These conceptions are interestingly applied to the economy of the
scientological “baptism”, which pursues the capturing and orientation of
the thetan towards a new body.
The scientological doctrine has a mixture of ideas taken over from
different religious and cultural environments; its aim is to control the
members of the movement, to control their memories in order to govern
the subconscious and a “mental mass” — the engrams, so that each person
may become clear, responsible. Thus, the movement strongly resembles
the spirit and symbolism of Hinduism through its programme, which
compares the successive bearings of the human body, the landmarks of
human existence with chakras. Even the cross of the scientologists, with
its eight arms, reminds us, in their opinion, of the eight dynamics of existence:
a) survival;
b) the couple and procreation;
c) the group and communication;
d) humanity, the extension of the group to humanity;
e) nature-ecology;
f) matter and energy within space and time, aspects of the same
reality;
g) the supreme being in a deistic sense (Petraru [2000], pp. 300-301);
h) spiritual conversion.
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Hubbard’s doctrine
According to L.R. Hubbard, man is made of body, mind, understanding as reasoning, spirit or feeling, and thetan (a sort of spirit of the
soul). The thetan is eternal and undergoes a long series of reincarnations.
It can also be separated from the body. Hubbard states that he can scientifically demonstrate this, which is why he claims Dianetics to be a real
science: “The most important discovery of scientology and its efficient
contribution to the domain of the knowledge of man has been the knowledge of the human soul itself, its definition and acknowledgement”
(Achimescu [2002], p. 207).
In Hubbard’s vision, the mind is made of three main parts: an analytical mind, a reactive mind, and, finally, a somatic mind. The analytical
one is positive, whereas the reactive one is negative.
The reactive mind is a kind of survival mechanism of the body, of
its cellular structure. Hubbard regards it as a “primordial enemy of the
human soul” (ibidem). In the analytical mind, there is the command unit
of the individual, which is the person “itself”. It controls analytical thinking, but it does not because it has been ordered to do so by somebody, but
because nature has given it this function. It completely identifies itself
with our “ego”.
Later, Hubbard named this command unit a thetan. With the help
of Dianetics and of a method that he named “auditing”, Hubbard tried,
above all, to bring back the “ego” to an apparently normal state, that he
named “clear”. In this state, for the freed person a reactive mind no longer
exists.
The respective clear becomes free of psychoses, neuroses, restraints,
and pressure, which he referred to with the general term of “aberrations”.
According to Hubbard, the thetan may be found in the following
four states:
• it does not exist in any body, nor around any, but in a different
universe;
• although it exists outside the body, it consciously directs the
body;
• it can be found in the body, namely in the head;
• it does not exist in the body which it was forced to leave.
If it had a body, the second state would be the most appropriate for
it. Through scientology, the thetan attempts at reaching this state of exteriorization.
In the scientologists’ view, all the “aberrations” manifested by an
individual, that generally characterize any type of irrational behavior,
are caused by the so-called “engrams”, records of pain and perceptions.
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The engram is, thus, the only source of the individual’s psychosomatic
aberrations and suffering. The only times when these engrams may be
acquired are the moments of “unconsciousness”, moments in which the
analytical sense diminishes or is annulled.
The analytical sense or mind cannot control or manipulate these
engrams, since at the moment they appear, the analytical mind has already been partially or completely disconnected. As the analytical mind
has its own “data base”, in which all such impressions are recorded, the
reactive mind has a bank in which all the engrams are recorded.
Dianeticians claim that their therapy method is directed precisely
against the engrams. The previously-mentioned auditing pursues only
their gradual annihilation. At the same time, Dianetics pursues, through
its practitioners, to transform the person who is a “prisoner” of the
engrams into a free individual, free of all psychosomatic suffering and
spiritual disease, called “clear” (Achimescu [2002], p. 207).

Practices
The starting point (the bait) in recruiting is represented by the
adherence to a simplistic philosophy: human rights, the fight against discrimination, access to a superior level of physical and psychological
peace, personal accomplishment, social success. All these are stipulated
by civic associations: Human Rights Associations, Healthy Environment
Leagues, and Meditation Schools etc. (Drandov [1990]). Another important bait is the Oxford Capacity Test, a counterfeit of the real Oxford Test
(condemned by psychologists — Abgrall [1996], p. 238), which seeks to
emphasize the weak points of the subject, but in fact allows the creation
of a link with him or her. Recommended in the street or elsewhere as
being free, it is perceived by the future follower as a disinterested gift
from the sect. If this does not persuade the subject, then a stronger argument is added, namely the high support that the sect enjoys within different environments and, especially, in the world of showbusiness stars.4
After the step of “intellectual” pressure, the subject is presented
with a series of courses that improve his or her personal performance
(a step also undertaken by the above-mentioned stars), this being the
starting point of manipulation.
Manipulation is applied both to staff members, and to their followers;
being a staff member heightens the mental and physical pressure on the
4. The so-called “celebrity-centers”, highly referred to in the media, include international
stars; Chick Corea, John Travolta, Tom Cruise, Priscilla Beaulieau-Presley, Kirstie Alley
a.s.o. See “The reason behind the separation of Nicole Kidman from Tom Cruise”, in
National, February 6th, 2001.
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subject. After exhausting their financial means, through paying for the
initiation courses, which allows the beginning of manipulation, recruits
are tempted to leave the sect. At this point, they are proposed a job within the staff, for a ridiculous sum of money, which returns to the sect all
the same, and the adept is compelled to sign a labor contract, which binds
him to the group, e.g.: “I hereby accept to work for the Sea Organization,
fully conscious I understand and agree to pursue its aims, which are
those of reinstating ethics on this planet and in the universe, and I freely
subscribe to the discipline, morals, and all the other regulations of this
association and promise to respect them. By the present document, I hereby accept to be an employee for the Sea Organization for the following
billiard of years” (Abgrall [1996], p. 229).
Next, the follower is presented with the advantages of community
life within the sect as the only remedy against the precarious social and
financial situation and, thus, the trap is closed.

Neo-language
Acquiring a specific vocabulary of the sect presents two main goals:
the first is to mark the breaking of the subject from his previous social
connections and his isolation within a community which has its own
language; the second is to allow for the progressive distortion of the
meaning of words, thus facilitating along the manipulation process, the
imminent gliding of reasoning towards a pre-established meaning. English
is assigned as the working language; applied to non-native speakers,
it facilitates even more the loss of identity; as to the native speakers, they
are compelled to learn new words, which are part of a language of the
“initiated ones”, allowing their safe identification outside the sect.
Progress in acquiring the language equals progress within the structure.

Culpability
The strict application of regulations within Scientology has as a
main consequence the definition of the sect enemies, called “suppressive”
(any person whose acts harm the sect). Also, any opposing attitude of a
follower is classified as “suppressive” and becomes the subject of reeducation based on self-criticizing, confession, and auditing. If the mistake is
too “serious” and cannot be corrected through the efforts of the “ethics
officer” (the person who applies auditing), the subject may be sanctioned.
Thus, there are 36 levels of “disciplinary measures” (Abgrall [1996], p. 232),
ranging from blaming to exclusion. Betrayal and denunciation are rules;
they stand beyond blame, because they are not about excusing somebody,
but about opposing actions which undermine the integrity of the group.
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Only the acts which bring harm to the group are condemnable, all the
others being tolerated.
Betrayal and self-blaming procedures are written and accessible to
anyone; they are the definite proof of the subject’s submission to the
organization. They are subject to public hearing, which deprives the follower of any privacy and, through them, of his identity.
Thus, a common mental inheritance is created, which replaces the
personal memory of the individual.
Scientology states: “Hell is an absolute myth, an invention whose
only purpose is to make people miserable; it is also a mean lie” (Martin
[2001], p. 441).
The Bible says: “Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand,
Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil
and his angels” (Matthew, 25, 41); „ And they will go into eternal punishment, and those without sin into eternal life” (Matthew, 25, 46).

Auditing
Auditing (from the Latin verb audire, “to listen”) is a basic exercise
in the scientological practice, by which the initiated one confesses, through
continuous repetition, to a so-called “auditor”, his painful experiences
(the engrams) accumulated in time. Repetition by confession of such acts
is made until the moment the patient himself, due to nervous excitement,
starts to laugh at and mock his own acts. Scientologists consider that in
this manner all past experiences are deleted.
The persons who choose to submit to this type of “confession” must
previously meet some conditions, such as:
— they must tell the examiner about their medical history and the
drugs prescribed by their doctors;
— they must not eat anything they do not like;
— they must drink at least 8 or 9 glasses of liquids;
— they must sleep at least 7 to 8 hours a night;
— they must not drink alcohol;
— they must not take any drugs, including all kinds of medicine;
— they must not talk about therapy with anybody;
— yoga or meditation is forbidden etc.
The therapy procedure itself is made with an “electrometer” (a sort
of lie detector), an instrument invented by Hubbard himself.
The main instrument of restraint used by scientology on its members is the co-auditing or auditing technique. It appears to be a confession
made in the presence of an ethics officer, who conducts and records it in
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writing or on magnetic tape and it is a precious source of information,
which is often used for blackmail.5
The auditing technique possesses almost magical virtues: “Dianetic
auditing helps to heal and eliminate pain and any kind of physical disorders, which come from the reactive mind. Dianetics operates on a human
level and mainly addresses the body and the mind. The final product of
Dianetics (through auditing) is a healthy human being with a high IQ”
(Hubbard [1996], p. 73).
The co-auditing technique involves two individuals: the follower
(the subject) and the scientologist, who administers the technique (the
coach). It can be performed anywhere, provided the place is quiet, sound
isolated and medium lit (ibidem, p. 68).
The coach does need any prior training in order to be able to apply
this technique; according to Hubbard, spiritual progress can be reached
either by receiving, or by applying auditing.6
This is how an auditing session unfolds: the subject and the coach
face each other from a comfortable distance; the coach presents the “stages”
of the session, each “stage” signifying the study of a certain stage in the
subject’s life. Then, there is a preamble uttered by the coach, which pursues
the induction of a hypnotic state: “Look at the ceiling, I will count to seven
and your eyes will close; but you will be perfectly conscious of everything that happens”. In this state, the subject is asked about the experiences which might have created traumas, describing various moments,
sometimes of an embarrassing privacy, that the subject answers openly,
the significant parts being written down. At the end of the session, the
subject is brought back from this false hypnotic state in an abrupt manner, which may cause traumas later on (Abgrall [1996], p. 235).7
The co-auditing technique may be accompanied by the use of the
electrometer. This is a device which strongly resembles the polygraph; it
measures the varieties of electrical charging of the body, whose function
is to emphasise the variation of the charge which corresponds to recalling
painful memories (the engrams); any movement of the needle is the reflex
of a “mobility”, of a “painful engram” caused by remembering some events
triggered by the coach’s questionnaire. This practice is pseudo-scientific
and has been treated accordingly by the specialized staff” (Abgrall [1996],
p. 237). Auditing may be applied by the subject him-/herself; it consists
in self-questioning, which is performed only by the initiated ones and no
5. Ex-followers confirm the existence of certain records containing confession letters,
authenticated by the signature of the person.
6. Cours Hubbard d’audition, New Era Editions, Paris, 1988, p. 16
7. The information comes from ex-followers treated by this psychiatrist.
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longer requires a continuous control of the thoughts. Self-auditing also
involves written records which are later given to a supervisor who determines the nature of the following session.
Auditing, which is apparently a normal conversation between two
individuals, represents a real control instrument of scientology. Auditing
may cause affective disorder and an emotional crisis to the subject, more
or less reversible, and even hallucinations, a delirium which sometimes
leads to suicide, either because of mystical conviction (“I am a pure spirit”), or because of the desire to escape an uncontrollable fear. Although
largely employed by scientologists, the followers are becoming more and
more skeptical when using this technique.

The cleaning
The cleaning rundown is another reference point in the manipulation
exercized by scientology on its members. It involves a three-stage process:
sauna, physical effort, and over-vitaminization, which pursue to generate
a physical drug addiction. Cleaning leads to a body lamination of the
individual, who is physically exhausted, in order to have better results in
applying psychological techniques.
The purpose of cleaning is of a spiritual nature and is part of an apparently initiative process: a healthy mind in a healthy body, a principle
found in most religions.
Created in 1980, this cleaning rundown has been applied to over
100,000 people, thus obtaining an extraordinary spiritual improvement.
Hubbard has also backed this practice from a medical perspective, by
emphasizing its success in being applied in rehabilitation centers owned
by scientology. The cleaning process involves three simultaneous or successive techniques:
Sauna — the followers who accept the cleaning procedures are first
subjected to a sauna programme (Abgrall [1996], p. 244)8, approximately two hours a week, at temperatures of 60 to 80 degrees,
claiming to comply with the recommendations of the worldleading Finnish or Swedish societies regarding sauna, which is
untrue, because these societies limit exposure to 60-80 degrees,
but with a high level of humidity, to 1.5 hours a week, which is
exceeded by scientologists; such excesses trigger a series of
biochemical changes, heart disorder, thus a real danger to health;
8. Before starting the cleaning procedure, the follower is insignificantly informed, more
likely misinformed, about these practices, the organization being interested from a
doctrinaire point of view, as well as from a financial one, in attracting as many followers as possible.
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Physical effort — it consists in the usual jogging, that the subject
undergoing cleaning is compelled to alternate with sauna thirty
minutes a day. What could ever be suspicious about jogging?
Apparently nothing, but researchers have shown that intra- and
extra-cellular dehydration caused by jogging may trigger more
serious heart disorders and that jogging and sauna together
facilitate nutrition disorders in the brain, which lead to fainting
and even delirium (Abgrall [1996], p. 246).
Vitamin overdose — the previous two stages are completed through
administering high doses of vitamins, mainly of calcium, vitamin D, and a poly-vitamin, Niacin. Although these vitamins are
meant to fortify the body, they also trigger serious disorders,
which are unfamiliar to Hubbard. The effects may be unpleasant.
Administering high doses of Niacin can destroy the hepatic cells
and cause blood vomiting, which on a psychic level means confusion and excitement. As for calcium and vitamin D, they cause
a body self-infection.
However, the most important effect is the total loss of alertness and
the apparition of mental confusion, that facilitates addiction; it generates
hallucinations and delirium, which are interpreted in a paranormal context.
The auditing and the rundown cleaning are the main coordinates of
the manipulative system set up by scientology, using all the technical and
medical means which favor an efficient permanent mental conditioning.
Paradoxically, all these practices are treated indifferently, which cannot
but lead to a massive proliferation of these practices. From what we
know, the Church of Scientology has not reached Romania yet, but it is
obvious that it will not be long before it does and since Western countries,
with a more efficient law system, cannot do much about it, the success of
scientology on Earth becomes clear once the proper conditions are met.9

Criticism
Scientology is opposed even by its own supporters, by informers,
and even by governments. Thus, it has been forbidden to function even
temporarily in some countries.
In 1969, the British Government denied access on the islands to all
scientology practitioners, a restriction that was annulled in 1980. The same
9. Yet, Scientology operates in countries which have a much more developed economy
than Romania (USA, Great Britain, Australia, France), which prevents us from a scientologic contamination.
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decision had been made by the Australian government in 1965 and was
annulled in 1983.
Since 1970, Scientology has undertaken a series of trials against different American governmental agencies (which have often used abuse),
winning most of them, which has caused an increase in the number of its
members.
Although involved in various national and international scandals,
nowadays Scientology enjoys a rather high audience in the USA and has
managed to infiltrate another 68 countries (in 1992 — Melton [1999], p. 723).
In 1989, the 1 to 4 levels of the Academy of Scientology — the
beginning of the initiation process — cost 16,500 French Francs, while the
whole process cost 70,000 FF. In order to survive a nuclear war, the
“cleaning process” was recommended: it cost 13,750 FF, with four hours
of sauna a day during fifteen days and Niacin dozes. And there many
more examples.
Despite these, it appears that since 1983, a reaction against the
authority which governs the Church of Scientology has arisen (David
[1999], p. 103; Istodor [2006], p. 61).

Conclusions
— the scientological exclusivity regarding truth and redemption is
untrue;
— behind this guise called “Church”, there exist only financial
interests, as shown by people who have come in touch with the
system, as well as by the excessive sums of money required for
therapy;
— the auditing does not correspond under any circumstances to
the accepted religious standards, being inappropriate and superficial to the alleviation of pain;
— they consider that by acquiring a perfect consciousness in a
rational manner they can generate a perfect conduct;
— penitence is out of the question, being considered unnecessary;
— any action taken by man can be justified through the so-called
“irrational” behavior, caused by engrams.
All these taken into account, we can understand that Hubbard’s
Scientology has nothing to do with either science, or religion. The group
calls itself a “religion” simply for the benefits allowed by the American
government to religious cults.
Along with funding, the sect may support aggressive proselytism,
especially in extremely rich, but superficial environments, like the film
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industry; it may use the mental and social manipulation techniques characteristic to all Western sects and, last but not least, it may depict religious
and scientific syncretism as a way of life and accomplishment in an old
society. Despite these, there are Western states which have not been
deluded and have declared this movement illegal.
Also, the sect presents itself as a “science” in order to give credibility
to its fantastically dangerous procedures, promoted by both leaders, and
members. Any profound and serious evaluation of Hubbard’s scientific
“proofs” reveals the false and childish character of this group.
Another danger may be added to those mentioned: all who promote
an honest and proficient dialogue between science and theology may ignorantly or meanly be considered scientologists. That is why knowledge
about the scientological phenomenon is both necessary, and useful.
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Introduction
he apparent conflict between science and religion is often viewed and
argued with respect to the existence of God. In particular, demonstrations of God’s existence feature prominently in these discussions. The idea,
presumably, is to show that God must exist, therefore science cannot
dispense with God or theology, for that matter. Typically, these demonstrations use causality in some form, they require a certain philosophical
framework, and purport to show the existence of an unmoved mover or
similar entity. To be sure, this is a useful contribution to the science-religion dialogue. If God’s existence can be demonstrated in an unequivocable
manner, science could not ever be regarded as the sole or perhaps even
the most important source of knowledge. The question, therefore, turns
on the efficacy of the proofs offered. Because they generally rely on the
notion of causality in the physical world, which has been very controversial at least since the time of Hume, their value is likewise controversial.
Nonetheless, causality should not be ruled out altogether, since it may be
incontrovertible under some circumstances, and therefore useful. If one
could identify these circumstances and show that they are intimately associated with the idea of personhood, then the significance of the proofs,
as well as the whole nature of the science-religion dialogue would change.

T

* Originally presented at the 2008 Metanexus Conference “Subject, Self, and Soul: Transdisciplinary Approaches to Personhood”, Madrid, 13-17 July, 2008; published in electronic
form on the Metanexus Global Spiral, www.globalspiral.com.
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Causality and Knowledge
ausality has been a fundamental concept in the history of philosophy, of theology, and of science since the time of the ancient Greeks.
This is due to the role (or presumed role) of causality with respect to
nature, knowledge, and morality. Especially important has been the
notion of real production of effects associated with causes. The importance
of causality for the science-religion dialogue can scarcely be overstated.
To understand it, we begin with a brief review of the development and
role of the notion of causality. This may conveniently be divided into five
major phases, as shown in Figure 1 (opposite page).

C

Phase 1 — Metaphysical: Causality as a principle of nature
The first phase, from the Pre-Socratics (about 600 BC to 400 BC) to
William of Ockham (about 1288 – about 1347), saw the origin and elaboration of the “classical” or “traditional” notion of causality, which was
mainly the work of Aristotle. During this period, causality was viewed as
a principle of nature, valid for all things and, therefore, the base of much
of our knowledge. It became the fundamental explanatory paradigm for
the sciences: all true or real knowledge is of causes in the strict, deterministic sense.
Aristotle distinguished four types of causes: material, formal, efficient, and final. Of these, efficient causality, that dealing with the production of effects, became the most controversial. The real production of
effects means that the cause actually produces the effects that we observe;
it is not simply coincident with them (constant conjunction). Aristotle went
beyond this, however, and made the four causes the keys to all change,
i.e., to all that happens in the world. Correlatively, knowledge of the four
causes became the source of all knowledge about the world and of philosophy itself, defined as the “knowledge through causes”. The knowledge
Aristotle envisioned was not just any kind of knowledge. It could have
no admixture of uncertainty: we know in the true sense only when we
know why things are the way they are and why they cannot be otherwise
than they are. In other words, we are looking at a strict determinism both
in the world, and in our knowledge of it. Likewise implied is the idea that
everything which happens must have a cause — the universality of causal
explanation. Causality was thus elevated to the status of a metaphysical
principle with universal applicability; hence, it was used to make inferences about things that cannot be directly experienced.
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Figure 1 — The five phases of
the development of causality
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On this basis, causality was employed in natural theology, forming
the basis for many proofs of the existence of God. As it was understood,
a cause really produces its effects, not merely in a phenomenological sense
such as constant conjunction, but in a metaphysical sense. During this
period, nearly all proofs of the existence of God, with the exception of the
ontological argument, used causality as a principle of nature and assumed
that it was a universally valid principle that could be employed to reason
from things of direct experience to realms far removed from that experience.
The best-known type of such proofs is the cosmological argument, appropriately named because it uses a causal reasoning about facts (deemed
incontrovertible) of the cosmos to infer the existence of some type of being,
such as a prime mover.1
With the Middle Ages came the need to make philosophy, and in
particular Greek philosophy, deal with the new world of the great monotheistic religions and what revealed truth man has. This became especially important in the Islamic and Christian traditions. There were three
problems that the integration of Greek thought and monotheistic religion
entailed:
• The creation of the world ex nihilo, as opposed to the Greek view,
according to which the world has always existed. This brought with it
new problems of ontology, and, of course, causality, since something must
have caused the world to come into being out of nothingness — a type of
causality not envisioned by the Greeks;
• Universals, or forms: where are they and what reality do they have?
That is, what is the reality of the formal cause? This was, in the Middle
Ages, the battleground for the proponents of realism and for those of
nominalism — and everyone in between. Realism asserts that universals,
such as man, are res (“things”) and that these universals are present in all
individuals of a species, for example. Nominalism denies the existence of
universals in the world; only individuals exist and universals such as man
are the creations purely of the mind;
• Reason and its power with respect to things. The central question
has to do with the extent to which man’s power of reason, his ability to
know things, reflects something absolute about them. This was Aristotle’s
assumption, but it can lead to theological issues. For example, if causes
are real, and have real productive power, can even God change them?
This has a great impact on theological questions such as the nature of
God’s omnipotence, and the existence of miracles.
1. These “facts” were often metaphysical in nature; for example, the belief that all motion
is reduction of the potency to act, which required a contiguous efficient cause. Such
arguments are perforce weaker than those based directly on the fact of change in the
universe.
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The interaction of these questions focused certain questions very
sharply, especially with regard to causality. Realism tends to place causality
in things, in the world, whereas nominalism tended to place it in the mind.
The latter approach leads to downplaying efficient causality as real production.
Such questions first surfaced and were taken up by Arabic and Jewish
philosophers, beginning in the East (Alkindi — 9th-10th centuries; Alfarabi
— about A.D. 900-950; and Avicenna — 980-1037). The focus of these
efforts then shifted to the West, to Moslem Spain, and especially Cordoba,
where both Averroës (1126-1198) and Maimonides (1135-1204) lived. Of
these philosophers, Averroës was the most important with respect to the
development of the idea of causality.
Averroës was a realist, and especially so with respect to causality.
For him, causes have real productive powers and reflect necessary links
between things, i.e., between the cause and its effect. So, we have here a
position that has roots directly in two of the themes above: realism with
respect to universals and the power of reason to penetrate to the heart of
nature and reveal how things truly are. It is to him that we owe this elaboration and clarification of the nature of causality. Causality, for Averroës,
is characterized by:
• real production of effects;
• necessary connection between cause and effect;
• strict determinism (the effect must follow from the cause);
• uniformity;
• contiguity;
• temporal priority.
However, this soon led Averroës into some serious theological
problems — thus impinging on the third theme —, because they forced
him into some difficult positions, such as his belief that the human intellect is a single, immaterial, and eternal form — the only one for the entire
species. Furthermore, even God cannot change the nature of things in the
world as revealed to us by our reasoning and perception (as separate, distinct, real things), in particular the relations of cause and effect; so, in this
sense at least, God is not omnipotent. Therefore, accounting for miracles
poses some difficulties, that Averroës ultimately gets around by denying
that they really are miracles, just very unusual phenomena — a kind of
secondary causality theory. And, finally, for Averroës, motion is eternal
on account of the nature of causality, so he has an additional problem
with the creation of the world. Eventually, he fell into the famous “dual
truth” theory, according to which something can be true philosophically
and false theologically (Kogan [1985], pp. 2-5).
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In the West, scholasticism began with St. Anselm (1033-1109), who
is best known in philosophy for his proofs of the existence of God, especially what has become known as the “Ontological Argument”. Anselm
was solidly following the Augustinian tradition, and was unfamiliar with
the works of Aristotle, which were to become known in the West in the
following century. In the Monologium, he gave proofs of the “standard”
sort, based on causal arguments. In the Proslogium, he gave the “Ontological Argument”, which is non-causal. Briefly, the argument runs as
follows: if we say that God is an entity that is the greatest possible, then
no greater entity can exist. But if God existed only in the mind, then we
could imagine Him existing in reality, which is greater. Therefore, we can
imagine something greater than God, if he does not exist. But this is a
contradiction to our premise. Therefore, God must exist. Though always
controversial, this argument later found use in phase two, when causal
proofs could not be employed.
St. Thomas accepted the idea of real production and believed that
causes are “out there”, that we can perceive them and that, indeed, everything that happens is caused by something. Causality, for him as for
Aristotle, became the basis of change in the world and, at the same time,
our knowledge of it. St. Thomas’ main contribution to the theory of
causality has to do with the creation ex nihilo, which is a fact of Revelation
that Aristotle never considered. Aristotle’s definition of efficient causality
required that one thing act on another, already existing thing, to bring it
from potency to act. St. Thomas basically generalized the notion of efficient causality to mean contributing being to, or contributing to the being
or becoming of something else. Or, in other words, efficient causality in
the sense of creation does not refer to motion and applies to the entire
being of the effect, whereas ordinary efficient causality has to do with
motion and applies to only part of the being of the effect (Meehan [1940],
p. 187). Thus, Aristotle’s efficient causality is a special case of St. Thomas’.
After St. Thomas, the following major contributor to causality was
John Duns Scotus (about 1266-1308). With Scotus, the drift of medieval
thought towards nominalism and away from realism, towards a view of
causality as in the mind and away from the view of it as in reality, both
accelerated, reaching a peak with William of Ockham (about 1288-1347).
Scotus accepted the view of causality put forth by St. Thomas more or less
intact; he questioned, however, some of the proofs based on it. The first
or prime mover, for example, is simply the cause of motion, i.e., a necessary hypothesis to explain the fact of physical motion in the universe.
This does not make Him (or it) the cause of the being of all things in the
universe. Scotus also accepted the view that we can extract knowledge of
causes (in the strong sense) from our perception of the world. He based
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his argument for the existence of God on causality as well, claiming that
even in the case of an infinite regress of causes, “the whole series of effects
would be dependent on some prior cause” (Scotus [1962], p. 46).2
For Ockham, philosophy and theology are completely separate and
the idea that things, such as they are in the world, could have any influence
on the Divine Will, or in any way circumscribe the Divine action, is summarily rejected. This is diametrically opposite, of course, to the position
of Averroës and represents a significant downgrading of the idea that
causality is about things in the world in some real sense. Ockham’s main
contribution to the theory of causality is his rejection of the idea of necessity
in causes, i.e., his rejection of the idea that there is a necessary connection
between cause and effect. He also rejects the idea that we can somehow
perceive causes with the mind, falling back on the idea of constant conjunction, together with the idea that, if A causes B and, if A is taken away,
then B also goes away, implies that A is a cause of B. Ockham rejects the
“first mover” proof of the existence of God, because it cannot be shown
that everything which is moved must be moved by something else.
Moreover, he rejects the idea that an infinite regress of causes is possible.
And he rejects the proof from finality.

Phase 2 — Epistemological: Causality as a principle
of understanding
This second phase receives the idea of causality more or less
unchanged from the first phase. But, in light of the endless controversies
from that phase — about nature, universals, and proofs for the existence
of God, together with the manifest failure to achieve the objectives proposed, namely secure knowledge of the world —, the second phase sought
to construct a secure foundation for knowing and for this it preferentially
employed causality as a principle of knowing rather than a principle of
nature. As a result, causality, rather than being a tool for understanding
what is happening in the world, became more important with respect to
the link from the world to our ideas about it. There was less interest in
what is happening in the world, with respect to cause and effect, and more
with respect to the problem of what causes our ideas and how we can be
sure that they are adequate and convey truth to us. To guarantee this link,
it became necessary to invoke God himself. Thus, in this phase, the focus
of causality shifted from the investigation of things and change in the world,
to justification of our knowledge about the world. This is a significant change,
2. See also the discussion of the cosmological argument in the Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, at http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/cosmological-argument/.
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though not a re-thinking of causality. Philosophers still accepted the notion
of causality as developed in the classical tradition (few bought, however,
into Ockham’s critique), but they used it differently. Not surprisingly, the
philosophers of this period relied heavily on the ontological argument,
since it was not based on reasoning from causes in the world and, more
importantly, it established the existence of God, who could then be invoked
for the above-mentioned guarantee of non-deception.
This phase begins with René Descartes (1596-1650), who inherited
classical philosophy in almost all of its aspects and also its fundamental
horizon of nihility. But he had a different agenda. He felt that much of the
certainty about life, about knowledge, about faith, and about things,
which characterized the Middle Ages, had disappeared. So he was concerned with reestablishing certainty, with building a firm foundation for
knowledge and belief — in things, in the world, in God. René Descartes’
procedure, as is well-known, is to begin by doubting everything that can
possibly be doubted and then gradually rebuilding knowledge on the
basis of the things that he believes cannot be doubted. This led him to his
famous first non-doubtable principle, the Cogito, ergo sum. But Descartes
needed causality to complete his task. With respect to causality, he did
not dispute any of its main characteristics. For him, as for Aristotle and
most of the philosophical tradition since, a cause has power to make
things happen; and he relies upon this, as unquestionably true, to help
him in and out of his self-imposed doubts. Specifically, he restored his
confidence in his ability to know things about the world by calling upon
God to guarantee the causal link from the outside world to the ideas in
his mind about it:
“But, since God is no deceiver, it is evident that He does not of
Himself, and immediately, communicate those ideas [about bodies]
to me. Nor does he do so by means of some creature… For he has
given me… a very strong inclination to believe that those ideas are
conveyed to me by corporeal things, I do not see how He could be
defended against the charge of deception, were the ideas produced
[caused] otherwise than by corporeal things. We have, therefore, no
option save to conclude that corporeal things do indeed exist.”
(Descartes [1958], Meditation VI, p. 238)

Now causality, rather than primarily being a tool for understanding
what is happening in the world, is needed to guarantee the link from the
world to our ideas about it.
This phase includes the continental rationalists (Spinoza, Leibnitz),
and the English empiricists Locke and Berkeley. Spinoza: “The idea of an
individual thing actually existing is caused by God…” (Ethics, Prop. IX).
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For Leibnitz, since God created the monads and established the harmonious working of the universe, He caused the harmony and, in particular,
He caused us — human monads — to have ideas about the world which
appear precisely in the order and at the time that actual changes occur
there (Leibnitz [1686], sections XIII-XIV). Locke, like Descartes, must also
call upon God to guarantee our knowledge of that world, though he does
not directly invoke God to guarantee the causal link; he merely tells us
that the ideas produced in our mind are adequate for the job they have to
do on account of the “wisdom and Will of our Maker” (Locke [1961], p.
167]. For Berkeley, more than just their guarantor, God directly causes our
ideas of the world; this extends to observed regularities in the world,
which Berkeley calls the Laws of Nature (Berkeley [1949], p. 53).

Phase 3 — The philosophical crisis of causality:
Hume, Kant, and Mill
In the third phase, David Hume (1711-1776), who remained wedded
to the belief that causality can only be of the traditional, strictly deterministic variety, showed the obvious difficulties with the arguments of the first
and second phases. In particular, he zeroed in on the connection between
cause and effect and thus cast doubt on the arguments of the first phase
and everything that depends upon them. Hume devoted considerable
effort to uncovering the psychological basis for our belief in causality, in
the strong, classical form. He believed that he had found it in the fact that
what we term “causes” are always found to be conjoined to their effects;
as a result, the mind eventually forms some sort of connection between
the two ideas, which in addition have the properties of contiguity and
temporal sucession (Hume [1888], p. 17). For Hume, there is no perception
of any link or connection between a cause and an effect:
“Should anyone… pretend to define a cause by saying it is something productive of another, it is evident he would say nothing. For
what does he mean by production? Can he give any definition of it,
that will not be the same with that of causation? If he can, I desire
that it be produced. If he cannot, he here runs in a circle and gives
a synonymous term instead of a definition.”
(Hume [1888], p. 77)

The conclusion is that, insofar as true knowledge of causes is possible, we can have apodeictic or metaphysical knowledge; but, insofar as
our knowledge of causes resolves into constant conjunctions, “true” knowledge about the “external” world, and a fortiori metaphysical knowledge,
is impossible:
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“If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics,
for instance; let us ask: does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain any experimental
reasoning concerning matters of fact and existence? No. Commit it
then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.”
(Hume [1910], section XII, part III, paragraph 15)

This, presumably, also applies to the Ontological Argument. But
Hume still has a use for causality. He explicitly accepts three of the classical characteristics of causality: temporal priority, contiguity, and uniformity (that he terms “necessity” — Hume [1888], pp. 73-78). It may seem
surprising at first sight that he would retain this latter; but, for him, it is
related to the idea of causes as constant conjunction. And he wishes to
extend the idea to the moral arena, so that morality becomes nothing
more than a tendency to always associate certain activities with certain
“pleasing sentiments of approbation”. Hume wants to make all causes
necessary — i.e., deterministic or uniform — to avoid any possibility of
something “occult” — some unknown power or agency — coming into
the picture (Talmor [1980], p. 127).
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) felt that Hume’s attack on causality was
so destructive of knowledge that he had to reestablish it in a secure way.
Because he assumed that science requires causality in the traditional sense,
he sought to reconstitute it on the basis of his theory of the mental life as
a synthesis according to the categories. That is, Kant believed that the
usual statement of causality: “Every event has a cause” is a necessary and
universal truth. In the end, Kant was sufficiently persuaded by Hume’s
arguments, that he concluded it impossible to fully reestablish causality
in its historical role. As a result, he had to abandon causality for the
purposes of speculative metaphysical reasoning such as proofs of the
existence of God using sense-based data from the “outside” world. Such
reasoning he was compelled to base on moral arguments instead.
Kant noted that some truths are known through morality, in the
sense that certain actions are known to be right or wrong without need
for any type of causal reasoning based on natural laws or empirical observations. Morality is unconditional because it is intelligible “in itself”, and
man is something knowable in the fullest sense (unlike physical objects).
Thus, moral knowledge is more secure than knowledge of the external
world. This moral knowledge is impressed on man’s conscience; in Kant’s
terminology:
“…the moral law, although it gives no such prospect, does provide
a fact absolutely inexplicable from any data of the world of sense or from
the whole compass of the theoretical use of reason, and this fact
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points to a pure intelligible world — indeed, it defines it positively
and enables us to know something of it, namely, a law.”
(Kant [1956], p. 44 — italics added)

This law, of course, points to a law giver. If one accepts the general
Kantian approach that moral knowledge is more secure than knowledge
of the external world or, equivalently, if one believes for another reason
that certain moral imperatives (or facts) are absolute, there would be reasons to question any philosophical position (such as the omnicompetence
of science) that denies this absolute character. Zubiri observes:
“Speculative reason had seen, in causality, temporal determination;
here we find ourselves with something different: a determination in
the intelligible world — a strict causality which is only in the intelligible order. Hence, what was simply a possibility for speculative
reason is an objective reality for practical reason. Why? Because practical reason has a datum which theoretical reason absolutely lacks,
the absolute datum of morality, of the will.” (Zubiri [1994], p. 229)

This allowed Kant to construct a transcendental metaphysics not
based on the shaky ground of causal reasoning from the world of sensible
experience:
“Ultimately, Kant’s transcendental metaphysics is the transcendental metaphysics of something immanent: the transcendental metaphysics of the person… It is a metaphysics in which reason, by
means of concepts, reaches the objective reality of the thing-in-itself;
to wit, immortality and God.”
(Zubiri [1994], p. 235)

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), attempted to modify Hume’s theory of
causality as constant conjunction so that it could serve as the basis for
empirical science. For Mill, the various uniformities found in nature we
term the “laws of Nature”. He was especially interested in what he terms
the process of induction, which is how scientific laws are created from
observation, experiment, and other sources. He is also interested in the
reasoning processes by which conclusions are deduced from those laws
and other aspects of the reasoning which takes place in the conduct of
science. For this, he believes that the uniformity of nature and the law of
cause and effect are both requisite. He explicitly tells us that he has no
interest in metaphysical questions and inferences based on causality. Mill’s
remarks make clear the shift in emphasis from pure philosophical speculation about causality to an understanding of it based on the process and
outcome of science:
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“I make no research into the ultimate or ontological cause of anything… The causes with which I concern myself are not efficient, but
physical causes. They are causes in that sense alone, in which one
physical fact is said to be the cause of another. Of the efficient
causes of phenomena, or whether any such causes exist at all, I am
not called upon to give an opinion.”
(Mill [1873], pp. 363-364)

Mill demonstrates his empiricist heritage when he also rejects the
idea of any force or power between objects:
“The notion of causation is deemed… to imply a mysterious and
most powerful tie, such as cannot, or at least does not, exist between
any physical fact and that other physical fact on which it is invariably
consequent, and which is popularly termed its cause; and thence is
deduced the supposed necessity of ascending higher, into the essences
and inherent constitution of things, to find the true cause, the cause
which is not only followed by, but actually produces, the effect.
No such necessity exists for the purposes of the present inquiry…
The only notion of a cause, which the theory of induction requires,
is such a notion as can be gained from experience.”
(Mill [1873], p. 364)

Mill attributes this notion to “that invariability of succession…
found by observation to obtain between every fact in nature and some
other fact which has preceded it” (Mill [1873], p. 364). In this respect, Mill
rejects Kant’s notion of causality and returns to something akin to Hume’s
views, at least with respect to the origin of belief in any causal connection.
Mill inherited from classical philosophy the belief that causal regularity is the foundation of all rational understanding. On the other hand,
in light of Hume’s arguments and Kant’s criticism of Hume, he does not
want to commit himself to a closed empiricist perspective; there are too
many problems with Hume’s view, especially. The question that he wishes
to ask is: “What do I really need from the law of causality in order to conduct science?” To answer this question, he tells us, “The truth that every
fact which has a beginning has a cause is coextensive with human experience”. Recognition of this universal truth “is the main pillar of inductive
science”. So the procedure of science is this: by induction, that is, generalization from uniform experience, causal laws are inferred. Since every
event must have a cause, these laws can then be used to make predictions.
Mill’s belief in strict, deterministic Newtonian physics is revealed by his
reference to what has since become known as “Laplace’s demon”:
“The state of the whole universe at any instant, we believe to be the
consequence of its state at the previous instant; insomuch that one
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who knew all the agents which exist at the present moment, their
collocation in space and all their properties, in other words, the
laws of their agency, could predict the whole subsequent history of
the universe… And if any particular state of the entire universe
could ever recur a second time, all subsequent states would return
too…
(Mill [1873], pp. 385-386)

So, for Mill, the last major thinker on causality prior to the upheavals
of the 20th century, most of the major pillars of causality were still intact:
determinism, universality, contiguity, and temporal priority. The focus is
still on causality as the basis for our knowledge of the world, though Mill
is ambivalent about his “facts” and about whether they are about things
in the world.
However, since causality is no longer considered to be a metaphysical principle universally valid for things, it cannot be used in the “old”
way (the cosmological argument) to prove the existence of God. Hume
and Mill, therefore, rejected proofs of God’s existence. Kant recognized
that we have other sources of knowledge and, while rejecting the cosmological proofs, argued that we can infer God’s existence based on our
knowledge of ourselves and, specifically, of our knowledge that we can
cause things to happen in the traditional sense of production of reality.
This, of course, represented another, but lesser-known “Copernican revolution” in Kant’s philosophy.

Phase 4 — The scientific crisis of causality in the 20th century
In the fourth phase, the very development of science compelled the
abandonment of key elements of the traditional notion of causality — the
same elements that were considered indispensable in all the previous
phases —, thus revealing that notion as inadequate. The revolution in
science also had profound implications for philosophy, which had always
believed that it alone dominated the discussion of the bases of knowing.
While epistemology is still within the realm of philosophy, the latter now
recognizes that science can tell us enough about the world that we cannot
necessarily rely upon truths considered self-evident from our ordinary
range of experience. Of course, theologians have recognized this for centuries. The main developments in science were:
• Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity, which dethroned Newton’s
absolute space and time, together with simultaneity and the notion of
fixed time throughout the universe;
• Quantum mechanics, which introduced pervasive and inescapable
indeterminism in our knowledge of nature (and nature itself), effectively
demolishing the idea of infinitely precise physical quantities for things,
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such as momentum, position, time, and energy, and thus destroying the
possibility of Laplace’s Demon;
• The chaos theory 3 and the recognition that even deterministic laws,
such as those of Newton, were insufficient to guarantee ordered behavior;
• Gödel’s theorem, which showed that the mathematical equivalent
of strictly deterministic and complete physical knowledge is unobtainable;
• The rise of the systems approach, which recognizes that reality as
perceived by finite entities (not necessarily animate) is layered, with each
layer’s behavior constrained, but not fully determined, by the lower layers.
Physically, at each layer, there are uncertainties owing to uncertainties
at lower layers and the impossibility of determining the total set of interactions of things at those lower levels.
During this period, proofs of the existence of God tended to eschew
any notion of production of reality or traditional ideas, because of the
problems with causality, especially the delinking of causality and determinism. Rather, such as they were, the proofs were based on design arguments (e.g., beauty and order of the universe or the anthropic principle),
though some authors resolutely maintained the cosmological argument,
despite problems with causality.

Phase 5 — Causality and Zubiri’s new conception:
The primacy of reality
In light of the philosophical critiques of the idea of causality and the
important developments in science, especially in the 20th century, Zubiri
felt it necessary to completely overhaul our understanding of causes and
causality. For Zubiri, the concept of causality is not merely ambiguous,
but worse, one which is used indiscriminately to refer to separate ideas
and corresponding realities. This has led directly to many of the problems
associated with causality, especially with regard to its proper scope and
the type and extent of reasoning which can legitimately be based upon it.
For Zubiri, functionality is the key to understanding causality, properly
speaking; other notions erroneously subsumed under “causality” require
3. The nature of chaos is sometimes misunderstood. Technically, if initial conditions were
able to be specified with sufficient precision — which might mean dozens of decimal
places —, the chaotic systems could be made predictable for any desired time into the
future, though their behavior would remain extremely erratic by normal standards.
In fact, however, the necessary degree of precision is chimerical because of quantum
mechanical limitations, random noise, and limitations imposed by the atomic structure
of the measuring instruments. Philosophically, one could go on maintaining that any
arbitrary degree of precision in measurements has meaning; scientifically, in terms of
what can physically be measured, it does not.
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different analysis. So, in the fifth phase, Zubiri rethinks causality in the
light of his own philosophy of sentient intelligence, with its new concept
of reality. He determines that causality as traditionally understood actually
involves three distinct notions:
• real production
• functionality
• power of the real.
We shall discuss these in turn.
The first is the traditional notion of causality, with its emphasis on
the real connection between cause and effect, as discussed above. This is
the notion most familiar from the history of philosophy, most often used
in proofs of God’s existence and heavily critiqued in phases three and four.
This notion has its place, but it is a very restricted one due at least in part
to the limitations of human knowledge. Technically, it is a type of functionality and therefore a subset of the second notion.
The second notion is the idea of causality used in science, but the
one which properly applies to much of everyday life as well. Causality is
functionality, more or less in the sense of a mathematical function that relates
quantities. Effects are related in some functional manner to causes. Thus,
“smoking causes cancer” does not mean that everyone who smokes contracts cancer, but that there is a statistical relationship between the two.
It gives us information relating two measurable things, but does not say
that the relationship is deterministic, uniform, or requires any type of
metaphysical production of reality; it is just that: a relationship that can
be expressed in functional language. Similarly, “subprime mortgages cause
bankruptcy” does not mean that everyone taking out a subprime mortgage will go bankrupt, but only that there is some relationship between
the two events. Causality is not necessary (or even possible) either as the
basis for our connection with the “external” world, or as the paradigm of
all knowledge. Causality as functionality will be discussed further below.
The third notion of causality is what Zubiri terms the power of the
real. This “power of the real”, or “force of things”, or “force of reality” has
long been recognized and reappears throughout history in various guises.
Among them, the moira or idea of destiny in Greek literature. Nature is
often regarded as the manifestation of the power of the real, especially
when we are confronted with our inability to control it. The power of the
real also affects us through things that are real by postulation, such as the
political entities. Today, it is a scientific law that expresses some type of
necessity or force in natural things, though the type and character of the
law may vary and its expression in mathematical terms is given by a
functional relation (Zubiri [1980], p. 197). As we shall see, the power of
the real finds its most important application in natural theology.
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The components of the traditional notion of causality are shown in
Figure 2.

Functionality
Production
of reality
(traditional
causality)

Power of the Real

Figure 2 — Distinct notions conflated in traditional understanding of causality
(Note that traditional causality is a subset of functionality.)

New Understanding of Causality
n order to appreciate the clarity that Zubiri’s new vision provides and
the ways in which it solves the problems with traditional views, while
maintaining the important insights in them, we shall examine the three
notions in some detail. Then, we shall examine one key consequence,
namely Zubiri’s theory of personal causality and its place in demonstrations related to the existence of God.

I

What is Functionality?
In classical philosophy, causality expressed a particular type of relationship between two things (or events, or processes). Such relationships,
with the characteristics described above (determinism, uniformity, real
production etc.), were assumed to be the only ones possible, at least in the
sense that all others ultimately reduce to them. As such, they formed the
basis for knowledge in classical philosophy and did so even through the
time of Kant. For some schools of thought, such as the scholastic and neoscholastic ones, they still do (Maritain [1962], p. 64). But we now know
that things can be related in many more ways than can be adequately
described by the deterministic paradigm of classical causality. To describe
this situation, Zubiri has borrowed an idea, and the related terminology,
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from mathematics: that of function. In mathematics, a function describes
a relationship among variables. More than two variables may be involved
and a given variable may be a function of several or even hundreds of
other variables. The function itself describes how one or more variables
(the dependent variables) change when other variables (the independent
variables) change. This is a much more general way of describing relationships among things, especially since the relationships may only be
adequately expressed in mathematical language. They may, for example,
involve statistical ideas. Functional relationships may or may not involve
causality in the traditional sense, or Hume’s version, constant conjunction
— both of which are special cases of it. Functionality is a much broader
concept, capable of supporting inferences such as counterfactual conditionals which are beyond the range of constant conjunction. Zubiri notes:
“…functionality… is dependence in the broadest sense of the word.
This functional dependence can assume diverse forms… Succession,
coexistence, position, spaciocity, and spatiality are types of functionality.“
(Zubiri [1982], p. 37)

To clarify the distinction between functionality and causality, especially causality in the classical sense, Zubiri points out that functionality
does not require the notion of the real influence of cause on effect:
“From my point of view, causality is the functionality of the real qua
real. Taken in its fullness, this concept of functionality is liberated from
the idea of ‘influence’ and, most importantly, leaves open the type of
causality which may intervene in each case. The reality itself of the real,
as its own physical moment, is founded on the absolutely absolute
reality; therefore, a functionality of reality itself with respect to God
exists.”
(Zubiri [1984], p. 152 — italics added)

Functionality eschews the dependence of causality on entities or
things and recognizes that it is a more general characteristic.
Functionality is given in the impression of reality, in primordial
apprehension; indeed, it is a formal moment of that impression (Zubiri
[1982], p. 39). There is no inferential process required at that level (though
this is not the case at the level of the logos and reason). How is it given?
Zubiri’s radical rethinking of intellection supplies the answer:
“…functionality is formally sensed, i.e., not only is it something accessible, it is something for which access is already physically given
in sentient intellection, in the transcendental ‘toward’”.
(Zubiri [1982], p. 40)
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Causality is functionality of the real qua real, but “reality” does not
mean the same thing — a zone of things — as in all earlier philosophy.
It is, rather, a formality, something in its own right. In this new and more
general vision, traditional causality becomes merely a possible type of
relationship between things. It is something more than just determinism,
but less than the most general way of describing those relationships. We
perceive traditional causality only in the case of our own actions.
The importance of functionality can be best understood through
Hume’s own example of the ringing of a bell when its cord is pulled:
“In Hume’s example, the ringing of the bell just follows upon the
pulling of the cord. Now, it is not the case that the bell’s ringing is
qua ringing a function of the pulling of a cord qua cord [these concepts operate at the level of the logos]; rather, the fact is that it is the
reality of the ringing qua real [i.e., its formality] which is a function
of the reality of the pulling of the cord qua reality [i.e., its formality].
This is something perfectly given, even supposing that the ringing
were not a function of the pulling of the cord.” (Zubiri [1982], p. 41)

Or, to paraphrase Zubiri’s discussion, the ringing of the bell is
apprehended as real in a primordial apprehension, the same one in which
the pulling of the cord is apprehended as real. This is functionality at the
level of primordial apprehension, not at the level of the logos or reason, where
Hume was looking. Thus, the ringing of the bell is apprehended as a real
function of the pulling of the cord, whether or not the pulling of the cord
actually operates the bell by itself. Moreover, it would still express a relationship, even if pulling the cord only made the bell sound 60% of the
time, though it could not be Hume’s causality:
“Functionality is functionality of the real inasmuch as it is real. In
this sense, it is a concept which encompasses many possible types.
This formality, this ‘by’ as such, is given in the impression of reality.
Hume’s whole critique is based upon the content of sensing, but he
erred on the matter of formality.”
(Zubiri [1982], p. 41)

Understanding the functionality of the bell-ringing operation through
the logos and reason, e.g., through the physics of motion of the bell and
clapper, the nature of sound waves, their generation through vibrations
of the metal bell, and so forth, is much more difficult. So, it is not surprising that, if one tried to base our knowledge of reality on the achievement
of certainty there, skepticism would be the natural result.
For Zubiri, reality is “open” in the most fundamental sense possible.
This means that it is, in most cases, impossible to characterize things in
complete isolation from one another, as assumed in classical philosophy
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and, indeed, throughout most of the history of philosophy. It is on this
openness that the possibility of causal connections rests:
“Reality is open formality. Hence, reality is constitutively respective.
In virtue of this each thing, by being real, is from within itself open
to other real things — whence the possible connection of some real
things with others. That this connection exists is a fact and nothing
more than a fact. But what is not a fact, but an intrinsic metaphysical
necessity, is that, if such a connection exists, it is founded on respectivity. According to this line of transcendental openness, the moment
of reality acquires a special character, what in ordinary discourse
we call ‘the force of things’, which consists in the force of imposition
of the real.”
(Zubiri [1980], pp. 196-197)

Real Production
We discussed the notion of real production of effects above and
noted that it is an idea developed over the course of the first phase of the
history of causality. The key idea is that the cause really produces the
effect and does so through the interaction of two real things — that which
acts as cause and that which receives the action of the cause. The metaphysical connection between the two is often expressed by means of a
counterfactual conditional. For example, take the causal statement: “John
killed Bob”. Then consider also the counterfactual conditional statement:
“If John had not been here, Bob would not have been killed”. The modal
implications of such statements is what reveals the metaphysical connection, which is absent in the case of constant-conjunction causality. For
example, consider the statement: “All the metal in Smith’s car is rusty”.
Clearly, this will not support the counterfactual: “If this piece of metal
were in Smith’s car, it would be rusty”. The metaphysical connection
between cause and effect, something that goes beyond what science uses
or needs, or even what we use or need in everyday life, is what gives
causality in the sense of real production its great impact. But it is also
what limits its applicability, because we can only rarely determine if such
a connection exists, and what its nature is. That was the mistake of
philosophers in phases one and two — the failure to realize the true scope
of causality and the inapplicability of extrapolations of real production to
all relationships where we perceive a connection.

What is the power of the real?
The notion of power derives from a primordial experience of reality:
it resists us (as in the force of nature), but at the same time captivates us
(as in the beauty of nature), dominates us and we must yield to it. Reality
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is “more” than individual characteristics, more than real things, but “more”
in them:
“And to dominate is just this: to be ‘more’, but in the thing itself; the
reality as reality is dominating in this thing, in each real thing. It is
not the case that being dominant consists in being more important
than being green, but that the moment of reality physically determines, without being a cause, that the green is a form of reality…
Consequently, this dominion is what we may call power. To dominate
is ‘more’, it is to have power. Here ‘power’ does not mean to be a
cause.” (Zubiri [1984], p. 87)

So what does domination mean, effectively? It means that we confront a world not of our making, which does not behave in the ways we
might like and around which we must organize our lives:
“In what measure does this power pertain to reality? Reality, by the
mere fact of being real, has a capacity to dominate us… That is an
incontrovertible fact, not a theory. Hence, at no level is this capacity — by virtue of which a reality (not reality itself, but any ordinary
reality) makes sense to man — independent of the properties which
reality possesses. Obviously: if I wish to fabricate a door, I cannot
make it out of liquid water, which has no capacity to be a door.”
(Zubiri [1993], pp. 42-43)

Zubiri refers to the capacity that real things have to be given meaning in our life, as in the case of the door, as condition. Using this notion, he
refines his distinction between causality and power:
“If causality, strictly speaking, is the functionality of the real qua real,
condition is the capacity of the real to have meaning and, consequently, belongs to the real thing. Power is the dominating condition
of the real qua real, in contradistinction to causality which is the
functionality of the real qua real. And precisely because it pertains
and belongs to reality in itself qua real, it is something which affects
not only the attitude of man, but the very structure of things qua
real.”
(Zubiri [1993], pp. 42-43)

All causes have the characteristic of dominating over their effects,
even when considered simply from the standpoint of functionality. This is
owing to the fact that most causality operates at the level of the formality
of reality, not the content of impressions. The simple explanation of causality and power in Zubiri is that they are different: causality, in a formula
he repeats over and over, is the functionality of the real qua real (Zubiri [1989],
pp. 94, 320; [1993], pp. 43, 61). Power, on the other hand, is the dominance
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of the real qua real (Zubiri [1989], p. 320; [1993], pp. 43, 61). A specific example may be helpful. In Catholic theology, sacraments use things (such as
water for baptism) to convey specific graces or spiritual actions. For Zubiri,
this is an example of the dominance of the real, rather than causality:
“I esteem that this production, this ex opere operato that, with reception in faith and conversion of heart, produces the reproduction of
the death and resurrection of Christ, is not a problem of causality,
but a problem of dominance. It is the dominance of God, of the
power of God, where the power of God is just the dominance of the
real qua real… And this dominance, precisely because it is a power,
continues God-forming him upon whom the power is exercised.”
(Zubiri [1997], p. 348)

Causality (as functionality of the real) and power (as dominance of
the real) are, thus, two separate notions, corresponding to different problems and different areas of applicability.

Analysis of Causality As Applied to Proofs of God’s Existence
n his discussion of Hume, in his main work, Sentient Intelligence, Zubiri
distinguishes and relates causality and functionality, emphasizing that,
in most instances, we do not perceive the real influence — i.e., the power
— of cause upon effect. Therefore, causes in the classical sense are not given
in ordinary experience and so cannot be used as the basis for extrapolation beyond such experience; thus, the cosmological argument fails.
Nonetheless, it is useful to examine in more detail the traditional
approach to causality-based proofs of the existence of God, to learn about
the deep and perhaps hidden assumptions in them. St. Thomas uses the
vocabulary and concepts of Aristotle’s metaphysics, including the notion
of change as reduction from potency to act (first proof), the notion of efficient causality (second proof), certain ideas about possibility and necessity
(third proof), distinct degrees of being and the notion that higher cannot
come from lower (fourth proof), and the convergence of the cosmos toward
an end (fifth proof). In every case, the soundness of the proof depends on
the truth of Aristotle’s metaphysics. As an example, consider the second
proof:

I

“In the world of sense, we find there is an order of efficient causes.
There is no case known (neither is it, indeed, possible) in which a
thing is found to be the efficient cause of itself; for so it would be
prior to itself, which is impossible. Now in efficient causes, it is not
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possible to go on to infinity, because in all efficient causes following
in order, the first is the cause of the intermediate cause, and the
intermediate is the cause of the ultimate cause, whether the intermediate cause be several, or only one. Now to take away the cause
is to take away the effect. Therefore, if there be no first cause among
efficient causes, there will be no ultimate, nor any intermediate
cause. But, if in efficient causes it is possible to go on to infinity,
there will be no first efficient cause, neither will there be an ultimate
effect, nor any intermediate efficient causes; all of which is plainly
false. Therefore, it is necessary to admit a first efficient cause, to
which everyone gives the name of God.” (Aquinas [1920], 1 q.2 a.3)

This cosmological proof uses the classical concept of causality, which
includes uniformity, efficacy, the notion that every cause must have an
effect, and the notion that a cause exerts a real influence on the effect.
It is used because the idea of causality, in this sense, has been elevated to
a metaphysical principal with universal applicability, thus enabling us to
draw inferences about things which cannot be directly perceived, such as
the existence of God.

The two fundamental assumptions beneath causality reasoning
As we have discussed, this line of argument was critiqued by Hume,
who argued that no perception of causal connections in the required sense
is possible and, thus, causality itself devolves to constant conjunction.
Hence, no far-reaching metaphysical inferences, such as that of the
cosmological argument, can be drawn using it. Kant accepted this line of
reasoning more or less at face value, but argued that causality enters
human knowledge through the synthesizing done in our experience of
reality. That is, we synthesize our experience so that causality is a part of
it. But, of course, this equally rules out metaphysical inferences based on
causality.
If we penetrate to a deeper level, we can discern the root of the
problem: causality arguments are posed within the context of complex
rational explanatory frameworks. This is because such rational explanations are usually regarded as our primary access to reality and, thus, are
the logical place for causality-based arguments. However, rational explanations of reality are exceedingly complex and subject to constant revision.
So, the notion of causality in this context is merely a hypothesis, or speculation, not a verified fact. In any practical case of rational explanation, the
nexus of causes is too complex to fathom. Moreover, other metaphysical
interpretations of “cause and effect” are possible, such as occasionalism.
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We can discern two assumptions behind the idea of causality arguments in the context of some rational system. Though rarely discussed,
they can radically change the landscape of the issue. First, suppose that
the assumption of rational explanation as our primary access to reality is
wrong. In that case, we must rethink the role of traditional philosophical
proofs of the existence of God, as well as rethinking the priority of science
with respect to all knowledge. Second, suppose that causality is something experienced more directly than through rational explanatory paradigms. That is, suppose that in some cases we can know the productive
power we usually associate with causality — thereby ruling out constant
conjunction or even Kantian-type explanations of it.
Zubiri follows just this path, disputing both the assumption that
rational explanation is our primary access to reality, and that causality
(in the fullest sense, as production of reality) is a function of rational
explanation. Instead, he believes it necessary to look at the fundamental
nature of the human person, knowledge of which is based more on what
he terms “primordial apprehension of reality”.

Personal Causality
n Zubiri’s view, we do not directly perceive the productive influence
of one thing upon another, except in the moral sphere, where we do
perceive the effect of our actions on others. Therefore, with that exception,
we cannot directly perceive causal connections in the metaphysical sense;
we cannot penetrate to the core of things in some Leibnizian fashion and
see them as they are. Moreover, in primordial apprehension, we directly
perceive reality and do not require the validity of any causal principle
to guarantee this perception. In primordial apprehension, we are given
functional relationships between things, through the formality of reality;
and, at higher levels of intelligence, additional functional relations can be
discerned, as in science, but not causal relations in the traditional, deterministic sense, that of real production. Moreover, causality is a broader
concept than determinism, that emerges as only a special type of causality. Between persons (and only between them), there is a strict causality,
which in turn implies moral obligation and moral responsibility. Thus,
when we say: “John murdered Bill” or “John robbed the bank”, we are
making statements that go beyond a simple report of observations. In the
first case, we are saying that John knew what would happen when he
pulled the trigger; he knew that he would produce a certain reality —
namely, the death of Bill — and that he willed this to happen.

I
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This type of causality is not just a simple application of the classical
notions of causality to persons, though it is built on that idea. In its most
general form, it goes beyond that type of causality and is irreducible to
the causality of classical metaphysics with respect to the rational explanation of the world and still less reducible to the concept of a scientific law,
because it operates at a more direct level, that of primordial apprehension.
This is what Zubiri refers to as “personal causality”: “And however
repugnant it may be to natural science, there is… a causality between
persons, which is not given in the realm of nature”. Obviously, this
causality exists with respect to moral issues such as the cases of murder
and theft discussed above. But the expanded idea of personal causality
seems peculiar at first glance, since we are accustomed to a different
notion of, and use for, causality. However, anyone who has experienced
deep friendship or seen how the unselfish actions of a good person can
radically transform others will immediately grasp the concept. This is
causality in the sense of production of reality — the key component of
“classical” causality. Real changes are produced in other people, whose
lives are often radically altered by their experience of contact with the
good person whose life, works, and example inspired them in ways that
no rational argument could do.
Can this notion of personal causality be used as the basis for proofs
of the existence of God? Obviously, the cosmological proofs based on the
applicability of real production to all change cannot be modified for this
notion — it is too restricted to make those proofs valid. Moreover, for
Zubiri, God is not a reality object whose existence can be demonstrated,
but a reality ground that at some level we experience in an ineluctable
fashion, both through the reality of personal causality, and through the
power of the real that we experience daily.

The “Copernican revolution” in demonstrations relating to God
Clearly, if proofs or demonstrations turn from cosmological scales
(God as a reality object “out there”) to something that grounds us, known
through personal experience, we have experienced a great revolution in
our approach and our theology — a new “Copernican revolution”, earlier
suggested in the context of Kant’s philosophy. This is Zubiri’s approach
— to base such demonstration as is possible on the direct personal experience of reality, rather than reasoning based in complex rational systems
that can (and do) change over time.4
4. In an article, “Trascendencia y física”, Zubiri ([1961], pp. 419-424) discussed a possible
cosmological proof, based on cosmology as it was then known, rather than on a metaphysical interpretation of sensible reality, as is done in standard cosmological proofs.
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For Zubiri, all human life is, in some respect, an experience of the
power of the real. Each person is, in his very constitution, turned toward
a reality which is more than he is, and on which he is based. This reality
is that from which emerge the resources he needs to make his personality
and which supplies him with the force necessary to carry out this process
of realizing himself. This turning of a person to reality is what Zubiri
terms religation (from the Latin, re-ligere, “to re-tie”). It is a turning toward
some ground not found among things immediately given, something
which must be sought beyond what is given:
“…Zubiri shows that the power of the real that is manifested in religation cannot be grounded in any particular real thing, but only in
a reality that is absolutely absolute… For Zubiri, the way of religation leads to an absolutely absolute reality, which will be the ground
of the world, understood as the unity of real things, not by virtue of
their properties, but their character of reality.”
(González [2005], p. 101 — author’s translation)

For Zubiri, human beings are relatively absolute because of personal
self-possession; but that self-possession is itself based or grounded in
reality. Hence, it is not absolutely absolute. The theist calls the absolutely
absolute ground, the absolutely absolute reality, “God” (Zubiri [1984],
pp. 134-178). Religation, clearly, is not a cosmic phenomenon, but neither
is it something subjective (ibidem, p. 128):
“Religation as a product of the power of the real is something at the
intersection of the human and the cosmic. In this sense… the way
[of religation] is neither cosmological, nor anthropological; rather,
it is drawn from a more immediate level, one that is more radical,
because it is precisely here that all cosmological and anthropological arguments ultimately have their root. Prior to any theory,
religation is a fact for Zubiri, the very fact of human life. It is a fact
observable by anyone, because it does not depend on any investigation of what things are beyond apprehension. Rather, it is found in
the analysis of the ‘powerfulness’ that real things exert over human
life.”
(González [2005], p. 93 — author’s translation)

The power of the real, through religation, reveals to us something
very important and very fundamental about our experience in its totality,
and it does so in a way that does not require any philosophical system,
Though admitting that this type of demonstration, based as it is on scientific facts and
theories at a particular time, is not as well-established as the way of religation, Zubiri
still thought it useful. A detailed discussion can be found in an article by González (2005).
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such as that of classical philosophy. Moreover, Zubiri was keenly aware
of the fact that what we call “God” is not just the ground of human life,
but of the world as well. For that reason, he sought a way to integrate
them and that is why the power of the real is expressed in terms of the
absolutely absolute and the relatively absolute.
In each person’s life there is the experience of the power of the real
and the experience of personal causality, both of which cause us to turn
to something beyond what is given at the superficial level of ordinary life.
Refer to Figure 3 for a schematic representation. This is not an airtight
demonstration, nor is it intended to be; it is an analysis of human experience that reveals something not explicable or even expressible in scientific
terms. One can still reject the conclusion that the reality ground refers to
God; the atheist does so by arguing that he or she needs no grounding —
life is self-sufficient. The agnostic does so by claiming that any such
ground is unknowable. A discussion of these views is beyond the scope
of this article, however.
Personal Causality

Power of the Real

Aspect of experience
not explicable
by science

Dominance
beyond causality

Reality ground not
found among things
immediately given

Atheist:
no grounding needed;
life is self-sufficient

Called “God”
by theists

Agnostic:
ground not knowable;
finite is satisfactory

Figure 3 — Existence of God through personal causality and the power of the real

The object of reasoning, “demonstrations” if one wishes, as we noted
is not to develop an irrefutable “proof” of God’s existence. Such proofs,
as have been proposed, have never convinced everyone and actually had
little to do with the faith of most people. Rather, it was their experience
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of life — personal causality and the power of the real — that was their
real contact with the reality ground that Zubiri terms “God”. Our understanding of God consequently changes in some ways from the traditional
understanding, in the sense that the way of religation and personal
causality leads to what we normally understand by God — an ultimate
reality, source of our possibilities, to whom we petition for help. The traditional ways led rather to metaphysical constructions (González [2005],
p. 104). But God is not a “cosmological object”: a prime mover, first cause,
or a superphysicist who rules the universe by physical laws. Nor is He
a concept, or terminus, of a reasoning process, or any sort of reality object,
such as chairs, mountains, stars, or galaxies. Rather, God is a reality ground
and man’s life is woven into his experience with things. This experience
is itself, through relegation, an experience of God. In making his own life,
each man configures (or disfigures) God in him. God is thus much more
indwelling rather than an object “out there” somewhere. An anecdote
from Mother Teresa’s life may clarify this notion. On a visit to New York,
she expressed a desire to visit Covenant House, an institution in New
York City devoted to helping runaway and abused children. On her visit,
she was accompanied by a Franciscan priest, but they had to park some
distance away and walk to the Covenant House building, which is in
Times Square. On the way, the priest was talking and all of a sudden
realized that Mother Teresa was no longer at his side. He looked back and
saw her with a drunken man sprawled on the sidewalk. He said: “We
must hurry, they are expecting us”. But she replied: “Here is Jesus”. It is
important to understand the metaphysical dimension of this experience,
as well as its theological implications:
“As with any personal causality, such inter-personal causality is
rigorously metaphysical. And this acquires its greatest reality when
referring to the inter-personal causality of God and each human
being. The dynamic tension between God and humans is comprised
of those phenomena [that] are the very forms of God’s causality in
the life of the human person… And since this causality is radically
intrinsic to the human person, it follows that these functions are
moments of the intrinsic and formal dynamism in which the life of
the human person unfolds from itself.”
(Zubiri [1984], pp. 203-204 — Joaquin Redondo’s translation)

In Zubiri’s view, this comes about because one of the two persons
involved, namely the divine, is in fact interior to the human person. Thus,
“…the help that God provides stems from the very depths of the
human person. To help, to console, to listen etc., are not mere psychic
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phenomena, but are the metaphysical forms through which God is
constituting me in my being. Because of this, each human being,
whether he or she knows it or not, has the experience of God. This
is not the empirical experience of an object, but a metaphysical
experience of the ground of his or her personal being. This experience
is in itself the experience of God. God is something experienced.”
(Zubiri [1984], pp. 203-204 — Joaquin Redondo’s translation)

Because this experience does not depend upon complex rational
explanatory systems, such as Aristotelian or Leibnitzian metaphysics,
it supplies a much firmer base for such demonstrations of God’s existence
as are possible.

Conclusion: Impact on the Science-Religion Dialogue
nderstanding the true nature of causality is important especially for
the science-religion dialogue, because so much of the acrimony associated with the “contradiction” between science and religion is based
on the assumption that it is a debate between two equals, in the sense that
both are rational explanations of the world and, thus, are (or can be) in
conflict. The cosmological arguments are especially vulnerable to changes
in our understanding of nature brought about by advances in science,
thus making theology something of a follower of science. However, if we
have causal knowledge that is not based on a rational scheme, but on
something prior in the order of knowing, then the whole basis of the discussion changes. This suggests that a proper understanding of causality,
especially of the three components that have traditionally been confused
in it, will be essential to grasping the relationship between theology and
science and, hence, our ability to craft demonstrations of the existence of
God. Theistic evolution, for example, in all of its variety, is fundamentally
based on the theory (or belief, or assumption) that there are aspects of our
experience of reality that not only are not accessible to science, but that
cannot be meaningfully expressed in scientific terms. The notion of personal causality, as well as that of the power of the real, both based on
human experience prior to the rational explanation of the world, show
that this is a viable approach. And it can easily be extended to other areas
as well. Demonstrations in the traditional sense may represent a type of
overreach. Emphasis on human experience — the experience associated
with being a person — appears to represent a better approach to demonstrating the existence of God and relating science to theology.

U
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Non-Reductive Physicalism and Free Will*
NANCEY MURPHY
Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California, USA

Introduction
n this essay, I first briefly outline the history of Christian scholarship
arguing against dualism and in favor of a physicalist anthropology,
along with even more abbreviated comments on issues in Judaism and
Islam. Then, I turn to the distinction between reductionist and anti-reductionist forms of physicalism. I claim that reductionism in general has
been one of the most significant assumptions of the modern worldview;
we are only in this generation working out suitable non-reductive understandings of complex phenomena. The developments here involve definitions of downward causation and of emergence and the development
of a new set of concepts for describing complex dynamical systems.
The major focus of the paper will be on the most difficult aspect of
distinguishing non-reductive from reductive physicalism, that of free will.
While being unable to provide here a full treatment of free will, I shall
argue, first, that there is no such thing as the free-will problem; it is an
anachronistic reading of philosophical history to assume that there is a
single problem. What many of the assorted free-will problems do have
in common is the opposition of free will to determinism — of some sort or
another. The sort of determinism that is of particular interest to physicalists
is neurobiological determinism.
I shall argue, however, that neurobiological determinism is only a
worry if neurobiological reductionism is true. The latter decidedly is not
true, as I shall attempt to show in the brief time allotted. In making my
argument, I shall note briefly the contrast between my approach and that
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of Robert Kane in his influential book, The Significance of Free Will (Kane
[1998]).

Science, Biblical Studies, and Physicalism
o many a reader of today’s media, it would appear that Christians
have once again bowed to the authority of science; they are renouncing
the dualist anthropology that has characterized their teaching from the
beginning, in order to adopt physicalism, that is consistent with current
science, particularly cognitive neuroscience. It seems to be the case that
only those of us who attended seminary sometime in the late twentieth
century and, more precisely, a seminary of a liberal sort, are aware of the
fact that the dualism-physicalism issue is already a century old in Christian
biblical studies and church history.
In 1911, biblical scholar H. Wheeler Robinson argued persuasively
that the writers of the Hebrew scriptures were not dualists; their concept
of human nature was monistic (Robinson [1911]). Later translators read
dualism back into the texts by employing, first, Greek anthropological
terms and then translating these Greek terms into modern languages,
as they had been understood by the Greek philosophers. By the middle
of the twentieth century, is was commonplace to argue that New Testament
authors also presupposed a monistic and physicalist account of human
nature. Nonetheless, already in the second century, dualism began to
appear in Christian teaching. The Epistle to Diognetus (written in approximately A.D. 130) described humans as possessing an immortal soul. By
the time of St. Augustine, in the early fifth century, dualism of a modified
Platonic sort was taken as the orthodox position.
Contemporary Jewish scholars appear to be divided on the question
of dualism versus physicalism. A persuasive book, though, is Neil Gillman’s The Death of Death: Resurrection and Immortality in Jewish Thought
(1997). Gillman argues that the only conception of human nature that fits
comfortably with the Jewish understanding of life and of the Jews’ relationship to God is a physicalist account, along with an emphasis on afterlife understood in terms of bodily resurrection. I had the opportunity to
lecture on this topic in Iran (thanks to the Metanexus Institute). I found
that all Muslim scholars I addressed there were either dualists, or held
a more complex tri-partite account. Nonetheless, there are ample precedents in the history of Islam for a physicalist account of human nature.
So, the Abrahamic faiths have plenty of historical precedent for
accepting a physicalist account of human nature and it can be argued that
in so doing they are not bowing to science at all, but rather recovering
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a more authentic version of their own early teachings. What all religious
believers need to worry about, however, is the extent to which a physicalist
ontology is believed to entail a reductionistic account of human life. In
the (in)famous words of Francis Crick: “You, your joys and your sorrows,
your memories and your ambitions, your sense of personal identity and
free will are in fact no more than the behavior of a vast assembly of nerve
cells and their associated molecules” (Crick [1994], p. 3]. As already noted,
the aspect of this reductionist view that I shall address here is the question
of free will.1

Background to the Free-Will Problem
here have been numerous sources of worry about free will: divine
determinism, divine foreknowledge, social determinism; and a variety of forms of physical determinism, based on the roles of physics,
genetics, neurobiology. I shall not address the theological problems.
Social determinism appeared to be a significant problem during the
behaviorist era, but today physical determinism is the main focus of
philosophical literature. Although genetic determinism is treated as a
legitimate worry by some, most of us are aware that there is little, if anything, in human life that is strictly determined by the genes and also that
the human genome packs nowhere near enough information to determine
the precise “wiring” of an individual’s brain.
Much of the philosophical literature focuses on what I shall argue is
an “indeterminate” sort of determinist worry. Until recently, it was thought
to be a truism that all events in the physical world are determined by
prior physical causes. Now the standard view is that all except certain
quantum events are deterministic. Most of the current philosophical literature is structured by the compatibilist-libertarian debate. All agree that,
if determinism is true, then all human choices are determined by prior
causes. Compatibilists argue that determinism may well be true, but it is
a conceptual error to suppose that this rules out free will. Libertarians
argue that free will requires that our choices, somehow, not be determined.
A variety of authors agree that this debate has reached a stalemate. For
example, Galen Strawson, in his article on free will in the new Routledge
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, sees little chance of progress in settling this issue:
“The principal positions in the traditional metaphysical debate are clear.
No radically new option is likely to emerge after millennia of debate”
(Strawson [1998], p. 749).

T

1. The foregoing material is treated at greater length in Murphy (2006); the remainder of
this paper is condensed from Murphy and Brown (2007).
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Now, I want to try to shake up this stalemate in two ways: first,
by calling into question the general determinist thesis. There is now no
consensus on what the concept of determinism amounts to. For the
Epicureans, determinism was in nature itself. After the invention of the
concept of laws of nature, we have to distinguish between claims that
things or events in nature determine subsequent events and the claim that
the laws of nature are deterministic. But much has changed during the
modern period. The concept of a law of nature began as a metaphor: God
has laws for human behavior and for non-human nature. While it was
thought that nature always obeyed God’s laws, God presumably could
change or override his own laws. By Laplace’s day, the laws of nature
were thought to be necessary. But today, with multiple-universe cosmologies and reflection on the anthropic issue, there is much room, again, to
imagine that the laws of our universe are contingent: it can be asked why
the universe has laws and constants, from within a vast range of possibilities, that belong to a very small set that permit the evolution of life.
Jeremy Butterfield argues that the only clear sense to be made of
determinist theses is to ask whether significant scientific theories are
deterministic. This is more difficult than it first appears, however. It may
appear that the determinism of a set of equations is simply the mathematical necessity in their transformations and their use in predictions of future
states of the system. One problem, though, is that “there are many examples of a set of differential equations which can be interpreted as a deterministic theory or as an indeterminate theory, depending on the notion of
state used to interpret the equations” (Butterfield [1998], p. 38).
Second, even if a theory is deterministic, no theories apply to actual
systems in the universe because no system can be suitably isolated from
its environment. The only way around this problem would be to take the
whole universe as the system in question. If the idea of a theory that
describes the relevant (essential, intrinsic) properties of the state of the
entire universe and allows for calculation of all future states is even
coherent, it is wildly speculative.
A third problem, argued by Alwyn Scott, is that many important
theories dealing with higher levels of complexity (such as those governing
the transmission of nerve impulses) can be shown not to be derivable
from lower-level theories and especially not from quantum mechanics
(Scott [1995], p. 52).
So the general claim that all natural events (apart from quantum
events) have deterministic causes is too vague to play the role that it so
often has in free-will literature. It is necessary so specify what is supposed
to be determined by what. And a legitimate worry is that human thought
and behavior are both determined by neurobiological processes or laws.
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For instance, the Hodgkin-Huxley laws that describe the transmission of
nerve impulses are strict (deterministic) laws.
We can see that one obvious route to escape neurobiological determinism would be to show that indeterministic quantum events play a role
in the neural processes. This is what Robert Kane did so elegantly in his
Significance of Free Will. At this point, however, I have chosen to take a different route. I shall argue that the worry about neurological determinism
is misplaced. Rather, what we need to worry about is neurobiological
reductionism and the antidote to reductionism, in general, is the recognition
of what has been called in the literature downward causation or whole-part
constraint. Causal reductionism presupposes the notion of the hierarchy
of complex systems, such that higher-level systems are composed of
lower-level parts. Causal reductionism, then, is the thesis that all causation is “bottom-up” — from part to whole. Downward causation is so
called because it represents the claim that the whole has reciprocal effects
or constraints on its parts.

Downward Causation
y argument, in brief, will be the following: neurobiological determinism is only a threat to free will, if neurobiological reductionism
is true — that is, if our thoughts and behavior are entirely determined by
neurobiological processes (or biological processes more generally). This
would be an instance of bottom-up causation. However, causal reductionism in general has been called into question by the philosophers and
scientists of the past generation. The most cogent arguments against
causal reductionism are those showing that in many complex systems the
whole has reciprocal effects on its constituents. If it can be shown that
organisms, in general, impose downward constraints on their own parts,
including their neural systems, then the reductionist threat to free will is
defused. However, more will need to be said about the differences between
genuine human free will and the partial causal autonomy of other complex organisms.
I believe I can take it for granted that this audience is familiar with
arguments for downward causation, largely from Arthur Peacocke’s work.
Thus, I shall be rather brief. First, I want to show why causal reductionism
seemed unavoidable in early modern physics. But, when we recognize
that all of those early assumptions have been called into question, the
reductionist dogma loses some of its grip on imagination. Next, I shall
present some recent developments in the understanding of downward
causation.

M
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Reductionism was the apparently necessary outcome of combining
the atomism that early modern physicists, such as Pierre Gassendi, took
over from the Epicureans with the notion of deterministic laws of physics.
Early modern atomism consisted of the following theses: first, the essential elements of reality are the atoms; second, atoms are unaffected by
their interaction with other atoms or by the composites of which they are
a part; third, the atoms are the source of all motion and change; fourth,
insofar as they behave deterministically (the Epicureans countenanced
spontaneous “swerves”, but Laplace and his followers did not), the atoms
determine the behavior of all complex entities. Finally and in consequence,
complex entities are not, ultimately, causes in their own right.
When modern scientists added Newton’s laws of motion, it was
reasonable to assume that these deterministic laws governed the behavior
of all physical processes. In our terms, all causation is bottom-up (causal
reductionism) and all physical processes are deterministic, because the
ultimate causal players (the atoms) obey deterministic laws. The determinism at the bottom of the hierarchy of the sciences is transmitted to all
higher levels.
The tidy Laplacean worldview has fallen apart in more ways than I
can catalogue here. Atoms modeled as tiny solar systems have given way
to a plethora of smaller constituents whose “particle-ness” is problematic.
It is unknown whether these will turn out to be composed of parts even
stranger, such as strings. The original assumption that the elementary
particles are unaffected by their interactions has certainly been challenged
by the peculiar phenomenon of quantum non-locality. Particles that have
once interacted continue to behave in coordinated ways even when they
are too far apart for any known causal interaction in the time available.
Thus, measuring or otherwise tampering with one particle affects its partner, wherever it happens to be. The thesis of this section of my paper is
that when we consider parts from levels of complexity above the atomic
and sub-atomic, the possibilities for the whole to effect changes are dramatic and the notion of a part shifts from that of a component thing to
a component process or function.
Scientific ideas about the ultimate source of motion and change have
gone through a complex history of changes. For the Epicureans, atoms
alone were the source of motion. A capital development was Newton’s
concept of inertia: a body will remain at rest or continue in uniform
motion unless acted upon by a force. In Newton’s system, initial movement could only be from a first cause, God, and the relation of the force
of gravity to divine action remained for him a problem. Eventually, three
other forces, electromagnetism and the strong and weak nuclear forces,
were added to the picture. The cosmology of Big-Bang played a role, too.
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The force of the initial explosion plays a significant part in the causes of
motion and it is very much an open question whether there can be an
explanation of that singularity.
Finally, there is the problem mentioned above, that we no longer
know how to define determinism. So we might say that the assumption
of complete bottom-up determinism has had the rug pulled out from
under it.
Now, I shall give just a brief overview of familiar work on downward
causation and then add a few recent developments. Donald Campbell
and Roger Sperry both used the term downward causation in the 1970s.
Sperry often spoke of the properties of the higher-level entity or system
overpowering the causal forces of the component entities (Sperry [1983],
p. 117). Campbell’s work has turned out to be more helpful. There is no
talk of overpowering lower-level causal processes here, but, instead, of a
thoroughly non-mysterious account of a larger system of causal factors
having a selective effect on lower-level entities and processes. Campbell’s
example is the role of natural selection in producing the remarkably efficient jaw structures of worker termites (Campbell [1974]).
While downward causation is often invoked in current literature in
psychology and other related fields, until recently it received little attention in philosophy after Campbell’s essay was published in 1974. In 1995,
Robert van Gulick spelled out in more detail an account based on selection. The reductionist’s claim is that the causal roles associated with special-science classifications are entirely derivative from the causal roles of
the underlying physical constituents. Van Gulick replies that even though
the events and objects picked out by the special sciences are composites
of physical constituents, the causal powers of such an object are not determined solely by the physical properties of its constituents and the laws of
physics. They are also determined by the organization of those constituents
within the composite. And it is just such patterns of organization that are
picked out by the predicates of the special sciences. These patterns have
downward causal efficacy in that they can affect which causal powers of
their constituents are activated. “A given physical constituent may have
many causal powers, but only some subsets of them will be active in a
given situation. The larger context (i.e., the pattern) of which it is a part
may affect which of its causal powers get activated. …Thus the whole is
not any simple function of its parts, since the whole at least partially
determines what contributions are made by its parts” (Van Gulick [1995],
p. 251).
Such patterns or entities are stable features of the world, often in
spite of variations or exchanges in their underlying physical constituents.

148

NANCEY MURPHY

Many such patterns are self-sustaining or self-reproducing in the face of
perturbing physical forces that might degrade or destroy them (e.g., DNA
patterns). Finally, the selective activation of the causal powers of such a
pattern’s parts may contribute, in many cases, to the maintenance and
preservation of the pattern itself. Taken together, these points illustrate
that “higher-order patterns can have a degree of independence from their
underlying physical realizations and can exert what might be called
downward causal influences, without requiring any objectionable form
of emergentism by which higher-order properties would alter the underlying laws of physics. Higher-order properties act by selective activation
of physical powers and not by their alteration” (Van Gulick [1995], p. 252).
A likely objection to be raised to Van Gulick’s account is this: the
reductionist will ask how the larger system affects the behavior of its constituents. To affect it must be to cause it to do something different than it
would have done otherwise. Either this is causation by the usual physical means, or it is something spooky. If it is by the usual physical means,
then those interactions must be governed by ordinary physical laws and
thus all causation is bottom-up after all.
The next (and, I believe, the most significant) development in the
concept of downward causation is in the work of Alicia Juarrero (Juarrero
[1999]). She describes the role of the system as a whole in determining the
behavior of its parts in terms similar to Van Gulick’s account of the larger
pattern or entity selectively activating the causal powers of its components.
Juarrero says:
“The dynamic organization functions as an internal selection process
established by the system itself, operating top-down to preserve
and enhance itself. That is why autocatalytic and other self-organizing processes are primarily informational; their internal dynamics
determine which molecules are ‘fit’ to be imported into the system
or survive.”
(Juarrero [1999], p. 126)

She addresses the crucial question of how to understand the causal
effect of the system on its components. Her answer is that the system
constrains the behavior of its component processes. The concept of a constraint in science suggests “not an external force that pushes, but a thing’s
connections to something else… as well as to the setting in which the object
is situated” (Juarrero [1999], p. 132). More generally, then, constraints pertain to an object’s connection with the environment or its embeddedness
in that environment. They are relational properties rather than primary
qualities in the object itself. Objects in aggregates do not have constraints;
constraints only exist when an object is part of a unified system.
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From the theory of information, Juarrero employs a distinction
between context-free and context-sensitive constraints. In the successive
throws of a die, the numbers that have come up previously do not constrain the probabilities for the current throw; the constraints on the die’s
behavior are context-free. In contrast, in a card game, the constraints are
context-sensitive: the chances of drawing an ace at any point are sensitive
to history:
“…assume there are four aces in a fifty-two card deck, which is dealt
evenly around the table. Before the game starts, each player has a
1/13 chance of receiving at least one ace. As the game proceeds,
once players A, B, and C have already been dealt all four aces, the
probability that player D have one automatically drops to 0. The
change occurs because, within the context of the game, player D’s
having an ace is not independent of what the other players have.
Any prior probability in place before the game starts suddenly
changes because, by establishing interrelationships among the
players, the rules of the game impose second-order contextual
constraints (and, thus, conditional probabilities)… No external force
was impressed upon D to alter his situation. There was no forceful
efficient cause separate and distinct from the effect. Once the individuals become card players, the conditional probabilities imposed
by the rules and the course of the game itself alter the prior probability that D have an ace, not because one thing bumps into another,
but because each player is embedded in a web of interrelationships.”
(Juarrero [1995], p. 146)

Alwyn Scott, a specialist in non-linear mathematics, states that a
paradigm change (in Thomas Kuhn’s sense) has occurred in science
beginning in the 1970s. He describes non-linear science as a meta-science,
based on the recognition of patterns in kinds of phenomena in diverse
fields. This paradigm shift amounts to a new conception of the very nature
of causality (Scott [2004]).
The picture presented here is of a world in which many systems
come into being, preserve themselves, and adapt to their environments as
a result of a tri-level process. Lower-level entities or systems manifest or
produce variation; higher-level structures select or constrain the variation.
Note that, with the recognition of the role of downward causation in the
behavior of the organisms, the question of determinism or indeterminism
at the lower levels of the hierarchy of complexity is irrelevant. Downward
causation can select among variants produced either deterministically, or
indeterministically at the lower level. For example, in evolution the lower
level (the level of the genes) produces a range of variants and the higher
level, the environment, selects among them. It happens that some genetic
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variation comes from mutations involving genuinely indeterministic processes and some from macro-level deterministic processes. So, in general,
there are two parts to causal stories of this sort: first, how the variants are
produced; second, the basis upon which and the means by which the
selection takes place. A fairly insignificant part of the story is whether the
lower-level processes that produce the variants are deterministic or indeterministic.
It is likely that the processes which take place in the brain depend
significantly on indeterministic quantum-level events. But, for addressing
the issues of neurobiological reductionism and free will, we do not need
to know whether this is true. Thus, I conclude, the long and tedious
debate between libertarians and compatibilists is focusing entirely on the
wrong issue. The issue is not determinism versus indeterminism, but
rather reduction versus downward causation.

Fleshing Out Free Will
hat I have done so far is to rebut one of the most serious contenders
for an argument against free will. In the process, I have called into
question the rationale for couching the debate in terms of compatibilism
versus incompatibilism or libertarianism. Also, I have pointed out above
that an account of free will really requires an investigation of what the
differences are that lead us to attribute free will to mature humans, while
we do not attribute it to animals or even to small children.
There are a number of valuable contributions to be found in the long
history of free-will literature. For example, a major tradition defines free
will as being able to act for a reason. There are also various accounts of
free will defined as autonomy and these are distinguished by the authors’
perceptions of the greatest threats to human autonomy. Of course, one
threat is that of external control, but there are also various internal factors
such as passions and appetites. A final example: recently, Harry Frankfurt
has helpfully distinguished first- and second-order desires and claimed
that we are free when we have the second-order desire to have our own
first-order desires. For instance, if I have a desire for revenge, but my
higher-order desire is not to have this first-order desire, then I am not free.
Warren Brown and I (Murphy and Brown [2007]) have approached
this set of issues in our book Did My Neurons Make Me Do It?, by adopting
Alasdair MacIntyre’s account of morally responsible action and arguing
that, if one has the capacities MacIntyre describes for moral responsibility,
this is the equivalent of having free will. Of course, definitions are debatable and we are open to having our work dismissed on the grounds that
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we have simply side-stepped the issue. Nonetheless, allow me to present
our position.
MacIntyre describes the capacity for morally responsible action as
the ability to evaluate that which moves one to action in light of a concept
of the good. Spelling this out more fully, MacIntyre says:
“As a practical reasoner, I have to be able to imagine different possible futures for me, to imagine myself moving forward from the
starting point of the present in different directions. For different or
alternative futures present me with different and alternative sets of
goods to be achieved, with different possible modes of flourishing.
And it is important that I should be able to envisage both nearer
and more distant futures and to attach probabilities, even if only in
a rough and ready way, to the future results of acting in one way
rather than another. For this both knowledge and imagination are
necessary.”
(MacIntyre [1999], pp. 74-75)

Brown and I claim that the person who can do all of this is in possession of free will. Notice that this incorporates the ingredients in concepts
of free will drawn from the literature. One ingredient is what we call selftranscendence — the ability to make oneself the object of observation,
reflection, and evaluation. This is what Frankfurt called attention to in his
recognition of our ability to evaluate our own desires. MacIntyre broadens this insight to include an evaluation of all sorts of factors that shape
our actions. He notes the role of sophisticated language in enabling this
ability. In order to evaluate a motive for acting, one must be able to formulate sentences complex enough not only to describe the motive, but
also to state an evaluation of the motive so described.
A second ingredient, of course, is reason — not the mere reasonableness of higher animals, but the ability to enunciate principles against
which to judge our own lower-level cognitions and motivations. Regarding autonomy, MacIntyre focuses on the development of the ability to
form our own moral judgments independent of social conformity — that
is, not only the ability to evaluate our motives in light of social norms, but
also to evaluate social norms themselves. This is an instance of third-order
self-transcendence.
From MacIntyre’s description or morally responsible action, Brown
and I have extracted the following cognitive components:
1. A symbolic sense of self (as MacIntyre says, the ability to imagine
“different possible futures for me”);
2. A sense of the narrative unity of life (“to imagine myself moving
forward from… the present”; “nearer and more distant futures”);
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3. The ability to run behavioral scenarios (“imagination”) and
predict the outcome (“knowledge”; “attach probabilities… to the
future results”);
4. The ability to evaluate predicted outcomes in light of goals;
5. The ability to evaluate the goals themselves (“alternative sets of
goods… different possible modes of flourishing”) in light of
abstract concepts;
6. The ability to act in light of points 1 through 5.
Because each of these capacities is complex and each of them has to
be presupposed in order to argue for the humans’ morality and free will,
Brown and I devoted three chapters to analyzing the capacities for selfreflection, symbolic language, and reasoning. The pattern in each chapter
was to begin with precursors of each capacity as found in lower animals
and then to reflect on the stages of complexification needed to reach adult
human capacities.
The goal of our book was to show that an increased understanding
of cognitive neuroscience is not only not a threat to traditional ideas of
higher human capacities, but rather that such increased knowledge helps
us understand how these capacities emerge from our complex neural
systems, enmeshed in our natural and social environments.
I shall sketch out one example. The capacities for self-evaluation
and for imagining one’s own future behavior both depend on the more
basic capacity to form a self-concept. What is at issue here is not the question of what it means to have a self. Rather, the issue is that of having a
self-concept. This concept arises early in life, but becomes more complex
through maturation.
Michael Lewis distinguishes between implicit and explicit selfawareness. The former he refers to as the biological “machinery of self”,
the latter as “the idea of me”. The machinery of self is shared with other
organisms; it is the ability to distinguish self from non-self and to recognize
conservation of self over time (Lewis [2003]).
Patricia Churchland views Lewis’ implicit self-awareness as a function of the self-representational capacities of the brain and lists some of
the brain systems known to be involved — for example, representation of
the internal milieu of the viscera via pathways to the brain stem and
hypothalamus and autobiographical events via the medial temporal lobes
(Churchland [2002]).
Lewis describes two stages in the origination of the idea of me, i.e.,
of what he calls explicit self-consciousness. The first is physical selfrecognition, which generally appears around 18 months of age. It is tested
by applying a spot on the child’s nose to see if the child reacts to it as in
a mirror. Chimpanzees also have this ability. A more advanced form of
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self-awareness appears during the third year of life and is measured by
the ability to engage in pretend-play and by the use of personal pronouns.
This capacity is closely linked to the development of a theory of mind, i.e.,
the ability to attribute thoughts and feelings to others (Lewis [2003]).
It is no accident that the use of personal pronouns serves to measure
the degree of possession of a self-concept and that the appearance of personal-pronoun use correlates with the development of a theory of mind.
M.R. Bennett and P.M.S. Hacker point out that to have concepts in general
is to know how to use words. “The idea of me” is, thus, dependent on the
ability to use the words I and me. These words cannot be used correctly
without the acquisition of a system of words including second- and thirdperson pronouns. The correct use of pronouns depends, of course, on the
ability to distinguish other people from inanimate objects (Bennett and
Hacker [2003], p. 348).
Leslie Brothers reports on research showing that we come well
equipped neurobiologically to develop and use what she calls the person
concept — i.e., to distinguish persons from objects. The perception of a
person is a higher-order perception of bodies, a perception that endows
them with mental life. In normally developing children, this perception
becomes automatic (Brothers [1997], p. 4). The variety of brain disorders
that result in loss of the ability to perceive persons (e.g., regions of the temporal lobes, or the right hemisphere in general, or the right parietal lobe
in particular) suggests that the capacity is encoded in widespread regions
of the brain (Brothers [1997], pp. 9-10).
Brothers hypothesizes that our ancestors began with a brain system
specialized for perceiving and responding to bodies and their gestures
and that slight modifications of the system have enabled us to generate
the concepts of person and mind. For example, we have remarkable abilities to recognize faces. We also have neurons that specialize in detecting
bodily motions, such as hand movements and the direction of the gaze,
that indicate other actors’ intentions. However, Brothers notes that there
is another dimension to the concept of person, which is the ability to locate
ourselves in social networks of morals, reasons, and status.
Terrence Deacon emphasizes the essential role of language in the
development of this symbolic self-concept:
“Consciousness of self in this way implicitly includes consciousness
of other selves and other consciousnesses can only be represented
through the virtual reference created by symbols. The self that is the
source of one’s experience of intentionality, the self that is judged by
itself as well as by others for its moral choices, the self that worries
about its impending departure from the world — this self is a symbolic self.”
(Deacon [1997], p. 452)
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Brothers argues that while our brains have the capacity to generate
the concepts of person and social order, they must take their specific form
from exposure to a particular culture. This culture is transmitted largely
in the form of narratives. The relationship between individuals and the
social order is the essence of the narrative and our conversations are
largely made up of such narratives (Brothers [1997], pp. 80-81).
As already noted, there is not time to look at all of the other cognitive capacities needed for free will. However, one requirement must be
mentioned, because it is a prerequisite for nearly all distinctively human
abilities: the ability to use symbolic language. As Deacon and Brothers
point out, it is essential for recognizing our embeddedness in the social
order. It also extends our sense of time beyond the immediate past and
future, creating our capacity for autobiographical memory, which allows
us to take responsibility for previous actions and to conceive of our current
actions as having distant consequences. It allows for imagining much
more complex possibilities for action and in predicting their likely outcomes. Consider, for example, the symbolic capacities needed for planning
financial investments. Finally, it is essential for formulating any sort of
moral concept.
Although animals can learn to associate words with objects, genuine
symbolic language requires the ability to situate words within complex,
hierarchically structured semantic networks. Neuroscience is only beginning to describe all of the brain structures, systems, and processes involved
in such classificatory abilities and in the additional tasks of recognizing
language and producing it ourselves. Early work focused on the greater
size of the human neo-cortex, but more recently Terrence Deacon has
emphasized the massive rewiring of the entire brain that seems to have
occurred with the development of symbolic language (Deacon [1997]).

Conclusion
lthough a convincing argument for free will is not possible in a single
paper, I hope to have made five points that together dispel the worry
that neurobiological determinism threatens free will.
First, I have argued that the free-will debate has reached a stalemate
because the question has erroneously been cast in terms of determinism
versus indeterminism. The important issue is, instead, neurobiological
reductionism.
Second, I have claimed that an account of downward causation (or
whole-part constraint) is the key to showing the limits of biological reductionism. When downward causation is understood in terms of selection

A

NON-REDUCTIVE PHYSICALISM AND FREE WILL

155

among lower-level boundary conditions, structures, entities, or causal
processes, there is nothing mysterious about it; in particular, there is no
violation of the laws of the more basic levels. I have emphasized that, for
the purposes of this selection, it does not matter whether the variation
occurs by deterministic or indeterministic means.
Third, I have pointed out that all but the most rudimentary organisms are top-down controllers of some aspects of their own biological
processes. I have then asked what must be added to this animalian downward control to constitute free will.
The fourth step in my argument has been to propose a set of cognitive capacities that together create the capacity for free action. These build
on capacities we share with the higher animals, to pursue goals and even
to evaluate and change goals. The added ingredients, all dependent on
symbolic language are, stated most briefly, self-transcendence and reason.
This means that we are able to evaluate and change our goals in light of
both theoretical and moral reasons and finally, to evaluate the moral reasons themselves.
The fifth step in my argument has been to provide the beginning of
a sketch of the ways in which cognitive neuroscience can begin to illuminate the neural bases for the capacities that together constitute free and
morally responsible beings.
In sum, I hope to have shown that free will is reconcilable with what
we know about the neural bases of human thought and behavior. I am
bold to suggest, then, that the problem of reconciling free will with neurobiology is not a particularly knotty philosophical problem, but rather an
agenda for research — namely to provide increasingly well informed and
cogent accounts of how our neural equipment provides for the cognitive
and behavioral capacities that go into responsible action.
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Introduction
or a long time, the philosophy of mind was dominated by two opposing positions: reductive physicalism, on the one hand, and substance
dualism, on the other hand. Then, however, non-reductive physicalism
evolved as a middle course between these seemingly extreme views. It
was supposed to offer an alternative, combining the advantages of both
reductive physicalism, and substance dualism. In this paper, however,
we question this claim. We ask whether non-reductive physicalism really
comprises the strong points of both positions, while avoiding their
deficiencies. Therefore, we briefly characterize reductive physicalism and
substance dualism and list the main advantages and disadvantages of
each position. After that, we characterize non-reductive physicalism by
means of Lynne Rudder Baker’s account. We compare this position with
reductive physicalism and substance dualism and come to the conclusion
that non-reductive physicalism has no advantages over substance dualism, but all of its main disadvantages. In addition to that, it is confronted
with one more problem that both reductive physicalism, and substance
dualism are free of, namely what we call “the problem of the bearer”, i.e.,
the problem of making intelligible how a physical object can be the bearer
of a non-physical property. Therefore, we hold that the philosophers of
mind are well-advised to either stick with reductive physicalism, or go
all the way to substance dualism. Finally, we argue that neither science,
nor religion offers decisive reasons to favour one of the two views.
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Reductive Physicalism
he probably still most popular stance towards the mind-body problem is reductionism. Broadly speaking, it assumes that the mental
life we engage in is identical with the brain processes: we are nothing
over and above our brains and all our thoughts and feelings are ultimately identical to physical properties (see, e.g., Heil [2003]; Kim [2005]).
In his classical paper on reductive physicalism, J.J. Smart formulates
the reductionist view in the following way: “It seems to me that science
is increasingly giving us a viewpoint whereby organisms are able to be
seen as physiochemical mechanisms. […] A man is a vast arrangement of
physical particles, but there are not, over and above this, sensations or
states of consciousness” (Smart [1959]/[2004], pp. 117-118).
On a first view, reductionism seems to be a very attractive position:
it is intuitively appealing to suppose that everything is physical — our
mental life included. If everything else is physical, do we not have to
assume that the mental is ultimately physical, too? For, if it is not, then
mental life amounts to a “nomological dangler” that we cannot integrate
in our physical world. From a reductive physicalist point of view, this
situation is doubtlessly unsatisfactory. The progress of modern science
seems to suggest that we shall one day be able to explain the whole world
in physical terms. Why should our mental life be excluded from this
development? Additionally, practical arguments based on the principles
of parsimony and simplicity seem to decide in favour of a theory postulating the identity of the mental with brain processes (Smart [1959]/
[2004], p. 127). Monistic ontologies such as reductive physicalism have
always been amongst the favoured frameworks of philosophers.
But reductive physicalism also faces serious problems, most saliently
that so far it has been unable to cash out practically the strategy of reduction it proposes. The course of philosophical discussion has not vindicated
Smart’s view. Indeed, it has proven very hard to reduce phenomena such
as sensations, emotions, and our first-person perspective to the physical.
It still has not been explained — even in principle — how the experience
of pain, for instance, can be reduced to a certain neuronal state of our brain.

T

Substance Dualism
hen characterizing substance dualism, two questions need to be
addressed: the first one is the question of what a substance is; the
second one is the question of what a dualism of substances amounts to.

W
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In what follows, we will address both of these questions, if only roughly.
According to the substance ontologists, there are not only properties, but
also substances or bearers which possess them. According to the substance
dualists, there are not only physical, but also non-physical or mental substances. Physical substances are the bearers of physical properties such as
being six feet tall or weighing one hundred pounds. Mental substances
are the bearers of mental properties such as being in pain or thinking
about the universe. Examples of physical substances are tables, stones,
and organisms. Examples of mental substances are, according to the substance dualists, we ourselves.
Substance dualism used to be the dominant view with regard to the
mind for many centuries, its most eminent proponent being, probably,
René Descartes. Today, however, the substance dualists make up only a
minority in the philosophy of mind, due to the rise of physicalism during
the last century.
The main intuition in favour of substance dualism, broadly speaking,
is that we seem to be something over and above our brains. A physical
analysis of our brains does not seem to capture what we most fundamentally are. It appears as though we, the subjects of love, pain, and various
other experiences, cannot be reduced to some physical object.
However, substance dualism is confronted with serious problems.
The first problem to note is the division of the universe into a physical
and a non-physical, mental realm that it brings with it. Substance dualism lacks the features of ontological parsimony and simplicity that make
monistic ontologies, such as reductive physicalism, so attractive. The
second, and probably even greater problem is that of interaction between
the physical and the mental realm, for substance dualism usually goes
hand in hand with the “common sense” claim that the mental causally
affects the physical and conversely. But how, it is asked, can something
non-physical cause a change in the physical realm? (see, e.g., Kim [2001])

Non-Reductive Physicalism
n the light of the pertinacious problems both classical positions —
reductive physicalism and substance dualism — face, non-reductive
physicalism evolved as an alternative. It claims to be a middle course
between the two opposing positions, combining their strengths while
avoiding their weaknesses. According to non-reductive physicalism, the
world we live in is physical and we are physical parts of it. Nevertheless,
we are able to think, feel, and imagine, whereas these capacities are not
identical with physical processes. In order to illustrate this thought, we
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consider the non-reductive physicalist account Lynne Rudder Baker has
recently put forward.1
Baker sums up her view as follows: “Proponents of non-reductive
materialism hold that the mental is ontologically part of the material world;
yet, mental properties are causally efficacious without being reducible
to physical properties” (Baker [2008], p. 1). Meanwhile, Baker emphasizes
that “[a]ll forms of materialism, reductive and non-reductive, disavow
immaterial souls, vital spirits, entelechies, and the like. According to any
materialist, every concrete particular is made up entirely of microphysical
items” (ibidem). She identifies three basic assumptions that minimally
characterize non-reductive physicalism:
1. We call the first thesis “property dualism thesis”; Baker describes
it as follows: “There are mental properties that are distinct from
any physical properties” (Baker [2008], p. 2);
2. The second thesis is what we call “dependency thesis”; mental
properties depend on physical properties (Baker [2008], p. 3);
we shall, however, leave here open the question of how to define
this dependency;
3. The third thesis of non-reductive physicalism is what we call the
“causality thesis”: “Finally, non-reductive materialists eschew
epiphenomenalism about the mental properties: mental properties
make a causal difference […]” (Baker [2008], p. 3); thus, mental
properties have causal powers and contribute to what happens
in the physical realm.
Baker’s characterization of non-reductive physicalism nicely shows
how this current tries to avoid the pitfalls of both reductive physicalism,
and substance dualism, while adopting their advantages: on the one hand,
non-reductive physicalism opposes the claim that our mental life can be
reduced to physical processes. But, on the other hand, non-reductive
physicalism claims that we, the bearers of these properties, are nevertheless physical objects and not mental substances.
But, despite its initial attractiveness, non-reductive physicalism is
confronted with various problems that result from exactly those features
that make it so appealing at first sight. The first problem is a consequence
of the property dualism non-reductive physicalism affirms and without
which it can hardly be called “non-reductive” in an ontological sense.
1. We are, therefore, not concerned with other positions that also arrogate the label “nonreductive physicalism”, such as Davidson’s anomalous monism or Murphy’s causal
non-reductionism — especially because we think that these positions are ontologically
reductive. Unfortunately, we cannot go into detail here.
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Property dualism, however, just like substance dualism, leads to a division
of the universe into two different realms, one mental, the other physical.
Therefore, non-reductive physicalism is not more parsimonious, ontologically speaking, than substance dualism.
Furthermore, non-reductive physicalism claims that mental properties are causally efficacious, i.e., they make a difference to what happens
in the physical realm. Once this is accepted, it has to be spelled out how
something non-physical can causally affect something physical. We are
again confronted with the problem of interaction. Therefore, non-reductive physicalism shares all of the main problems of substance dualism.

The Problem of the Bearer
n addition to these problems, non-reductive physicalism is confronted
with one more problem that both reductive physicalism, and substance dualism are free of. It is what we call “the problem of the bearer”: if
mental properties are non-physical, as is affirmed by non-reductive physicalists, and if properties need substances or bearers to exist, as is again
affirmed by (most) non-reductive physicalists, then we need to ask what
these bearers could be. According to the non-reductive physicalists, physical objects are the only possible candidates for being bearers of mental
properties, since non-physical bearers are excluded. If, however, mental
properties are indeed non-physical, i.e., if they are not part of the physical realm, then how can any physical object be their bearer? The problem
of the bearer, therefore, is the problem of understanding, as John Foster
puts it, “how it is possible for something both to be a physical object and
to have […] additional intrinsic attributes which are extraneous to its
physical character. If pain is a wholly non-physical state, how can we think
of it as genuinely and irreducibly characterizing the very thing which is
extended and material?” (Foster [1991], p. 208) Neither reductive physicalism, nor substance dualism is confronted with this problem: reductive
physicalism is not confronted with it for it takes both mental properties,
and their bearers to be physical and substance dualism is not confronted
with it for it takes both mental properties, and their bearers to be nonphysical. Therefore, on the whole, non-reductive physicalism fares worse
than reductive physicalism and substance dualism: it has none of the main
advantages of reductive physicalism, namely parsimony and simplicity,
and all of the main problems of substance dualism, namely the division
of the universe into a physical and a mental realm and the problem of
interaction. And, in addition to that, it is confronted with one more problem that neither reductive physicalism, nor substance dualism have, i.e.,
the problem of the bearer.
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Arguments from Science and Religion
n view of this, we think that the philosophers of mind are well-advised
to either stick with reductive physicalism, or go all the way to substance dualism, though, of course, both positions have their drawbacks:
reductive physicalism has a hard time dealing with the apparent irreducibility of many parts of our mental life, while substance dualism
struggles with the interaction problem. We now want to ask whether
there are significant insights in science or religion that decide in favour of
either of the two views.
First, it is often argued that science supports reductive physicalism
and discredits substance dualism. But, on the one hand, the claim that the
mental is reducible to the physical is not a claim that can be falsified or
verified by science and, on the other hand, there is nothing antiscientific
about substance dualism. Substance dualism is not committed to the
existence of soul-bubbles (Dennett [1991], p. 423), mental stuff, or some
other obscure entities. All it is committed to is the claim that the bearers
of mental properties are mental as well. This, however, just like the claim
that the mental is identical with the physical, is a metaphysical claim that
cannot be settled by science. Scientific data cannot show that mental
properties are ultimately identical with physical properties. In general,
it is important to note that more data, better construed scientific models,
or more agreement among scientists cannot solve the problem the mental
poses. For the difference between physicalism and dualism is not a question concerning scientific facts. Of course, science can deliver important
insights into the workings of the brain. It can tell us what goes on in our
brains when we think, imagine, feel, and so on. But questions about how
these insights might be interpreted ontologically are not scientific questions. Therefore, we hold that neither reductive physicalism, nor substance
dualism contradicts scientific data.
Second, the Christian2 religious thought cannot settle the dispute
between reductive physicalism and substance dualism either. There is no
definitive statement within the Bible that decides in favour of one of the
two positions. There are passages that do point to one or the other, as well
as passages that are compatible with both views. On the whole, the Bible
is just not concerned with providing a definite philosophical anthropology
of the human person. Therefore, we cannot expect it to overwhelmingly
decide in favour of any position in the philosophy of mind.
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In view of this, it is no surprise to find no consensus among the
philosophers of religion as to whether substance dualism or reductive
physicalism is more adequate for Christianity. Christian substance dualists, though still very strong indeed (e.g., Cooper [2000]; Moreland & Rae
[2000]; Plantinga [2007]; Swinburne [1986]; Taliaferro [1994]), are already
challenged by a variety of Christian materialists (e.g., Murphy [1998];
Hudson [2001]). They insist that central Christian beliefs such as the belief
in resurrection or in the incarnation of Christ can be vindicated within
a reductive physicalist framework, while others hold that these beliefs are
best captured within a substance dualist framework. Whoever is right in
this debate is not of our concern here. What we rather want to show is that,
just like science, religion cannot decide the dispute between substance
dualism and reductive physicalism.
Summing up, neither philosophy, nor science, nor religion actually
declares what the right position is in the philosophy of mind — even
though philosophy can show that non-reductive physicalism does not
provide the middle course it intends to provide. There are good arguments in favour of both classical positions, substance dualism and reductive physicalism. Which one is chosen depends on which problems are
deemed more serious — i.e., the problem of the apparent irreducibility
of the mental or the problem of interaction. At the moment, however, this
decision does not seem to be one that can be settled for once and all.
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The Human Person: Natural, Ethical,
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he concept of Person needs to be clearly established by philosophical
considerations that go farther than the merely measurable parameters of the physical sciences. We use the term in everyday life and we
seem to be clear about its meaning, even if we do not define it explicitly:
a person is not a thing in the wide sense that includes mostly inanimate
objects, but a living reality, thus implying a source of activity which is
self-originated and shows a spontaneity not found in the physical laws
by
themselves.
But this is just the first step. Nobody thinks of microbes, insects,
fish, or even other larger and marvelous living things as persons. While
there is a common tendency to describe some animals — mostly in
mythological or poetic terms — as fictional characters speaking and acting
as we humans do, we do not take this seriously, except, perhaps, when
regarding house pets or primates as basically so similar to ourselves, that
we uncritically attribute to them our own vices and virtues.
In our experience and common language, we encounter persons
and describe them as such, only when we consider human beings. Something new is present in the way Man acts, that is the common root of
self-appreciation, culture (in the sciences as well as in the humanities and
in the different religions), and of the structure of society at all levels. This
basic and universal root we call human rationality and, thus, we define
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Man as a Rational Animal.
A Person is thus defined by an activity in which ends are freely sought
after, being known as concepts (containing information that goes past
the data of the senses) and valued as good. Rationality is expressed and
realized in the search for Truth, Beauty, and Goodness, a multiple activity
that corresponds to the two powers of the human spirit: intelligence and
free will — to know and to love. Knowledge, in this case, is not a mere
reaction to an external stimulus (this is the first source of our acquaintance with the world, through sense impressions), but a process where
the data are consciously analyzed in order to obtain ideas of universal
value and inferences or deductions that apply to them well beyond direct
experience. The Person is conscious of multiple possibilities, both of
representing reality, and of acting, and looks for the best explanation of
facts and for the consequences of various courses of action, either as ends
in themselves, or as means to other ends. This leads to value judgments
that embody purpose and free choice. Thus, we apply to the Person’s
activity the categories of truth-error and of suitability and “goodness”,
that presuppose ends and means in acordance with the nature of things.
The philosophical concept of nature expresses the essence of a given
reality insofar as it is the sufficient reason for its activities: acting should
be tied to what the agent is. This is applied in science when we define
matter — at any level — precisely by its form of interacting with other
matter, including our laboratory instruments. An unnatural behavior has
the connotation of error, it is something wrong and inappropriate, that is
never found in the simple processes of the inanimate world, but that can
be due — in the case of a Person — to a free decision. In such a case, we
speak of right and wrong, the basis of moral judgments and of the concepts of rights and duties both at the personal level, and in the context of
society.
Only Man, in our known Universe, has the power to know and
choose in this way. While animals exhibit wonderful behavior, their acting
cannot be attributed to a free choice arising from the conscious and free
selection of alternative paths. A genetic program, coupled with conditioned responses from experience, rules animal activity. Consequently, no
animal is bound by “duties”, nor can it be the subject of corresponding
rights, but we can be bound by duties towards animals, even those that
are not considered property of another human Person.
Summing up: the human animal is a “Person” because human
activity includes new concerns, due to intellectual powers and free will.
By itself, intelligence is not a new way of acting, but a way of knowing,
and it is this new knowledge that should direct the free actions of the
subject. Because the activity is not automatically predetermined, Man is
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held accountable for those free acts and is judged ethically good or evil.
But the coexistence of biological conditioning and personal traits makes
the human animal a profound mystery, frequently expressed in the terms
of “the Mind-Body problem”, where the findings of different sciences
have to be brought together into a satisfactory synthesis. We need to look
at rationality — personhood — from different viewpoints to inquire
about its origin and consequences at the individual and social levels.
Inputs from the fields of Biology, Metaphyics, Ethics, Theology, and
History will lead to a better understanding of how the concept of Person
has been incorporated in different cultures, in codes of law and in patterns
of behavior. From Biology we should clarify the role of bodily structures,
of genetic programming and conditioning, of possible malfunctions at
the organic level that will influence human behavior. From physical and
metaphysical considerations we have to establish a logically sufficient
reason for the traits that define a Person, thus providing a basis for the
concepts of rights and duties (human dignity and responsibility).
This will be clarified and extended by the theological ideas of personal relationships with a Creator who is also personal in nature and both
the first source of being, and the final end that constitutes our eternal destiny. How these ideas have in fact appeared in different cultures throughout human history should be taken into account as well, not to make our
reasoning depend upon a kind of democratic consensus, but rather to see
the limitations and even errors of restricted ways of thinking in merely
natural terms. It is obvious that a complete development of this outline
would require a very extensive treatment by different experts in all those
fields, something that is clearly not possible within the limits of this essay.

Sources of Personal Activity — The Origin of Man
e are part of the panoply of life forms at the animal level here, on
planet Earth, the only place where we have data and where scientific studies are possible. It is well-established from biology that there is
an intimate relationship among all living beings in the sense that all use
the same set of aminoacids with the same chirality, the same cell size, the
same basic chemistry in a liquid medium (carbon compounds in water).
From the first cells of over 3,500 million years ago, an unbroken process
of development can be traced up to the present variety of orders, genres,
and species, culminating in the primate level that includes Man. Even if
five great extinction events (some of astronomical origin) have eliminated
perhaps 90% of all previous living forms, there are no indications of multiple starts from inanimate matter. The tree of life has lost many branches
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and has sprouted new ones, but there has always been only one trunk.
Both the geological record, and comparative anatomy support this view
of a common origin and progressive development — evolution —, even
if many details have to be worked out to establish genetic descent and the
concrete steps that led to each species.
The two key questions that cannot be answered in a scientific way
by the available data concern the passage from inorganic material to the
first living cell and from non-intelligent primates to Man. We are interested at this point in the latter: what is there that explains the difference
between instinctive behavior (no matter how wonderful) and the new
way of knowing that leads to purposeful and responsible acts, thus establishing the personal character of the human animal. Is it logically possible
to say that organic evolution is sufficient to expect the emergence of intelligence and free will as the natural outcome of brain development and
other anatomical changes? This is the hotly debated problem of Body and
Mind, that we can clarify by accurately defining both terms with the
methodology of the physical sciences and our own subjective experience.
The study of the material world begins with our sense reactions to
external stimuli that impinge upon our sense organs. This implies a form
of energy, understanding this term as the capacity to change in some way
the state of a recipient (doing work). In fact, all of physics —from astronomy to chemistry and atomic theory — is the study of interactions ruled
by conservation laws, the most basic of them being that in any material
process, there is never a creation from nothing, nor a reduction to nothing,
but only some change of a previous reality of the material world. The effect of
material activity can only be found in something that will have material
properties and will be able, in turn, to cause further material interactions:
from matter, one can only expect to obtain matter.
Modern science attributes all interactions to just these four “forces”:
gravitational, electromagnetic, strong nuclear, and weak nuclear. They
have different intensities, ranges, and outcomes, as well as the possibility of affecting only specific types of particles under concrete conditions.
A common view that makes science possible as an objective description
of the material world is stated as the “Cosmological Principle”: matter is
the same everywhere in the Universe and it follows the same ways of
acting under the same circumstances, so that the “Laws of Nature” are
applicable everywhere and at all times. No cultural or personal conditionings or preferences will change the outcome of an experiment: human
psychology has no influence outside the human Person, when we study
the physical world. The scientific methodology requires that all processes
be reproducible by any scientist using the correct experimental technique.
The only logical basis for this view is that human thought and free
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will cannot be considered as matter, endowed with the energies that cause
the four interactions previously mentioned. This is also underlined by the
obvious fact that none of the four can be measured in any experiment,
since there are no parameters of mass, electrical charge, spin, wavelength,
or anything else that physics uses to describe the components of matter.
And if we deal with a new reality that is immaterial, we have to admit a
source for it that is also immaterial: a human spirit that cannot be the
result of organic evolution, even if it is found after matter has evolved to
the highest degree of structure and complexity in the human brain.
A new spiritual element in Man needs a creating Spirit, a Creator
who, with a free act, determines when and where the first Man appears
on Earth after evolution has prepared the suitable organic structure. We
can infer the presence of this new element in the life chain from evidence
of rationality in the assembly of complex tools, the decoration of instruments and caves, the burials that include offerings for a mysterious life
beyond the grave. Once the organic basis is sufficiently developed to be
joined to the spirit, it is out of the realm of science to decide whether the
first Man had to be only one or several, at one point on Earth or many.
The biological compatibility of all humans present on Earth is a persuasive
argument towards the acceptance of a single origin, geographically and
in time. We are thus led to the statement that all human beings on Earth
share the same nature, belong to the same species, have the same basic
abilities, and are subjects of the same rights and duties. They are Persons
in the full sense of the word, without distinction of color, race, or culture.
Our conscious identity implies the unity of subject for all processes,
material and intellectual, so that body and soul — matter and spirit —
form a single unit in a mysterious but undeniable whole, excluding any
accidental dualism. The human Person has to include the totality of Man,
with mutual conditioning between matter and spirit, but with end-products
of two clearly distinct levels. Any attempt to reduce Man to just spirit or
just matter is unacceptable when applied to our total experience. Since
our reasoning leads to a non-material (spiritual) reality as the source of
thought and free will, we have the required reason for considering Man as
a Person.
One rarely finds a denial of our body, but, in some environments,
it seems logical to say that intelligence and free will can be explained in
terms of electrical currents in the brain or quantum-mechanical effects in
cellular structures. This is to reduce the real problem of sufficient reason to
ways of detecting the presence of mental activity or of purposeful behavior.
One cannot attribute the informational content of a TV show (interesting
or boring) to the properties of the electrical currents in the receiver, or the
poetic meaning of a literary work to the cellulose of, and the ink on, the
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pages of a book. The simple bending of an arm when I want is much more
important than the release of energy in the muscles and the leverage
exerted by tendons and bones. The dependence upon a free decision
excludes the deterministic process of simple physical forces and the obvious fact that our will is not random, but purposeful makes its operations
incompatible with the probabilistic fluctuations of quantum-mechanical
systems.
We know ourselves, and the world, by experience, by reasoning
from sense inputs, and by acquiring knowledge from others. We first
become aware of our thinking and of bodily changes from interactions
between sense organs and “forces” in our surroundings. When the senses perceive and quantify inputs beyond their normal range of responses
— with the help of instruments — we enter the methodology of “science”,
as applied to the properties and interactions of matter.
Intelligence looks for relations of cause, order (Beauty), and desirability (Goodness) in the data. This implies the use of the principles of
identity, non contradiction, and sufficient reason, that necessarily underlie
all aspects of rational thought, be it in the development of science or in
philosophy or theology. From the principle of identity we derive the constancy of behavior in non-living matter: things are what they are, and
their properties determine their activity, thus supporting the objectivity
and constancy of the laws of nature. The principle of non-contradiction
requires self-consistency and the absence of absurd consequences in any
reasoning process, so that, in pure Mathematics, the only criterion of
correct deductions is that they do not lead to a contradiction in their
development or necessary consequences.
The search for a sufficient reason leads to hypotheses that should be
examined in their theoretical sources, their logical consequences, and in
the actual experimental checks when these are possible. We never accept
as a sufficient reason a “just because” that does not satisfy even a small
child. This is frequently the real meaning of attributing to “chance” a
physical result for which we have no known cause, as is the case when
we try to establish a relationship between events that really have no logical
connection. We should remember that chance is not experimentally measurable, it is not a parameter of any elementary particle or material structure,
it can never be the cause of any event, and still less of order at any level.
The innate desire to find order in our knowledge is expressed in the
search for patterns —whether physical or conceptual — where one finds
the special satisfaction that we express with the general word beauty or
harmony. It can be the simplicity and power of a mathematical expression
or a generalized understanding of diverse aspects of nature previously
unconnected in our experience: we can appreciate the beauty of the
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Law of Gravitation, applying to common objects, to planets and galaxies,
and expressed with a simple equation by Newton. It is not uncommon for
scientists to judge a hypothesis or theory in terms of its beauty: it introduces nothing superfluous or contrived, nor, on the contrary, does it seem
cumbersome and arbitrary.
The same is true in the world of nature or art: combinations of shapes,
volumes, lines, and colors can give the pleasure of balance, proportion,
contrast, gradual development, or even just marvelous complexity at the
microscopic level or overwhelming majesty in the grandeur of the heavens.
It has been said that science develops from the sense of wonder that the
thinking Person cannot avoid feeling when studying nature at all levels.
And it is well-known that cave-Man left paintings of great skill and beauty, as well as carvings and even primitive musical instruments: activities
that have no relationship with mere survival or other practical concerns.
They might have been considered of some magical value, but this is precisely the new “spiritual” aspect of human activity, including symbols
and concepts that are not found in any other species in the living world.
The search for Goodness is due to a value judgment regarding the
suitability of some action to obtain a desirable end. Anything that is consonant with our needs, at either biological, or spiritual level, from survival
(which includes food, shelter, rest) to the fulfillment of our desire for affection, companionship, and even knowledge and beauty, can be classified
as a good that attracts and leads to activities ordered to obtain it. Whether
those activities are consonant with human dignity — of the subject and of
others — or opposed to it, determines the ethical value of an action.

Ethical Consequences
ince the human Person has some activities of a private order, while
others impinge upon other members of the human family, the way
human activity is subjected to norms and value judgments will address
the question of what is consonant with human nature at both levels.
The development of rationality requires the constant search for Truth:
no responsible decision can be based on wrong knowledge. This implies
rights and duties concerning education, beginning with the family and
continued at higher levels, made possible by society, not to impose any
“brain washing”, but to open all legitimate avenues of learning. Professional activities require a competence that has to be acquired by learning
in the proper institutions and that then implies the right to compensation
for services in any field.
The right to the necessary sustenance, to health care, to housing and
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work opportunities, will also be a consequence of the need to develop the
individual both physically, and culturally. Society needs laws that ensure
that this is the case for all citizens. International bodies are legitimately
entitled to regulate commerce, travel, exchange of information, in order
to achieve equal opportunities for everybody. Echoing Pope John Paul II
at the UN, “society is for the individual, not the other way around”.
This is stated in the Declaration of Human Rights signed by members
of the UN in 1948. These rights are not due to some concession by any
kind of government and they cannot be legitimally abrogated or conculcated. Because those rights are rooted in the very nature of the human
Person, they have to be respected at any stage of natural life, from conception to death, even if age, sickness, or genetic disabilities make the full use
of intelligence and free will impossible in some cases or circumstances.
The Person can never be reduced to the level of a “thing” to be
manipulated or disposed of for economic or scientific reasons. This is
especially relevant in the fields of Medicine or Biology: no treatment can
be allowed for any other purpose than the good of the patient. Laws that
ignore this norm cannot be legally binding, but must be resisted and
repelled.
Because ethical considerations flow necessarily from the sense of
dignity and responsibility of an intelligent subject, this aspect of human
life must be present from the very moment that Man appears on Earth.
Primitive burials are a clear sign of the conviction that other humans are
different from animals and that somehow their existence after death must
be helped by rites and objects that must accompany the deceased. The
evidence of protracted care for the sick (for instance, when people subjected to a trepanning of the skull lived long enough for the bone to heal
and close the opening) is another indication of family and social ties that
imply a common feeling of dependence and duties for those unable to
survive by themselves.
Still, in a primitive world where small groups lived in almost total
isolation from other tribes, ethical norms developed in many different
ways. Science, philosophy, art and ethical norms form the human culture,
that is not inherited genetically, but transmitted by signs, endowed —
arbitrarily and freely — with meaning: sounds (speech), visible forms
(writing, comprehensible images), or gestures that convey information, a
new category not found by any experiment. Because cultures evolved
independently, different places and times gave rise to codes of ethics and
laws that, in many cases, contradicted each other.
We can simply mention how all over the world we find indications
of past slavery, caste systems, denials of rights to women and children,
human sacrifices, war as the common state of confrontation with nearby
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groups. But this kind of behavior is akin to the modern control of the
individual by totalitarian regimes (Nazi Germany, Communist societies)
and it is necessary to state that a significant number of signatories of the
UN Declaration of Human Rights still fail to comply with the solemn
compromise accepted in 1948. In those countries, the human Person is
rather considered only as a productive element for the impersonal State
and it is subjected to a control that restricts even the most basic rights of
education, work, marriage, and free movement, of the practice of religion
and of association for legitimate ends.
In modern times, where the constant exchange of information and
world-wide travel tend to create a uniform way of life, the final outcome
of such contacts might lead to a common “culture” where the individual
is led to think that whatever others do is correct for everybody. An
implicit “relativism” will finally deny that there are ethical norms that
arise from human nature itself and that anything that is not forbidden by
law is morally acceptable. This is the underlying justification for abortion,
euthanasia, genetic manipulation: instances where the Person is degraded
to the level of laboratory guinea pigs, useful as “things” to be manipulated
for the benefit of others or destroyed when they become cumbersome
and unprofitable for society.
A common statement that expresses this attitude is that “all cultures
are equally to be respected”. If the word “culture” is not defined, the
statement is meaningless: it can mean the way a group builds homes or
entertains their citizens with music and dances. The most basic meaning
should rather be the “system of common ideas that structure a given
society”. Those ideas should determine personal and social behavior,
thus being incorporated into codes of law, administrative and practical
structures (rules of personal behavior). Over the course of time, the “way
of life” transmitted from one generation to another within a human
group can also be termed a “culture”, insofar as it incorporates commonly
held values and concerns.
But the appreciation of a culture cannot simply rest upon its existence through a short or long time. If the culture leads to the denial of
human rights to any kind of member of the group, or if it incorporates a
negative and hostile attitude toward other groups, that culture has no
right to be respected and preserved. We must remember again and again
that the human Person is the subject of rights and duties by the dignity
that is rooted upon the unique power to think and act freely. No external
imposition can legitimately deprive a single Person of what nature implies.
Even civil disobedience might become a moral duty, no matter what the
consequences, when moral good and evil are concerned.
One should also mention that the right of every person to have access
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to education, health care, modern developments of a kind that substantially improves human life should take precedence upon considerations
of an egotistical nature, even if they seem to be justified by the desire to
maintain primitive tribes in their original state to allow for their scientific
study. To deny to a sick child the life-saving attention that it needs and
the opportunity to learn and develop fully as a human being is not acceptable from the moral viewpoint, either in a slum of a modern city, or in
the jungle of the heart of Africa. We might be unable to provide that help
everywhere, but the deciding factor should be our impossibility and not
a false respect for a primitive culture.
Governments everywhere have the duty to eradicate every type of
exploitation of the weak and the poor, be it by some kind of slave labor
or its equivalent, or through the demeaning traffic of drugs and prostitution, or by racial and religious intolerance. The human Person — every
person — is the highest value we find on Earth.
Global concerns — about climate, overpopulation, famine, migration — are clearly in need of ethical rules that should look at the good of
the persons affected, now and in the future, but destroying lives or condemning undeveloped nations to hunger and ignorance cannot be an
option. The resources of our planet are more than sufficient to give every
human being a level of nutrition, housing, education, and medical care
suitable for human dignity.

Theological Considerations
he human spirit, created by an intelligent and free Personal Creator,
appears as the apex of the development of the Universe. The anthropic
coincidences, at the very first instant of the Big Bang, can only be
explained by a purposeful plan of the Creator to establish a meaningful
relationship with the personal beings. To invoke for their existence either
a childish “just because” or to have recourse to chance within an unverifiable multitude of universes, is unscientific and totally empty of
explanatory power. On the other hand, an intelligent and infinite Creator
will not act without a purpose and this cannot be an empty desire to
watch how stars burn or how lizards scurry over a planet. A Person is not
satisfied with anything less than other Persons.
This means that the “deistic” God accepted by some scientists as
the final reason “why there is something instead of nothing” ends up
by being absurd. Such a Supreme Creator would create a marvelous
Universe just as a banal exercise of omnipotence, without caring for the
Persons who are able to reason to a First Cause and to be grateful for their
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existence. This is still more absurd, if we extrapolate the evolution of the
Universe to the remote future ages when all the stars have become dead
cinders and no life has survived anywhere.
In some Eastern philosophies, the final state implies the dissolution
of individual Persons into an undiferentiated “something”, not truly
divine in a transcendent sense, where personal identity is lost. This is
philosophically untenable and incompatible with the true idea of a
Creator who is always infinitely superior and different from any creature:
one cannot take seriously the proposal that finite and infinite will become
an undifferentiated mixture and that the notion of Person will no longer
be applicable. The same can be said of the recycling of human beings
through reincarnations, where the distinction between Persons and animals is erased. And the final state, after the supposed purification
attained in those reincarnations is described once more as the cessation of
personal existence and activity.
In the Christian Creed, God is confessed as a Trinity, where the
concept of Person surpasses our philosophical intuitions by presenting a
unique Nature realized in three distinct Persons, with only one intelligence
and will, so necessarily related, that no single Person can exist or be
described without reference to the other two. Thus, the unicity of Divinity is insisted upon, while stressing the divine life as a total and necessary
communication of the entire nature from the Father to the Son and from
both to the Holy Spirit. We cannot understand this, but we cannot understand matter either when we try to reconcile the particle-wave duality
into a single picture of elementary units of everyday matter.
No human philosophy or poetic effort could have imagined the
Trinity and we can only accept it through a Revelation — that was not
present in the Bible’s Old Testament —, but was gradually uncovered in
the teachings of the New Testament. As we develop Theology — the
effort to understand the revealed truths —, we come to appreciate the
depth of this mystery, where the most intimate nature of the Godhead,
while still incomprehensible, appears as the logical source of God’s
relationship to humankind. If in the creation of finite spirits (angels) God
can be said to seek living images of the divine nature, endowed with intelligence and free will and existing without constraints of space and time,
their perfectly simple nature is so completely indivisible and self-contained, that the communication of life — the very essence of the Trinity —
cannot be shared by those created beings. They are incomplete images of
the living God, in that respect.
The creation of matter provides the possibility of finding complex
structures that can give part of themselves as a seed for new members of
the species. But matter by itself cannot have intelligence and free will,

176

EMMANUEL M. CARREIRA

thus precluding the existence of Persons within the realm of pure matter.
Without those attributes, there can be no meaningful relationship with
the Creator.
The further step of joining matter and spirit in Man does achieve
the complete image of God as a reality endowed with intelligence, free
will and the ability to communicate life. Thus, we find the description of
the origin of Man in the poetic language of Genesis. Everything leads to
the masterpiece of divine power, an Image and Likeness of the Creator,
destined to share the divine happiness in a final state of intimate knowledge and love, outside the limits of space and time.
The Incarnation adds another mystery regarding the concept of
Person, while underlining the infinite love of God and the dignity of Man.
Christ, as God-Man, is adored as God, while being true Man, with soul
and body on a par with ours. But we profess only one Person, divine, as
the ultimate subject of activity and attribution, so that human activities
are attributed to God and divine activities to the Man Jesus. Again, we
cannot truly understand the mystery, but we can say that God has entered
the human family and that no greater glory can be imagined for any possible created being than to have God as a brother.
It is true that we cannot do more than to accept a mystery that has
baffled the best minds throughout the centuries, giving rise to all kinds of
efforts to avoid the true divinity of Christ or to attribute to his humanity
a nature that ultimately would deny his common descent from other
human members of our race. Councils and Church Fathers were adamant
in their insistence on the dual nature of Christ in the unity of a divine
Person. Only thus could the reality of the Incarnation and Redemption be
truly maintained.
Christ’s Resurrection is the final act of the saving and transforming
plan of God for all mankind. A divine Person, with a body taken from the
ashes of stars that formed our Earth and with a human mind and will,
encompasses all levels of existence and carries our human nature to the
intimate essence of the Godhead as the first fruits of the new kind of life
that God wants for all of us. As individual Persons, we are destined to exist
forever, attaining the fullness of life, with unlimited knowledge satisfying
our minds and infinite love giving us the happiness proper of God in an
unchanging eternity. The incredible variety of each human being through
all of history will be a galaxy of lights, each different in a unique way of
reflecting the perfection of the Creator, thus expressing as Persons the
multiple ways of sharing in the generosity of the Father from whom all
good things come.
In terms of physical laws, the future of the Universe, with its predictable final state of emptiness, darkness, and cold, seems to make its
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existence pointless and the fact of the creation by God so that human
Persons may appear would no longer seem its sufficient reason. The only
answer to this apparent absurdity should be found in the immortality of
the human spirit, by its very nature not tied to the laws of physics. But
Theology goes further, asserting for the human Person, body and soul, this
new life inchoated by Christ’s resurrection and promised to all those who
are joined to Him, in a new kind of activity that is proper to God alone
and that will be shared outside the limits of space and time. We are not
angels trapped in matter for a short time and hoping to discard the body
as a useless encumbrance, and to speak of non-material bodies is to state an
obvious contradiction: the only meaning of the word body for a living
being is “an organic material structure”. We would not be human Persons
as pure spirits and the theological understanding of the Resurrection of
Christ would be a contradiction: only what has died can be the subject of
a resurrection and the spirit cannot die.
Only in Christian Theology, based upon the clear concepts of God
and Man, matter and spirit, is the unique dignity of each Person conserved.
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Describing the Inner Life
n the present paper, I offer a descriptive analysis of the ways in which
we experience our own inner lives and those of others. I use the term
phenomenology in the broad meaning of receiving thoughts and sense
impressions as they present themselves, the Dasein of things.1 An ability
to describe fictive parts of what is in reality a seamless whole is a useful
exercise, because the act of naming allows us to better appreciate the
dynamic functioning of our intrapsychic and interpersonal experience.
Moreover, understanding our internal and relational “parts” suggests
that creative ways for dialogue occur across boundaries of difference.
What is the practical value of the “dialogue across boundaries of
difference”? Difference is all around us — we each have unique fingerprints, unique DNA. We are obviously different from other men and
women and different, as humans, from other living and non-living entities that compose the web of life on Earth, that some have named Gaia
(Lovelock [1979/1995]). If we examine our subjective experience2, we find
difference even within our own consciousness — different affective states,
different patterns of thought and imagination in waking states, in REM
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* Originally presented at the 2008 Metanexus Conference “Subject, Self, and Soul: Transdisciplinary Approaches to Personhood”, Madrid, 13-17 July, 2008; published in electronic
form on the Metanexus Global Spiral, www.globalspiral.com.
1. For similar appropriations of a phenomenological perspective in psychological contexts,
see Medard Boss (1963/1982) and the writings of intersubjective theorists such as
Atwood and Stolorow (1984).
2. I am referring mainly to those experiences William James (1900) identifies as “mystical”
— noetic, ineffable, transient, and occurring in “passive” or receptive states of mind.
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sleep, in the natural (as opposed to drug-induced) altered states of consciousness that figure in the religious experience. In this paper, I begin
with the thoroughly postmodern assumption that no individual’s perception and no specific state of consciousness has an a priori claim to truth,
legitimacy, or certainty, but that we can find practical value in bringing
a wide variety of perceptions into dialogue with one another, K moving
towards O as the psychoanalytic theorist Bion would say, where K is
what we claim to know and O is the as yet unknown (Bion [1970]). On the
continuum between positivism, constructivism, postpositivism, and social
constructionism, my starting point is closest to the later (cf. Berger and
Luckmann [1967]; Cooper-White [2004], pp. 35-56).
Naming my own context will give you some idea of where I am
coming from. For the past twelve years, I have been teaching counseling
and ministry in a seminary setting. My clinical work includes supervision
for counselors in training and a part-time practice as a pastoral psychotherapist working with individuals, couples, families, and groups and
ranging from ego-supportive counseling to psychoanalysis. For seven
years before that, I pursued clinical training in various modalities and
worked as a psychotherapist while engaged in a doctoral program and
training analysis. And for eleven years before that, I trained and served
in ministry in the United States, England, and Jamaica, in the West Indies.
During this thirty-year journey, I have come to understand myself and
others in an evolving variety of ways. Sometimes, the emphasis has been
on a spiritual understanding of self and persons, at other times the
emphasis has been on a psychological knowing that includes both intrapsychic (inner, subjective), interpersonal, and intercultural components.
I strive to bring these varied perspectives into closer dialogue, because
I recognize, both in my own experience and in that of others, that their
intentional interaction affords us greater access to healing and wholeness.
The parts of us that I would like to consider are named here as self,
psyche, and soul. I will present self and psyche primarily from a psychological/clinical viewpoint and soul from a predominantly spiritual/
theological point of view. Their interaction as “parts” of our existence
contributes to a dynamic experience of wholeness when all parts are in
dialogue. I will begin with “self” as the part that is most “experience-near”,
then consider psyche and soul. Since the latter words share a common
etymology, the case for distinguishing between them will need to be made.3
What I will not address here is the question of whether the soul is
something that has an existence before this life and after death. That raises
3. Despite the current popularity of the word soul, many authors are reluctant to define
this term with any precision. See, for example, Moore (1992) and Rollins (1999).
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the problem of “substance dualism”, which in turn leads to questions of
hierarchical dualism — soul over body, mind over body, male over
female, human over creation etc. In making distinctions between parts of
our experience, I do not intend to imply rigid separations between parts,
much less a hierarchy of parts. Distinctions are made here solely for the
purposes of discernment (Kelcourse [1998]).
Attempts to make distinctions between various aspects of human
experience can readily be criticized as arbitrary. For example, we routinely speak of mind and body as if they were two distinct entities. Yet, as
neurologist Damasio makes clear in Descarte’s Error (1994), there can be
no such thing as a mind without a body. A mind wholly bereft of the
body’s senses has no means of interacting with the world to form what
Daniel Stern (1985) calls RIGs (representations of actions that have been
generalized) or structures of experience. Yet, we still find it useful to
distinguish between afflictions that appear to have a primarily organic
origin, as in congenital dispositions to depression or schizophrenia, and
those that are apparently of psychological origin, as in physical symptoms
that can be traced to specific traumas — insomnia following a car accident
or chest pains following the loss of a loved one, for example. There is no
specific boundary between body and mind in these cases, yet distinctions
that allow us to consider the etiology of an illness are diagnostically useful.
If the routinely accepted division of mind and body is suspect,
distinctions between self, psyche, and soul are even less verifiable in any
objective sense. What I propose here is that these distinctions, although
ultimately arbitrary, are nonetheless useful ways of sorting out subjective
phenomena that have a different “feel” to the person experiencing them.
The definitions we use do matter since they serve epistemic purposes. In
other words, naming the subtle differences between the ways of knowing
can itself advance the project of internal and interpersonal dialogue, promoting a broader awareness of self and other.
Before I proceed to offer my working definitions of self, psyche, and
soul, it is worth noting that the distinction between “self” and “other” is
ultimately arbitrary, too. When pediatrician-turned-psychoanalyst Winnicott wrote that there’s “no such thing as a baby” ([1960 a], p. 39), he was
naming an experience that we have all housed in some wordless region
of our being, the amodal memories of our own infancy (Stern [1985]).
We enter the “primary maternal preoccupation” as parents when we find
ourselves mesmerized by the hourly care of a newborn (Winnicott [1960 a],
p. 147). This kind of boundary blurring between self and other is also
a feature of “being in love”, especially in its more intense, quasi-hallucinatory forms. And we find the self/other boundary crossed in religious
experience as shared by individuals in small groups or worshipping com-
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munities who recognize, however fleetingly, the “unity of the Spirit in the
bond of peace” (Ephesians, 4, 3). Freud ([1921], p. 35) describes this felt
sense of spiritual unity in psychological terms: “Each individual is bound
by libidinal ties to the leader (Christ…) and, on the other hand, to the
other members of the group”. Despite his overt rejection of religion, Freud
displays in this passage a clear understanding of what the experience of
spiritual unity in a group context affectively entails.
So what is it that makes us simultaneously separate in our skins, yet
mysteriously interconnected in other ways? Virginia Woolf captures this
sense of interconnected lives, outward and inner dialogues in Mrs. Dalloway (1925): one hears the cacophony of memories, the collisions of past
history in present experience. Woolf offers a phenomenology of consciousness that is closer to our daily lived experience than the illusions of
separateness typically cultivated by Westerners. The terms self, psyche,
and soul have light to shed on both our individuality, and our collectivity.

The Development of Self Experience:
Functional Integrity and Fragmentation
he word self I propose as a synonym of Freud’s ego (das Ich), our
partially conscious sense of who we are. Self is the most familiar of
the three terms in question; most adults will answer the question “Who
am I?” in relation to their roles, relationships, and a subjective sense of
continuity in space and time. If one loses an awareness of this continuity,
does one still have a self? The film Memento (2000) graphically illustrates
this question.4 This film depicts the loss of self-coherence in time through
the experience of a man who has lost access to all but the most fleeting
aspects of his short-term memory. In an effort to make sense of his dangerously disjointed existence, he writes notes on his body. In the end, it is
clear that his attempts to make meaning of events in this way have been
futile. He cannot be certain who to trust or what to do. In a very real
sense, he has a body and a mind, but not a self.
The theory of family systems usefully identifies the multivalent
ways in which a family of origin, community, and society interact with,
and impinge upon, the self as a supposedly separate entity (Carter and
McGoldrick [1989]). Each individual exists as a composite of group experiences. Trauma can be transmitted intergenerationally, as the children of
Holocaust survivors can attest. We may consciously reject the actions and
prejudices of our parents and our peers, yet none of us can be totally free
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4. The film is based on a short story by Jonathan Nolan, Memento mori.
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of their influence on the ways we make meaning of our experience. Each
of us is held in being by the social contexts to which we have become
accustomed. Our familiar sense of self can be disrupted by immersion in
a different cultural context — the experience of “culture shock”. Culture
shock and the sense of deracination of persons raised in bi-cultural contexts may point to our dependence on familiar cultural referents.
Philosophically, the self can be defined in terms of will and agency
(Taylor [1989]). I know that I am a person because I decide to do something and I do it. Such a definition certainly explains the loss of self experienced by persons in the grips of a depression, dissociation, or a brief
reactive psychosis. In depression, the clear connection between the sense
of self and agency is attenuated or lost. I do not do what I want to do,
because I cannot find the energy or will to do it. In dissociation, it becomes
unclear who the experiencing “I” is. Conscious communication between
the various aspects of self experience may falter, at least for a time. In psychosis, alternate realities present themselves as plausible and the normal
sense of temporal continuity we generally expect between various aspects
of our self experience may all but disappear. We might experience the
ordinary and the extraordinary simultaneously, or encounter the extraordinary so vividly, that our awareness of the ordinary is temporarily lost.
For example: a young woman arrives for a group therapy session
while the group are gathering. The therapist makes a flattering comment
about her appearance. Due to her past history of abuse from male authority
figures, the woman registers some discomfort at this remark. The feeling
passes and the group session begins. In the course of the session, she
becomes aware of a non-ordinary experience. The therapist’s hands on
the arms of his chair become thin and claw-like. His face becomes pale
and drawn, until it resembles a death’s head. This perception dominates
her awareness for a few seconds and then is gone. Later, does she come
to understand that this hallucination was a response to the restimulating
sense of intrusion occasioned by his earlier remark. The hallucination
was not something she consciously willed, rather it was a spontaneous
manifestation of an aspect of her experience of which she was consciously
unaware. Because we have an unconscious mind that is able to powerfully
direct our thoughts and feelings, at times our self experience of will and
agency is conditional at best.
Of the three parts we are considering, the self has the most to do
with our individual, embodied history as shaped by our family-of-origin
experience and our cultural milieu. Self experience is frequently disrupted
by shifts in interpersonal contexts, as in the loss of a family member
through death or divorce, loss of a job, moving to a new city etc. We tend
to think of our sense of self as a possession — “me, mine” —, yet exposure
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to trauma and loss can very well compromise our usual sense of continuity
and integrity in time and space, the consistency of will and agency, that
characterize a healthy sense of self. As a matter of temperament and personal history, some are more vulnerable to such disruptions than others.
The developmental emergence of the sense of self is generally
understood to lay the groundwork for psychological health. Mahler’s
initial stages of “autism” and “symbiosis” have been challenged by Stern,
who finds a rudimentary sense of self present from birth (Mahler [1975];
Stern [1985]). I am inclined to believe that both are right. Since children
are born with a distinct personality, one that sometimes becomes apparent to mothers even in utero (the difference between an active infant and
one that is relatively quiet, both before, and after birth), it makes sense
that a rudimentary thread of self experience would be present even before
a conscious sense of self can be claimed. But in interpersonal terms,
infants are so dependent on appropriate physical and emotional responsiveness on the part of caregivers during the early phases of life, that the
terms autistic and symbiotic remain descriptive of the oral stage (typically,
0-12 months). Toddlers, even before object-constancy is fully established,
characteristically assert a bold and definite sense of self with their emphatic assertions of “No! Mine! Me do it!” Parents who fail to recognize
this as developmentally appropriate behavior feel their authority threatened by these tiny tyrants who have yet to comprehend how small and
truly powerless they really are, as they soon discover in the Oedipal phase
(Kelcourse [2004]). In the interpersonal shift of emphasis from the anal to
the Oedipal phase, we notice one of several cycles between independence
and inclusion, that Robert Kegan identifies in The Evolving Self (1982).
In all aspects of self experience, self and other are inextricably linked.
Just as there is “no such thing as a baby”, so there is no such thing as an
individual in isolation from other selves. Even solitary individuals on a
deserted island are surrounded by remembered others and must hallucinate companions to maintain a coherent sense of self. In the film Cast
Away, the sole survivor of a plane crash, spending months alone before
finally making his way back to civilization, only finds courage to venture
off his island into the open sea by naming a soccer ball “Winston,” as his
imaginary companion. The need for “transitional objects”, as identified
by Winnicott (1953), first emerges in childhood in the form of favorite
teddy bears, but remains essential throughout life in the form of cultural
creations conjured in the transitional space between self and other.
As if this necessary dependence of self on others were not humbling
enough, there is also the fact that for all our efforts at self analysis, we
remain, in some respects, mysteries to ourselves just as those we know
most intimately will forever remain mysterious to us in some dimension
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of their self-hood. Freud’s theories of the mind recognize this with the
inclusion of unconscious elements in the ego experience (1916).
We find ourselves thinking and committing acts that are ego-dystonic
in keeping with St. Paul’s lament: “I do not understand my own actions…
For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do”
(Romans, 7, 15, 19; cf. Cooper-White [2003]). We are pleased with ourselves
and experience a sense of well-being when thought, feeling, will, and
agency work harmoniously together, allowing us to get our work done,
maintain good relationships with others and generally enjoy the sense of
being captains of our own ship. Yet, such buoyant self-experience is difficult to maintain as the ship of self is inevitably becalmed or blown off
course by the changeable winds of life. What makes the difference between
a sense of self that stays afloat through the heaviest weather and the self that sinks
in the first storm? Do conscious attempts to be in dialogue with the parts of us
named psyche and soul enhance or threaten the buoyancy of the self?

Psyche and Self: Islands in the Sea
his oceanic metaphor brings us to the psyche, that Jung understood
as both a means of perception attempting to see and understand itself,
and as the inescapable source of our interconnection as human beings.
In a diagram that illustrates this (Figure 1, below), individuals appear as
islands in an archipelago of volcanic origin (Jacobi [1973], p. 34). The land
we see above water appears to be disconnected from the other islands,
but, if we look underwater to find the base of these islands, all are anchored
to the sea floor like mountains rising out of a plain. As we go down the
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I. Isolated Nations; II and III. Group of Nations (e.g., Europe)
A. Individual — B. Family — C. Tribe — D. Nation — E. Ethnic Group
F. Primitive Human Ancestors — G. Animal Ancestors — H. Central Energy
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levels from land to the ocean depths, we find individuals growing out of
families, families growing out of tribes, tribes from nations, nations from
ethnic groups, ethnic groups from earlier human ancestors who are in
turn related to animal groups. But at the core of each island is a “central
energy” — it is this energy that cuts through all the earlier groupings to
find expression in the individual psyche. Jung identified this energy as
arising from the “collective unconscious” which “contains the whole spiritual heritage of mankind’s evolution born anew in the brain structure of
every individual” (Jung, cited by Jacobi [1973], p. 158).
In the example of the woman who hallucinated a death’s head in
her group, we see the effects of unconscious contents erupting into consciousness. The language of the “primary process”, or “non-directed thinking”, unlike the normal waking consciousness of the “secondary process”
is not bound by logic or causal necessity. Dreams speak in images, metaphors, logic no longer prevails — a dream figure can be two people at
once and the dream ego finds itself shifting between the roles of participants and observer.
There are probably examples everybody could cite from their own
experience of a connection between persons that appears to exist as at an
unconscious level. A recent vivid example that I have heard about from
other therapists are the dreams of persons across the United States, that
preceded the attacks of 9/11. I became interested in this, because one of
my own clients dreamt of terrorists crashing a plane the night before the
attack. This is a person who also became unusually agitated one day for
no apparent reason and subsequently learned that a relative had suffered
a heart attack at the approximate time of her distress.
Does the experience of trauma make us more open to religious
experience? I believe it can. Jungian analyst and theological educator Ann
Ulanov has stated that: “Our wounds are like a window through which
God can come in at any time” (personal communication, 1989). Since the
human psyche is the only means by which we can experience either ourselves, other persons, or the presence of God, it should not be surprising
that the state of the psyche affects our receptivity to both positive, and
negative contents from the unconscious sea that surrounds our islands of
consciousness. In my experience, persons who have suffered abuse, particularly at an early age, are often more sensitive and open both to others
through the medium of the unconscious, and potentially to a felt sense of
the presence of God. This openness can be manifest in both negative (typically paranoid), or positive, interpersonally receptive ways.
Psyche is broader than self because it emphasizes the unconscious
rather than conscious awareness. We enter into dialogue with this ocean
breaking on the more solid shores of our self-hood through dreams, fantasies, and cross-cultural studies of religious symbols, rituals, and myths.
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In the dialogue between psyche and self (self being an unwitting subset
of the psyche), we discover aspects of ourselves that are at first ego alien,
but, on closer scrutiny, announce themselves to the self like a long-lost
relative: “I am a part of you, whether you recognize me or not”, I define
psyche as embodied mind: thought/affect, conscious and unconscious/bodycarried awareness.
Whether or not an individual’s psyche can be said to be separate
from other psyches depends on which theories you prefer. Jung would
say that we are all connected through the symbols, complexes, and archetypes that erupt into consciousness from the “objective” or collective
psyche (Jacobi [1973]). Freud tends to focus more on the individual
unconscious as embodied in our own life experience, but in his letters to
Jung (Freud and Jung [1974]) and at intervals throughout his career he was
at times more open to considering the interconnectedness of psychic life.
The etymological origins of psyche and soul are identical, but the
distinctions made between them in light of our 20th-century understanding of the unconscious can be descriptively useful. The psyche has the
capacity to step back and reflect on itself to some degree, though there
will always be mysterious depths to the unconscious that cannot be fathomed. But, when we talk about soul, we consider another kind of vision.
In describing the interaction of ego and id (das Es), conscious and
unconscious mind, Freud used the metaphor of horse and rider (1900).
The ego-alien energy of the id contributes its power to the rider if the rider
is skillful enough to direct it. But Freud also spoke of the ego as the clown
at the circus, presenting itself as being the one in charge, while numerous
mishaps make it clear that the ego is not master in its own house (1927).
Jung described the journey of individuation as beginning in earnest
in mid-life, once the conscious ego sense of self is firmly established in its
various roles. As we confront the ultimately unknowable mystery of
ourselves, we first recognize that we are more than our personas, or the
masks of life roles that we wear. A woman who has invested considerable
life energy in raising her children may need to rediscover herself once her
children are launched in adulthood. A man invested in his career may
have relegated to his “shadow” those tender, empathic aspects of himself
that were seen as “not-me” because they failed to serve him well in competitive work-place settings. Beyond persona and shadow is what Jung
calls the “syzygy”, contra-sexual characteristics difficult to claim in the face
of cultural norms, that we tend to project on persons of the opposite sex.
A man’s own inner feminine — or “anima” — draws him to women who
personify his ideal. A woman’s “animus” projection allows her to idealize
a man who possesses qualities she could potentially embody for herself,
but which remain unconscious. As the ego makes its way past persona,
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shadow, anima/animus, all partial aspects of the person we consciously
know ourselves to be, it enters into dialogue with a larger sense of self,
that is in many ways comparable to the soul. Figure 2 below offers a
schematic representation of self and cultural context across boundaries of
conscious and unconscious awareness, with soul as central to deeper
levels of self experience (Kelcourse [2004], p.63).
OUTER WORLD
(OBJECTIVE COSMOS)

collective consciousness
individual consciousness

SOUL

individual unconscious
collective unconscious
INNER WORLD
(OBJECTIVE PSYCHE)

The attempts at establishing a dialogue between the conscious and
unconscious aspects of our awareness are fruitful in that they can be both
energizing, and instructive. The self that comes to understand itself in
broader terms is more buoyant, because it has less to fear from unconscious seas. Like a good sailor, such a self reads the signs of wind and
weather and sets its course accordingly.

Soul As Center and Imago Dei — That of God in Us
n the Christian mystical traditions, the soul is the imago dei, that of God
in us. What the soul sees is not just us or the other persons who make
up our inner world, but something more than us that connects us to an
Other who is also alpha and omega, origin and end, the source of nephesh,
ruah, anima, spiritus, the very breath of life.
I define soul as embodied spirit. To use the kind of paradox typical in
religious experience, the soul, like God, is both the center, and the circumference of the psyche. All dream material is psychic material in the sense
that it comes to us through our particular history, our embodied experience.
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But the soul’s voice announces itself in dreams with feelings of numinous
awe, exaltation, or dread, according to Rudolph Otto (1923). I would argue
that dread is only a factor when there is significant resistance to the soul’s
point of view. This can be the case when the soul’s perspective conflicts
with the ego’s preference for comfort and self preservation. In the Quaker
traditions of discernment, it is often found that a genuine “leading” from
the Holy Spirit is met with an initial “no” of dismay from the ego’s perspective. It is not unusual for the soul’s voice to be ego-dystonic, while
simultaneously conveying a sense of conviction and authority that is not
easily dismissed. Take, for example, James Nayler’s 17th-century call to
ministry as described in London Faith and Practice (Religious Society of
Friends):
“I was at the plow, meditating on the things of God, and suddenly
I heard a voice saying to me: ‘Get thee out from thy kindred, and
from thy father’s house’. And I had a promise given with it, whereupon I did exceedingly rejoice that I had heard the voice of that God
which I had professed from a child, but had never known him…
(From the examination of James Nayler at Appleby, 1652 — #22, London
Faith and Practice, 1960)

Nayler goes on to say that he hesitated to act on this call. As a result,
“the wrath of God was upon me”. But one day he felt “commanded to go
into the west” and left that very moment, without taking any money, provisions, or stopping to say goodbye to his wife and children. Throughout
his travels, he did not know what he was to say or do until he arrived at
his next destination. This account was written at a time before the reality
of the unconscious was understood. Yet, despite the apparent abandonment of his family to follow this call and Nayler’s tragic end as a Quaker
martyr persecuted by the Puritans, rejected even by Quaker founder
George Fox, his account clearly has a different quality from the eruption
of negative material from the unconscious, that we saw in the example of
the death’s head hallucination. He resisted the call at first based on the
ego’s mundane concerns, but eventually embraced his leading and found
peace in doing so, despite his subsequent suffering and persecution. That
he found peace despite his suffering is evident in his dying words:
“There is a Spirit which I feel that delights to do no evil, nor to
revenge any wrong, but delights to endure all things in hope to
enjoy its own in the end… It sees to the end of all temptations; as it
bears no evil in itself, so it conceives none in thought to any other;
if it be betrayed it bears it, for its ground and spring is the mercies
and forgiveness of God.”
(#75, London Faith and Practice, 1960)
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The soul’s voice tends to present itself differently from other psychic
material. One often finds the soul’s point of view at the literal center of
the dream. For example: A young female seminarian dreamt that she had
lost a shoe she needed to wear on Sunday morning. She went to a Target
store to look for them (recall the Target symbol). At the very center of the
store, she found a Good Will box. As she began to rummage through the
old used clothes, she caught a glimpse of a light at the center of the box.
This reassured her and she found her missing shoe.
As we explored her associations to this dream, she talked about the
disruptions to her sense of self occasioned by her parents’ recent divorce.
She felt she had lost a part of herself in losing the family she knew. She
felt disheveled like the old clothes in the Good Will box. But, at the center of her chaotic sense of self, was the Good Will she needed to go on —
the light of God’s presence to sustain her.
Through the soul’s life in us, we participate in the life of God,
whether or not we choose to be aware of that connection and nurture it.
Just as anger, resentment, rage, hatred can serve to disconnect us, damaging us and others5, so in a spiritual direction it is possible to cultivate a
broader awareness of grace, as in psychotherapy one cultivates a broader
awareness of self and other. The Jesuit spirituality talks about “consolation
without prior cause” when, without consciously trying at all, we are suddenly met by grace in ways that feed our soul and affirm a sense of the
goodness and wholeness of creation, including ourselves (Fogarty [1978]).
This is a believer’s understanding of soul as something that comes
to us from beyond ourselves and often serves to keep our little boats of
selfhood afloat in stormy seas. But the soul can also convey requests for
the ultimate sacrifice of self to the greater good. James Fowler has identified this perspective as the universalizing stage of faith development
(Fowler [1981]), the self-sacrificial faith of Gandhi, Martin Luther King,
and Mother Theresa. Note that putting one’s own existence at risk in
service to one’s sense of the greater good is not the same as taking the
lives of others through an act of terrorism. In killing innocent non-combatants, the interconnectedness of souls is denied rather than affirmed,
as it is in any form of murder or warfare.
When it comes to describing the soul’s connection to God in psychodynamic terms, I am drawn to the work of Moshe Halevi Spero (1992),
who speaks of God as both a psychic structure, and a living reality.
Examples of the redemptive elements of religious experience can be found
in pastoral theologian Kathleen Armistead’s book of 1995, God-Images in
the Healing Process. On the other hand, in Understanding the Occult (1989),
5. See Greider (1997) for the beneficent functions of aggression.
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psychiatrist Volney Gay sees all forms of non-ordinary experience as
caused by the fragmentation of the sense of self under stress. I consider
this reductive because I distinguish between the non-ordinary experience
that is life-affirming, contributing to a greater sense of integration and
aliveness (cf. Ulanov [2007]) and the non-ordinary experience characterized
by fear and distrust which takes us out of connection with self and others.
I find the four terms that William James (1902) uses to describe
mystical experience helpfully descriptive of the ways the soul’s perspective is communicated to the self through the psyche: ineffability, a noetic
quality, transience, and passivity. In other words, dialogues with the soul
tend to be difficult to communicate discursively; they have, in James’
words, “a curious sense of authority for after-time”, are relatively brief,
and do not depend on our conscious agency or will. While these terms accurately describe aspects of religious experience in which the soul is filled
with a sense of Presence, I prefer the term receptivity to passivity. Spiritual
direction actively cultivates receptivity to the Holy Spirit, whereas passivity can be understood as aimless inactivity. On the other hand, the
Jesuit understanding of consolation without prior cause does not presuppose effort — it simply is.
The language best suited to the soul’s perspective is imaginative
rather than discursive — the language of poetry, story, and myth. Peter
Birkhauser’s images in Light from the Darkness (1991) capture aspects of
the soul’s vision — a moth that appears with one leg raised, tapping on
the window to claim our attention; a face divided between the right side
looking out and the left side gazing in; a hunchback emerging from a
manhole bearing a lantern; a green stranger at the door; a divided face
beginning to heal; the artist’s tiny figure reaching out to touch divine fire
(six images in Light from the Darkness, pp. 7, 30, 36, 58, 78, 76).
Case histories told as stories can also illustrate the interaction of
physical, emotional, and spiritual healing.
A female college student craved the attention of male authority
figures because she missed her father’s active attention as a child. This
lack made her vulnerable to a professor who mistook her idealization of
him for seduction (an alternate ending to the male fantasies in the film
American Beauty). Following a rape repressed from conscious awareness,
the young woman married, but found herself unable to give birth. Depression following pregnancy loss led to her first experience of counseling.
Counseling brought healing through self awareness, reclaiming embodied memories into consciousness and finding the words to give them
meaning. Emotional resolution of loss came through grief work, parenthood through adoption, and persistent medical efforts to overcome infertility, which eventually resulted in a successful birth. Spiritual direction

192

FELICITY BROCK KELCOURSE

provided the means of grace that ultimately enabled this woman to forgive,
setting her free from the original trauma. In this story, the various psychological, physical, and spiritual treatments explored over many years were
inseparable components of healing (Kelcourse [2003], pp. 60-71).
The sense of interconnection between psyches that also directs us to
our shared life in God is expressed by contemporary poet Franz Wright
who describes, in Thanks Prayer at the Cove (2001, pp. 17-20), an experience
of seeing the subway passenger’s faces move back and forth through
time, so that he realizes at length that there is:
…only one person on earth
beneath a certain depth
the terror and the love
are one, like hunger, same
in everyone.
I do not take the poet literally to mean that all persons are indistinguishable. I do take him to mean that the soul, as our umbilical chord to
the life of God, also connects us to one another. To see this essential unity
and understand its implications — that I harm myself when I harm
another — is to embrace the soul’s eye view (Kelcourse [2001]).

Celebrating the Essential Unity of This Life
hat good does it do us to be in dialogue with the soul’s perspective,
if it can be so threatening to the ego? Having a strong ego is important for our daily functioning, but being overly identified with the ego’s
perspective ultimately serves to disconnect us from others, from the radiant
core of our own being, from God. Being master of one’s own ship is not
enough. Being able to set our sails to receive the winds of the Holy Spirit
and set our course accordingly can bring us into harmony with all we
were created to be.
Freud identified the need for a protective father-figure God as a
regressive return to childhood dependency, religion as the “universal
neurosis” of humankind (1927). Perhaps Freud was correct in his observation, but wrong in his conclusions. It is a universal human wish to be
loved and cared for by someone all-loving and all-powerful. But, if this
wish for a loving parent is indeed a universal wish, surely that makes the
wish normal, not neurotic. And what if our desire for a loving parent in
heaven is not a projection of our human parents writ large, but the reverse?
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What if our search for someone, a parent, lover, life partner, or friend,
who will love us and seek to protect us from harm is instead a projection
of our prior connection to God onto our human relationships? This seems
to be what Jesus suggests when he says: “If you, then, who are evil, know
how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father
in heaven give good things to those who ask him!” (Matthew, 7, 11; Luke,
11, 13).
From a theological perspective, we believe in the power of love
because God first loved us. Cultivating the soul’s perspective through
prayer, spiritual direction, and other religious practices can connect us
powerfully to the abundant love, grace, and light to which the lives of the
saints attest. It also serves to overcome the separateness of our self experience, causing us to be more receptive to others and to creation itself.6
It is my experience that healing is more likely to occur when we use
all the means at our disposal. In the case history just given, there was
physical healing — after eventually successful infertility treatments —,
psychological healing through years of therapy, and spiritual healing
through an ultimate acceptance of the grace of God available to all of us,
especially as we actively, receptively, seek it. My work as a pastoral psychotherapist aims at encouraging receptivity to healing on all these levels.
The self, psyche, and soul that we speak of as discrete parts can work in
concert to make us whole as we find the courage to consciously engage
them in dialogue.
Healing is needed and can occur in many ways. Parents can begin
to heal from the abuse and neglect of their own childhoods by raising
their children with loving kindness. Individuals and communities can
overcome sectarian prejudices based on differences of culture, ethnicity,
and religion. Nations can unite in peace-keeping missions to allay the
trauma of genocide. Persons all over the world are becoming more aware
of the need to moderate environmentally the patterns of destruction that
rend the fabric of live on Earth, acting locally to achieve global results (cf.
Hawken [2007], Blessed unrest). I am convinced that the outward healing
needed to overcome war and environmental destruction begins with the
inner healing of knowing that, despite our many differences, we all share
one life in God, a Higher Power that unites us beyond divisions of race,
culture, and religion. This is the soul’s eye-view, honoring the paradox of
unity in diversity, recognizing that a wound to the life of one is a wound
to the life of all.

6. Elements of this paragraph appeared in a chapter entitled “Rape and Redemption” in
McAvoy [2003].
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Soul Matters:
Apes1, Anthropology, and Aristotle*
EDWARD J. ALAM
Notre Dame University, Lousaize, Lebanon

Introduction
he quest towards knowing who we are cannot be separated from the
quest towards knowing who we were. Not only is this true for the
human race as a whole, but also on the individual existential level. We all
have a story of who we once were, and the better we know and tell it, the
more we can say about who we are now. My personal past history and
present identity form a unity, which is necessarily related to the unity
formed by the past history and present identity of the race as a whole.
The empirical narrative for the latter is complex indeed, with paleontologists, anthropologists, geologists, biologists, and, most recently, geneticists
all in on the discussion. But no mere empirical narrative is able to capture
all the depth of either an individual life, or the life of the race as a whole.
This is not to say that the rational accounts fare much better. For more
depth, philosophers must be seated at the table; but here, too, even after
the most enlightened and scientifically informed philosophers from both
the empirical and the rational traditions have had their say, we are still
dealing with what will always be, perhaps, one of the greatest human
mysteries: the mystery of human origins. But, as great as the mystery is,

T

* Originally presented at the 2008 Metanexus Conference “Subject, Self, and Soul: Transdisciplinary Approaches to Personhood”, Madrid, 13-17 July, 2008; published in electronic
form on the Metanexus Global Spiral, www.globalspiral.com.
1. Of particular interest here is the fact that the Spanish Parliament voted to extend the
“human rights” to apes virtually at the same exact time that I was delivering the original version of this paper (mid-July 2008). The timing of my title was not planned; I only
learned of this fact about a week after I had delivered the paper. The Spanish law seeks
to respect the “personal” rights of what the actual wording of the law described as “our
non-human brothers”.
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we are compelled to investigate it in the hope that we just might gain more
insight into why, indeed, “we have become a question to ourselves”2, and
maybe live better lives in the 21st century than we did in the previous one.
In fact, the 20th century is a good place to begin this investigation,
since, in addition to the two World Wars, it will also be remembered for
two great scientific revolutions, both of which are directly relevant to the
themes in this paper: the revolution in physics that marks roughly the
former half of the century, and the revolution in genetics, which marks
roughly the latter half. Both have had philosophical implications ranging
from absurd and ugly to profound and beautiful. Not least among these
implications with respect to the revolution in physics, and weighing in on
the side of the profound and the beautiful, is the new insight into the
nature of matter. One crucial philosophical result of this revolution is the
revival of Aristotle’s view of matter as potency. And, as no Aristotelian
doctrine of matter can be accepted without also appropriating, to some
degree, his doctrine of form, the age-old question of the soul is again back
on the table — with only a few brave anthropologists willing to take it up.
Thus enters the second scientific revolution, which culminated towards
the end of the century, when scientists specified the entire DNA sequence
for the virus phiX 174 in 1980 and, of course, with teams of molecular
biologists from the United States and Europe completing the first map of
the entire human genome some twenty years later.
Just as the revolution in physics immediately spawned superficial
and hasty conclusions in philosophy, only to be gradually overcome by
more profound and thorough insights, such as the one that is reviving
Aristotle’s conception of matter as potency, the genetic revolution seems
to be following course. The immediate and still dominant philosophical
fallout usually revolves around one particular stunning fact, which was
discovered in the early days of the revolution, but confirmed and specified
in an unprecedented way only in 1997, namely, that 98.4 percent of the
genetic material of chimpanzees is the same as the genetic material of the
human beings. We are genetically so close, in fact, that some taxonomists
justifiably speak of humans and chimps, along with gorillas, as sibling
species. One superficial conclusion was predictable enough, as scientists
and even philosophers hastily and categorically excluded once and for
all, so they thought, any talk of a human soul — or of any soul, for that
matter. Of course, the attempt to preclude serious discussions of soul and
form from philosophy has antecedents, going as far back as the 13th century,
2. St. Augustine, Confessions, book X, chapter 33. Strictly speaking, I am using this quote
somewhat out of context, since it is not really related to the modern, existential question
of human origins or identity, on either the individual, or the universal level. I would
argue, however, that parts of the Confessions are certainly related to these topics.
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with William of Ockham’s nominalism, but some philosophers of today,
armed with the new genetic facts and following certain outspoken anthropologists, claim that they now have hard evidence that any discussion of
soul or form is simply unscientific. As time passes, however, and reflection
deepens, the tides are beginning to turn and just as, with the revolution
in physics, some of the really important insights began to emerge, rather
surprisingly, from the physicists themselves, so the deeper philosophical
implications have begun to emerge from some of the anthropologists
themselves. Chief, perhaps, among these bright anthropological lights,
comes the work of René Girard, who brings to the discussion not only his
expert knowledge of Cultural Anthropology, but also his proficiency in
the disciplines of Psychoanalysis, Literary Criticism, and Scriptural
Exegesis. His transdisciplinary approach to the mystery of human origins
produces a rich and sophisticated linguistic apparatus that sheds light on,
among other things, traditional Aristotelian accounts of the soul. In the
light of the work of anthropologists like Girard, and while mustering up
support from philosophers like Ludwig Wittgenstein, the present reflections probe the nature of the new anthropological insights generated by
the genetic revolution and specify how these new scientific insights may
be able to sustain a revival of Aristotelian accounts of form — analogous
to the way the revolution in physics has so far sustained a revival of
Aristotle’s account of matter.

Aristotle’s Account of Matter: A Rich Linguistic Apparatus
s the original insight for this paper came by way of this analogy and
because Aristotle’s account of form and soul is unintelligible without
his doctrine of matter, it is necessary to briefly review Aristotle’s account
of matter and some of the ways in which 20th-century physics has helped
recover it. First and foremost, it is imperative to understand here that
none of the ancients, whether their worldviews were purely mythological,
mytho-philosophical (Thales and company) or purely philosophical
(Aristotelian), made the kind of hard and fast distinction between transcendence and immanence that so many of us naturally make today and
which translates into other key distinctions that determine significantly
the way in which we both think, and live: spirit and matter, objectivity
and subjectivity, soul and body, and also the distinction between ourselves and the natural world in its entirety.3 Even the claim that someone

A

3. Of course, there is a kind of body/soul dualism in Plato, but it differs in both degree,
and kind from the dualism articulated in the 17th-century mechanical philosophy and
from the 19th-century positivism that results from this 17th-century philosophical shift.
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like Democritus was a materialist needs to be qualified in the light of this
point, for to read positivistic nuances into his account of soul is to misinterpret him. When Democritus says that soul is “a sort of fire or hot
substance”4, we must pay attention to the analogy, which is even more
explicit, for instance, when he compares the spherical atoms, that he
identifies with the soul, to the “motes in the air which we see in shafts
of light coming through windows”5. We must also pay close attention
to a fundamental question with which philosophers were occupied, from
Thales to Aristotle: the question concerning the nature of the ultimate
substrate that was the origin of all observable reality in the physical world.
Whereas it may very well be true that Thales initiated a new way of
thinking when he approached this question without directly making
reference to the myths and their gods6, it would be wrong to interpret
him as in any way rejecting them. Democritus himself, as Aristotle tells us,
commends Homer and his pregnant phrase “Hector lay with thought distraught”, because it rightly shows that what appears (the soul) is identified with what is true (the mind).7 While scholars may continue to argue
about how this should be interpreted, I would point to the bigger and,
perhaps, more important question of why a materialist would be praising
the thought of someone like Homer in the first place.8 At any rate, the
point is that, to properly appreciate Aristotle’s account of matter, it is
4. Aristotle, De anima, 404a, p. 1. All references to Aristotle are taken from Richard McKeon
(ed.), The Basic Works of Aristotle, Random House, New York, 1941.
5. Ibidem, pp. 3-4.
6. This central claim was argued for quite convincingly over 75 years ago by Francis M.
Cornford in his very influential book, Before and After Socrates (Cambridge U.P., 1932).
Whereas I think this claim is a solid one, it does lend itself to a misinterpretation of the
Ionian achievement by those who push the distinction between myth and philosophy
too far. Neither Thales, nor Democritus must be taken too literally when they speak
about either water as the origin of all things, in the case of the former, or about the soul
as fire, in the case of the latter. Perhaps we could say that, because of his tendency to
exclude the telos, Democritus ought to be interpreted more literally than Thales, but
even here Democritus’ exclusion of purpose, which may have been developed to an
extreme position by the Epicureans, may need to take into consideration the category
of “mystery” at some level. After all, Democritus’ world was still an “enchanted” one.
7. Aristotle, De anima, 404a, pp. 28-29.
8. Even if, to support the “materialist-atheist” reading of Democritus, Homer is to be
interpreted as mainly a satirist whose aim is to discredit the pantheon of the Olympian
gods, which, incidentally, he does quite effectively, this would not account for his other
achievement: the emergence of Apollo with more credibility than ever. Thus, the question of why a materialist like Democritus would praise the work of Homer is still a
legitimate one and, if anything, may compel us to modify our use of the terms materialist or atheist when we predicate these of Democritus. One thing is certain here: his
“materialism” is not the anti-mystical, anti-transcendent materialism that emerged
from the 17th-century mechanical philosophy.
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imperative to keep in mind that, in spite of the significant differences
between his system and the thought of the Presocratics before him9, they
were all playing a similar philosophical game, according to similar philosophical rules, that had mystical undertones, on a similar philosophical
field. The playing field, if not the game itself, will only be substantially
altered nearly two thousand years later, when René Descartes gave birth
to what is rightly described as modern philosophy10; this is the beginning
of the reduction of the philosophical enterprise to a mere academic discipline, indifferent or openly hostile to any form of mysticism (wherein
epistemology has pride of place) and disconnected from teaching people
the art of how to live and how to die.11 Aristotle believed, however, like
most of the sages of the ancient and early medieval world, that his doctrines (including his doctrines of matter and form), really did “matter”
when it came to teaching people the art of how to be authentically human.
And now to the “matter” at hand: Aristotle’s doctrine of matter, and why
it matters. The crucial passage is the following from his Metaphysics:
“By matter I mean that which in itself is neither a particular thing,
nor of a certain quality, nor assigned to any other of the categories by
which being is determined. For there is something of which each of
these is predicated, whose being is different from that of each of the
predicates (for the predicates other than substance are predicated of
substance, while substance is predicated of matter). Therefore, the
ultimate substratum is of itself neither a particular thing, nor of a
particular quantity, nor otherwise positively characterized; nor, yet,
is it the negations of these, for negations also will belong to it only
by accident.”12
9. There is a sense in which the “positivistic misreading of the Presocratics began with
Aristotle” himself. See Richard K. Khuri’s “Prime matter: Its unlimited suppleness
and incorporeality and their bearing on emergence and evolution”, in D. Dubois (ed.),
International Journal of Computing Anticipatory Systems, II, Université de Liège, Belgium,
1998. Khuri’s paper and the personal conversations we have had about it in late 2007
and early 2008 have contributed greatly to the writing of this present work. I thank him
for granting permission to my using his article for this work.
10. See my article: Edward J. Alam, “Descartes’ discourse on method: More discourse?”,
in Budhi: A Journal of Ideas and Culture, vol. VI, 2002, 2, p. 3
11. There are exceptions among the modern philosophers, of course. Heidegger’s emphasis on subjectivity, permeated by a sense of mystical wonder that anything should
exist at all, can — and does — give one a certain ethical orientation towards life, for
instance; but I am speaking here about a general orientation. One practical trend in
modern philosophy, that tries to overcome this problem of “irrelevance” by hearkening back to the time when philosophers were healers and spiritual directors is in the
area of what is now being called “Philosophical Psychology”. See Lou Marinoff’s Plato
Not Prozac: Applying Philosophy to Everyday Problems, Harper Collins, New York, 1999.
12. Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1029a, pp. 20-21. I have italicized the key terms.
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The exegesis of this passage is demanding because the linguistic
apparatus employed is so rich and intricate. But, once sorted out, the
insights are quite simple and I would say, refreshing, perhaps even common-sensical13, which is one reason why they not only continue to hold
out against the most advanced scientific theories twenty-five hundred
years later, but are even being used in new ways by the cutting-edge
natural scientists themselves. What follows is a brief definition of the key
terms, that I have italicized in the passage and in the following helpful
order to facilitate the exegesis: category, substance, being, accident, quality,
quantity, substratum, and the very first and most important term of the
passage, but which we will save for last — matter. This achieved, it will
be easier to see why important contemporary physicists, as they discover
it, are so attracted to it and, ultimately, to see how all of this is connected
to the central purpose of the present investigation: rediscovering Aristotle’s
doctrine of form and soul in the context of contemporary genetics.
The term category refers, in Aristotle, to a list of the ten kinds of
things that exist.14 If Heidegger’s fundamental metaphysical question is:
“Why does anything exist rather than nothing?”, Aristotle’s most fundamental metaphysical question is: “What does exist?” Though it is common
to refer to Aristotle’s “list” of categories, with substance as the first entry,
and passion or affection as the tenth, to do so is misleading, since the term
list has hierarchical implications, which, at one basic level, Aristotle wants
to avoid. He insists that substance, quantity, quality, relation, place, date
or time, posture or position, state, action, and passion or affection are all
equally the highest kinds of things. The nature of this equality resides in
the fact that each of the ten categories responds to fundamentally distinct
questions about the same ultimate question: “What is there?” A further
indication of this equality is the fact that, in each of the ten categories,
there is the same kind of hierarchical relationship between what we may
call “high”- and “low”-level universals and between low-level universals
and particulars. He states in the Categories:
“When one thing is predicated of another, all that which is predicated of the predicate will be predicable also of the subject. Thus, ‘man’
13. Aristotle himself always maintained that his philosophy simply probed the depths of
certain truths about the world that ordinary, common-sense folk already know due to
the collective wisdom they inherit, preserve, and develop, but for various reasons cannot quite demonstrate or articulate accurately. For a similar and dynamic expression
of this position applied to a contemporary context, see James Surowiecki’s The Wisdom
of Crowds: Why the Many Are Smarter Than the Few and How Collective Wisdom Shapes
Business, Economies, Societies, and Nations (2004).
14. Aristotle, Categories, 1b, p. 25.
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is predicated of the individual man; but ‘animal’ is predicated of
‘man’; it will, therefore, be predicable of the individual man also: for
the individual man is both ‘man’ and ‘animal’.”15

Whereas, in this passage, Aristotle gives an example that applies to
the first of the ten categories, substance, he makes it clear that the same
relationship between universals and universals and between universals
and particulars holds equally true in all of the other nine categories. In the
category of quantity, for instance, the genus “number” can be said of the
species “six”, and both “number” (high-level universals), and “six”
(lower-level universals) can be said of even lower-level, more particular
universals: five, six, and seven. And these lower-level universals can be
said of a variety of particular things, that still, nonetheless, have a certain
universal character as when we say “six” chimps are more than “five”
gorillas, but less than “seven” men. The point is that the same hierarchy
of universals and particulars is present equally in each of the ten categories.
Only when we see that all ten categories are equally the highest and most
general categories into which all entities that exist can be grouped and
divided, is it then possible to appreciate fully the special status of substance and the hierarchy it has with respect to the other nine categories.
There will be an opportunity in the conclusion of this paper to state
another reason why this point about equal hierarchies in the categories is
important, but, for now, the point is, again, to increase our awareness of
the special status of the next key term: substance.
The term substance, for Aristotle, is the first of the ten categories and
is divided into primary and secondary substances. Primary substance
refers to “that which is neither predicable of a subject, nor present in a
subject; for instance, the individual man…”16 Secondary substance
refers to the species and the genus of the individual; in this case, then,
the species, man, and the genus, animal. Aristotle described three types of
primary substance: sensible and perishable, sensible and non-perishable
(eternal), and non-sensible and eternal. The work of coming to know the
first two types is the task of the science of physics, for Aristotle, while
“first philosophy”, or “theology”, or simply the science of “wisdom”
(sophia) seeks knowledge of the third type. Although the ten categories
are all equally the highest kinds of things, for the reasons already discussed
it is nevertheless the case that a particular type of hierarchy emerges in
the relation primary substances have to the secondary substances and to
the other nine categories. As Aristotle puts it: “Thus, everything except
15. Aristotle, Categories, 1b, pp. 10-15.
16. Ibidem, 2a, pp. 10-11.
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primary substances is either predicated of primary substances, or is
present in them and, if these last did not exist, it would be impossible for
anything else to exist”17. This specific type of hierarchy, however, is not to
be confused with the hierarchy that operates in all the categories equally.
This latter is actually the reverse of the former; for in the latter the most
general — i.e., genus — occupies the highest place (high-level universals)
and the particular things occupy the lowest place. Aristotle’s use of the
term exist in the above quote is the key to understanding the difference
in these two types of hierarchies, since for him the most basic meaning of
the term substance can be captured by speaking of it as “the support of”
that which exists in particular ways — that is to say, in the other nine
categories. The Greek term ousia, in fact, is the abstract form of the present
feminine participle ousa of the verb to be, which sheds considerable light
on the meaning of the term being, which is the next key term to consider
as we continue the exegesis of the main passage in question.
Tracing Aristotle’s attempt to define the term being is very much like
watching the great modern philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein attempting
to define number or game. Both philosophers noticed that certain terms
just cannot be defined in the ordinary sense of listing the common, essential characteristics. Aristotle recognized that the term being applied
not only to primary and secondary substances, but to everything else in
the other nine categories. The problem he faced was that he could not
really say what the common, essential characteristics of being were when
the term was applied to the entities in the different categories. He finally
concluded that all one could do was to disclose how the several uses of
the term being, when applied to all the ten categories, were related. Thus,
he used the following analogy: “Just as ‘healthy’ is applied primarily to
a man and secondarily to his diet (as a cause of health) and complexion
(as a sign of health), so ‘being’ is applied primarily to things or substances and secondarily, or derivatively, to (for example) colors (as
qualities of things) and numbers (as quantitative measures of things). In
neither case is the term applied because of a feature common to those and
only those things coming under it”18. In the light of this, then, and to
return to the basic meaning of substance, we may consider the proposition: “The horse is running” and point out that the horse is the substance
that “supports” the “running”. The latter cannot exist without the former,
but the former can and does exist without the latter, hence the hierarchy
between primary substance and the other categories.
17. Aristotle, Categories, 2b, p. 4 (my emphasis).
18. This is the way William H. Brenner paraphrased the very difficult material in book IV
of Aristotle’s Metaphysics. See Brenner’s Logic and Philosophy (University of Notre Dame
Press, 1993), p. 27.
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The next three terms, accident, quality, and quantity can be dealt with
briefly and altogether since only a general understanding of their basic
meanings is necessary in order to fully comprehend the main passage
defining matter under consideration. The term accident can simply be seen
as referring to that which substance “supports”. Grammatically speaking,
nouns correspond to substances, and adjectives and participles correspond
to accidents. In general, quality and quantity, along with the other seven
categories can be referred to as the “accidents” of “substances”.
The final term to ponder before considering the term matter itself
is substratum. The main works to be investigated here are the four books
that encompass Aristotle’s natural philosophy and chief among them is
the Physics. Reviewing, in the first book, the work of his predecessors,
he points out that, while searching for the primary conditions, or first
principles, or the simplest elements of Nature, most of them understood
that these principles must be two in number, and opposed to one another
in the way that the solid and the void, or rarity and density, are opposed.
This particular kind of opposition was to be distinguished from contradictory opposition. Speaking in the language of propositions, contrary
opposition refers to a certain kind of relation which excludes universal
affirmative and universal negative propositions from both being true at
the same time, though it would allow these propositions to both be false
simultaneously. For particular affirmative and negative propositions, the
reverse would hold: “some p are q” and “some p are not q” could both be
true at the same time, but they could not both be false simultaneously.
The relationship governing contradictory opposition, however, determines
that two propositions cannot both be true and that they cannot both be
false simultaneously. Thus, the relationship between universal affirmative
and particular negative propositions and between particular affirmative
and universal negative propositions constitutes a contradictory opposition.
For Aristotle, since language follows thought and thought follows reality,
the relationships between propositions give us true insights into the real
world of existing things. So, when the Presocratics, in their investigation
of the first principles of Nature, speak of the opposition between solid
and void or between rare and dense, they are speaking of contraries, not
contradictories. Aristotle agrees with the Presocratics on this point, but
insists that, since they are contraries, there must be a third principle or
substance that allows the two contraries to act upon one another. If no
such third principle or substance existed, in addition to the two contraries
in question, then it would be possible for the contraries to both be false
(non-existent) at the same time, which would exclude the possibility of
change. And, as one of the main problems for the Presocratics was indeed
the problem of change, with its corollary problem of the one and the many,
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some of them tried to account for change (as when wood becomes fire)
by identifying the one common element present in each, that would allow
the change to take place. Thales, for instance, represented this “one” common element as “water”. Others represented it as “air” or “fire”. But most
of the natural philosophers settled upon different pairs of contraries,
which translates into two given first principles for any one particular
change. Aristotle, however, introduced a third principle or substance,
called substratum, which, in effect, provides the contraries with some
substance upon which to act. He insisted on three principles for any
given change, wherein matter consists of the substratum, form consists
of the actual change that takes place, and privation as part of the process
assumed by the change itself. Aristotle explains the mode of change by
saying that, as the substratum itself is composed of the two contrary components, it is what allows the two to interact — resulting in one of the
contraries replacing its opposite through privation, and enduring as form.
The obscurity I have created here by introducing the term form
before completing my stated method of first analyzing the definition of
matter is difficult to avoid, as the linguistic apparatus is so intricate and
complex, but, as the ultimate purpose is to eventually arrive at an understanding of form and finally soul in Aristotle, it is appropriate to at least
introduce the term here in this context. Moreover, the key terms involved
in the exposition of the terms form and soul are basically the key terms
involved in the present exegesis. What comes now is a final look at matter,
followed by a brief investigation into the reasons why contemporary
physicists are so attracted to it.
The term matter, as must be evident by now, is rich and complex in
Aristotle’s linguistic apparatus. When we return to the definition in the
Metaphysics quoted above and read: “By matter I mean that which in itself
is neither a particular thing, nor of a certain quality, nor assigned to any
other of the categories by which being is determined”, we see that he is
speaking here only of what matter is not, and is not saying anything about
what it is. This is the proper place to begin. Having gone through all the
key terms in the proper order, it is clear now to see what matter is not, but
it still remains to investigate what it is. This is problematic, because
Aristotle argued in the Categories, as stated above in the treatment of the
term category, that the ten categories capture all the different kinds of
things that exist. But now he clearly states that matter cannot be assigned
to any of the ten categories. But, if being (or to be) is determined by the
ten categories, and matter is not “in” any of the ten categories, then in
what sense can we say that it even exists? The above definition stating
what matter is not appears in book VII of the Metaphysics, but in book IX
we finally get an analysis of what matter is and the key term that Aristotle
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uses to explain what it is. The brief treatment of the term substratum above
hinted at what this key term is, but without naming it as such. The word,
of course, is a very potent and even intoxicating one: the term is potency.
Aristotle’s first point, while defining potency at the very beginning
of book IX of his Metaphysics, also provides the beginning of a solution to
the problem of the “existence” of matter, as he immediately clarifies the
way in which being is divided: “…‘being’ is in one way divided into
individual thing (substance), quality, and quantity (etc.) and is in another
way distinguished in respect of potency and complete reality…”19 The
phrase complete reality must be understood in the light of the expression
in itself in the sentence: “By matter I mean that which in itself is neither
a particular thing, nor of a certain quality, nor assigned to any other of the
categories by which being is determined”. In other words, although matter
is not being in the sense of “complete reality”, as in belonging to one of
the ten categories, it is not the case that it is nothing at all either, since
nothing is nothing. Thus, being can also be said to “be” with respect to
“having the potential to be” complete reality — a kind of halfway house
between nothing at all and something. Thus, “in itself” matter is not
substance or any of the other categories. Its “isness” or being can only be
spoken of as the “potential” to become substance. Aristotle had good
reason for this line of argumentation, because, in wrestling with the same
problem of change that all of the other Presocratics wrestled with, he
rightly detected that all previous explanations were deficient. Even in his
own master’s system, he sensed deficiency. He was struck, as all before
him were, of the great mystery involved in something as simple as wood
becoming fire and then ash, or bread and wine, when digested, becoming
flesh and blood. They wondered: how could one thing become another
thing without a common element present in both things to account for the
change? Some of the Presocratics refused to say that one particular thing
could really become another thing and concluded that all things are
essentially the same once we can see beneath the “superficial” change we
observe on the surface. Others claimed that when wood becomes fire and
then ash, for example, the wood is completely destroyed and something
else begins to exist. For Aristotle, both accounts were equally problematic:
the former denied the reality of radical change wherein one thing truly
becomes another thing and the latter could not account for the obvious
continuity, or point of contact between any two things, that allowed for
an interaction as intimate as the ones we observe, since one of the things
involved in the process of change was totally destroyed.
19. Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1046a, pp. 33-35 (the term in parentheses is my addition).
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We have seen above that Aristotle suggested a third principle or
substance, the substratum, to account for change and then identified it with
matter. Now we see that this identification of matter as substance (something that exists) can only be made in a qualified way. The qualification
itself captures what Aristotle means by potency.
Potency could account for both the underlying continuity, and for
the radical and real change in substance. In other words, and to return to
our example of wood becoming fire and then ash, the principle of change
(or the cause of the change), after the change has occurred, cannot be
accounted for in either the wood, or the ash, because the wood is significantly altered and cannot be said to be what it was before and the ash is
the effect of the change, certainly not the cause of it. What about the fire,
in this particular example? Heraclitus’ choice of “fire” to capture the
“mystery” involved in the reality of change still remains a mystery to us
today, but his thought is probably not as far away from the thought of
Plato and Aristotle as it is traditionally thought to be.20 At any rate, even
if “fire” could act as a metaphor here to capture the mystery of the interaction between two substances when one of these substances becomes
another substance, there is still a need for a more technical and systematic
explanation. Aristotle’s choice of the word potency, however, with all of
its intoxicating connotations, is strikingly reminiscent of all the exhilarating nuances contained in Heraclitus’s fire. The key difference, of course,
is that we actually see “fire” over and above the wood as it turns to ash;
and when the wood disappears, we no longer see the fire at all.
But the underlying thing or principle of continuity is just that,
under-lying: sub-stratum — a power — not seen — but always present —
waiting to explode into complete being — to allow all else to be seen — not
nothing — but not some “thing” in itself — yet providing for the “thingness” of all things — a non-material matter — an ultimate substrate —
a prime matter — “an abstract latency that is modified according to an
infinite variety of natural conditions”21.

20. Whether and to what degree either Plato, or Aristotle recognized this is impossible to
tell. One could imagine, I suppose, Aristotle or Plato misrepresenting or downplaying
Heraclitus’ solution to the problem of change in order to make room for their own, but
even if this could be shown to be true, it is still the case that Heraclitus, as far as we
know, remained within the realm of metaphor and did not offer a more “scientific-systemic” solution to the problem.
21. R.K. Khuri, “Prime matter”, art.cit., p. 3. On pages 213-216 below, I attempt to state the
difference between prime matter and secondary matter in Aristotle. But the best context
in which to do this is in my treatment of the term form.
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Heisenberg’s Account of Matter
t will be necessary to return to book IX of Metaphysics and to Aristotle’s
account of potency when we treat directly his account of actuality, which
is crucial to his doctrines of form and soul, but it is now time to investigate
some of the reasons why the great physicists of the last and the present
century were — and are — attracted to Aristotle’s account of prime matter
as infinite flexibility and unlimited suppleness. Forty-four years ago, at
a public lecture in Greece, Werner Heisenberg stated:

I

“If I endeavor today to take up some of the old problems concerning
the structure of matter and the concept of natural law, it is because
the development of atomic physics in our own day has radically
altered our whole outlook on nature and the structure of matter.
It is perhaps not an improper exaggeration to maintain that some
of the old problems have quite recently found a clear and final solution. So it is permissible today to speak about this new and perhaps
conclusive answer to questions that were formulated here thousands
of years ago.”22

The radical alteration of outlook, of course, is a reference to the way
20th-century physics overcame the “classical” Newtonian view of matter
as constant and predictable. More specifically, Heisenberg’s investigations
into what takes place when elementary particles collide at adequately
high levels of energy led him to assert that eventually all particles are
either destroyed, leaving behind just radiation, or converted into other
particles. From this observation, he concluded that there must be an
underlying substratum that potentially provides for all of the different
forms of matter, but which does not have any of its properties. In a particularly precise formulation of this, wherein we are able to see exactly
what he meant when he stated that “it is permissible today to speak
about this new and perhaps conclusive answer to questions that were formulated [in Greece] thousands of years ago”, he states:
“We can say that all particles are made of the same fundamental
substance, which can be designated energy or matter; or we can put
things as follows: the basic substance ‘energy’ becomes matter by
assuming the form of an elementary particle”.23
22. Werner Heisenberg, Natural Law and the Structure of Matter, in Across Frontiers, Harper
and Row, New York, 1974, p. 104.
23. Ibidem, p. 115. Here, again, I am indebted to the many conversations with R.K. Khuri,
regarding his paper, “Prime matter”, art.cit., for these insights.
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There we have it! One of 20th century’s most important physicists
answering a fundamental question about matter in terms so strikingly
close to those of Aristotle, that it sounds nearly like Aristotle himself.
Moreover, the work of scientists such as Michael Faraday and Philip
Anderson showed, analogously24, that because matter is neither a conductor, nor an insulator, it only stands to reason that it is supple enough
to potentially become both. There are ample examples that will strengthen
the point, but, as the primary aim of this paper is to address form and soul
in the light of modern anthropology and genetics, the following example
concerning the properties of metals shall be a way of concluding the preliminary part of this paper, which has sought to introduce Aristotle’s rich
and complex linguistic apparatus, and of introducing the chief concern.

Apes and Anthropology: Preliminaries
hen we consider the properties of certain metals that have the exact
same kinds of elementary particles and almost exactly the same
number and then observe how differently they look and act, it may be
analogous to when we consider that chimps and humans have 98.4 percent of their genetic material in common, but look and act so radically
different also. The metals in question are gold and quicksilver: the atomic
weight of the former is 196.9665, while that of the latter is 200.59. On the
periodic table, they could not be closer, 79 and 80 respectively. Yet, gold
outshines mercury beyond compare, and is significantly more supple.
Mercury, or quicksilver as it is also called, is heavy and poisonous. One
has become the very standard of material wealth and grandeur literally
and symbolically, while the other’s claim to fame is limited to its use in
a thermometer — often announcing the bad news of an incurable fever!
What makes these two nearly identical metals so different? What is about
them that the periodic table does not, or cannot, capture? Is there some
unrestricted potential or super supple substratum that can take on the
form of an indefinite variety of forms, humans, chimps, planets, metals,
water, roses, and stars, an unimaginable multiplicity — all in delicate
relationship to one another — somehow held together as a uni-verse?
Aristotle sensed that there was and sought to describe it in terms of matter
and form, potentiality and actuality. Scientists today, especially physicists,

W

24. As Khuri states, “No doubt the ‘matter’ of conductors and insulators is not the same
as the ‘matter’ of the elementary particles; the latter is more fundamental and forms
the matter”; thus, the qualification here, “analogously”. See Khuri’s “Prime matter”,
art.cit., p. 5.
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have shown that his explanation of matter as pure potentiality is useful
and meaningful; we now turn to his concepts of form, and actuality, and
soul to see if other scientists, particularly geneticists and anthropologists,
have arrived or will arrive at similar conclusions with respect to what
these concepts seek to express about the mystery of the human being and
the mystery of human origins.
About a quarter of a century ago, John Gribbin and Jeremy Cherfas
challenged the traditional paleontological theory when they suggested,
in their 1982 book, The Monkey Puzzle, that the common ancestor we share
with the gorilla and the chimpanzee had distinctly human characteristics.
They also suggested that the paleontologists had been off by about fifteen
million years in terms of when this common ancestor lived, putting the
date around five, rather than around twenty, million years ago. In 1997,
fifteen years after the publication of The Monkey Puzzle, Simon Easteal of
the Australian National University declared that, in using the latest procedures in molecular biology, he and his colleagues had interpreted the
DNA evidence in such a way as to confirm what Gribbin and Cherfas had
already suggested, i.e., that apes are descended from man, not man from
the apes. Superficial commentary hurriedly pitted the biologists against
the paleontologists, suggesting that the latter’s work had become irrelevant
overnight. More informed investigations, of course, point out the obvious
error in such claims by underscoring the fact that, without paleontology,
the so-called molecular clock25 is useless. It is not our concern to analyze
how this molecular clock works; it is enough to say that the ticks in this
clock can only be counted once a reasonably accurate date for the split
between any two species has already been provided and such a split
cannot be determined without the fossil evidence of the paleontologists.
The real breakthrough came in 1967, when Berkeley’s Vincent Sarich and
Allan Wilson, building upon the work of George Nuttal and Paul Ehrlich,
eminent biologists of the late-19th century, and especially upon the work
of Morris Goodman in the late 1950s, began to count the ticks of the
molecular clock beginning with the split between Old World monkeys
and apes, that the fossil evidence had reasonably situated at about thirty
million years ago.26 Simply speaking, the counting had to do with comparing monkey proteins with ape proteins. When the counting was over,
25. “Credit for the concept of a molecular clock is essentially given to Emile Zuckerkandal
and double Nobel Prize winner Linus Pauling. They are supposed to have been the
first to realize that, because mutations are random events, DNA should accumulate
them at a relatively steady rate.” See John Gribbin’s and Jeremy Cherfas’ book about
The First Chimpanzee: In Search of Human Origins, Barnes & Noble, New York, 2001, p. 114.
My close reading of this book played an important role in the idea for this paper.
26. See Gribbin and Cherfas, op.cit., pp. 23, 114, 125, 129.
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Sarich and Wilson claimed that gorillas, chimps, and humans all shared
a common ancestor as recently as about five million years ago. The 1980
specification of the entire DNA sequence for the virus phiX 174, which
led to the completion of the first map of the entire human genome some
twenty years later, seems to have vindicated the findings of Sarich and
Wilson, as well as improved upon the accuracy of the date of the existence
of the common ancestor that humans, chimps, and gorillas all have in
common, putting it between 3.6 and 4 million years ago. The new date
stunned the scientific world because, according to reliable fossil evidence,
our ancestors may have learned to walk upright well before this date.
In the light of this new evidence, Gribbin and Cherfas began searching for
additional evidence to show that the common ancestor was probably more
human-like than ape-like.27 Whatever the case may be about the nature
of this common ancestor, the stunning genetic fact remains that chimps,
and humans, and gorillas are genetically as close (or closer in the case of
chimps and humans) as the goat is to the sheep or the zebra to the horse.28
How ought such theories and facts be interpreted when it comes to
the questions concerning personal, existential, and general racial identity
raised in the introduction of this paper? More pointedly, can an Aristotelian doctrine of form or soul hold out against such theories and facts?
My hunch is that just as the new physics has vindicated Aristotle’s doctrine of matter, modern molecular biology will eventually vindicate his
doctrine of form and soul. My original intuition was admittedly so general
as to appear naïve: I simply reasoned that, if it were not for the new
physics, we would never have had the breakthroughs in molecular biology that we have had. I then reasoned that, if the new physics really does
vindicate Aristotle’s doctrine of matter, then the breakthroughs in molecular biology, which are essentially dependent upon the new physics29,
must also be intimately related to Aristotle’s doctrine of matter. I thus
concluded that, since Aristotle’s doctrine of matter necessarily presupposes and includes his doctrine of form, then both modern 20th-century
physics and modern molecular biology, that depends upon it, also accepts,
27. Gribbin and Cherfas, op.cit., pp. 1-3.
28. Ibidem, p. 1.
29. Explaining why physics has been the paradigmatic science in the West from at least
the time of the Renaissance, J. Monserrat points out that physics “knows the universe
from the most basic and fundamental: matter and the results of its evolution until it
constitutes the physical universe”. He concludes from this that “all the sciences,
including the biological and human sciences, depend upon the results of physics”.
See his article “Kenosis: Towards a new theology of science” in a special series of the
journal Pensamiento: Ciencia, Filosophía Y Religión, vol. 63, no. 238, p. 640, published by
the Universidad Pontifica Comillas, Madrid, 2007.
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perhaps unwittingly, Aristotle’s doctrine of form and soul. What follows,
then, is first a brief summary of Aristotle’s doctrine of form and soul followed by an attempt to show, in the most general terms, how the findings
of modern molecular biology regarding the extremely close relationship
of our species to the apes, may be commensurate with Aristotle’s doctrine
of soul and, more specifically, human soul. As I have indicated, I shall be
making some references to the works of Ludwig Wittgenstein and René
Girard as I proceed to better illustrate my argument.

Aristotle’s Account of Form
ow that much of Aristotle’s linguistic apparatus is already in place,
an analysis of the term form (eidos) will allow us to begin using this
apparatus to shed light on our main subject and to clear up some of the
remaining ambiguity that still, inevitably, surrounds the term matter. I have
twice used the adjective prime to qualify the term matter in my above
analysis, but I will now introduce the adjective secondary and begin referring to Aristotle’s distinction between “prime matter” and “secondary
matter”. This distinction becomes most intelligible when we consider the
perennial problem of change, so let us reconsider this problem, but this
time in the context of a specific change: the one I have in mind is the
change that took place when Michelangelo sought to “free the figure of
Moses imprisoned in a marble block”, as I believe he put it himself. The
marble, whether in the form of a block or in the form of Moses, is what
Aristotle calls “secondary matter”, which remains what it is while the
form changes from block to Moses. Since something substantial remains
and endures while the great artist chisels away, namely the secondary
matter (marble), Aristotle calls this kind of change “accidental”. We have
already considered the meaning of this term above and the relationship
of “accident” to “substance” in the context of the ten categories should
be borne in mind here. Now, in an accidental change, what changes is the
“accidental form”, while, as we have said, “secondary matter” remains
essentially what it is. Consider now what would happen if the Vatican
allowed a new artist to work on the sculpture and change it from Moses,
the law giver, to the “nameless chimpanzee”. When the new artist unveiled
his work, and we beheld the marble chimpanzee, rather than Moses, we
would all admit that a different kind of change has taken place — different from the change that occurred when the marble first went from just
a block to Moses, the law giver. Nonetheless, Aristotle would say that the
change from Moses to chimpanzee is still only an “accidental change”

N
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and that only the “accidental form” has changed because the “secondary
matter” has endured; whether it is a block, Moses, or a chimp, it is still
marble. But let us imagine now that angry, chimp-hating men, outraged
by what has been done to poor Moses, stormed the cathedral in Rome,
tore it away from its base, called in back-ups in helicopters, who snatched
it away and happily dropped it into an active volcano where not only the
poor chimp would disappear, but the marble as well. In this case, Aristotle
would say that a “substantial change” has taken place, since the secondary
matter has changed from one substance to another substance. The term
substance as the first of the ten categories must be understood here as we
speak about “substantial change”; the secondary matter, marble in this
case, as a substance qualified by the other categories, quality, quantity etc.,
has ceased to exist in the volcano and has become something else — a different substance.
When the changes from block to Moses to chimp occur, it is important to see that, although the accidental form is what changes, and not the
secondary matter (the marble), it is still the case that, because the marble
has the accidental form, and not the other way around, the subject of the
change is the secondary matter, not the accidental form. In other words,
the accidental form is what changes, but the subject of the change is the
secondary matter, which, because it does not change, allows for the accidental change to take place. The only time secondary matter changes is when
there is a substantial change. Now, when the marble chimp disintegrates
in the volcanic lava, the crucial questions become: (1) what is it that
changes in a substantial change, and (2) what is the subject of this change?
Aristotle’s answers: just as in an accidental change, it is the accidental form
that changes, while secondary matter, because it endures, is the subject of
the accidental change, enabling the accidental change to take place, so,
too, in a substantial change, it is the substantial form that changes, while
prime matter, because it endures, is the subject of the substantial change,
enabling the substantial change to take place. The analogy, then, as applied
to our Moses/chimp example, is as follows: secondary matter (marble) is
to accidental form (Moses/chimp) just as prime matter is to substantial
form. The first part of the analogy is much easier to understand because
we can picture marble and its various shapes through mental images and
we can actually see and touch real marble sculptures, but we can never
see or touch prime matter or substantial form. But this is the reason,
of course, for the analogy.
Aristotle’s use of the term form (eidos) must be appreciated in the
context of his master’s use of it. Plato’s “Forms” or “Ideas” embodied the
essences of all things existing in the world of appearances. So the “Form”
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of marbleness, existing in a transcendent, non-physical, “world of forms”
somehow “caused” all the particular instances of marble in this present
world of appearances to exist by participating as shadowy reflections of
the Forms. Aristotle developed his doctrine of causality, of course, because
he was not completely satisfied with his master’s treatment of causality.
But it would be a mistake, I think, to forget that Plato was indeed his
master and to claim without qualification that he simply rejected Plato’s
theory of forms and replaced it with a doctrine of causality.30 The point
here is that Aristotle’s doctrines of “substantial form” and “formal causality” are thoroughly Platonic at one level and do not make sense unless we
see them as fundamentally indebted to his master’s investigations — that
were meant to illicit further reflection —, which is exactly what Plato’s
best student went on to do. If it is the case that there is no “well-developed theory of forms” in Plato, then it makes no sense to interpret the
Metaphysics as a rejection of this “theory” in order to put forth a substantially new one. In this light, it is easier to understand what Aristotle means
by “substantial form” when he speaks of it as a principle that actively
causes any particular substance to be exactly what it is and not something
else. If, with Ockham’s razor, we are to cut away the “substantial form”
in order to make things clearer and simpler to understand, I am afraid we
only make the “thing-ness” of things impossible to ever understand.
Aristotle learned from his master that the cause of a thing’s “what-ness”
or “essence” could not simply be identified with the substance itself; it had,
in some sense, to be separate from what it caused or it could not be spoken of as a cause. At the same time, it could not be totally separate either.
In other words, the two fundamental questions we can ask about any particular substance are: “What is it?” and “What is its intelligible nature?”
The first question, never to be separated from the second, but always to
be distinguished from it, is answered by speaking of all the “equal” ways
in which the substance can be described by appealing to the other nine
30. A fresh re-reading of Plato’s Sophist and Phaedo and of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, that I
undertook in preparation for this paper, has convinced me that the standard way of
presenting Aristotle’s Metaphysics as primarily a rejection of Plato’s theory of forms is
incorrect. These two Platonic dialogues, in particular, show considerable hesitation
when it comes to taking any sort of final stand on how the “forms” cause individual
“things” to be what they are in the present world. See, in particular, Benjamin Jowett’s
translation of the Phaedo in Dialogues of Plato (The Pocket Library, New York, 1950),
p. 134. And when Aristotle speaks about “fire as the cause of hotness” in chapter I,
book II of his Metaphysics, he reveals that he was acutely aware of his master’s invitation to supply a better answer to the enigma of causality in the context of speculations
on “form”. At any rate, I prefer the way Plotinus reads both Plato, and Aristotle, since
he deeply appreciates what he sees as the essential unity between master and student.
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categories. This corresponds to Aristotle’s “material cause” of any particular substance and refers to both secondary matter, and prime matter,
with the latter embodying the richest and deepest meaning of material
causality. The second question can also be answered by referring to the
other nine categories; this corresponds to Aristotle’s “formal cause” which
can refer to both accidental form, and substantial form, with, again,
the latter capturing the deepest and richest meaning of formal causality.
Substantial form is the “essence” of the substance that causes it to be
“what” it is in terms of its ultimate intelligibility. This is why Aristotle
had different terms for substance (ousia) and essence (to ti ên einai); for
Aristotle, essence is always essence of the substance or an active moment
of substance. With Ockham’s razor, this distinction is lost and the two
words begin to mean basically the same thing, which eventually makes it
difficult to see the meanings of, and the differences and relationships
between, secondary/prime matter and accidental/substantial form.
The essence of a substance, or its substantial form, can be extracted
intellectually, studied, and can come to be known as a real principle of
actuality that determines prime matter to become substantial form, just
like the accidental form of Moses, the law giver, determined or caused
marble to become one of the most important works of art in history. Just
as it is the very nature of secondary matter to be actualized into Moses,
or the chimp, or a variety of wonderful or terrible things, so it is the nature
of prime matter, in its unlimited suppleness, to receive a variety of substantial forms. Neither prime matter, nor substantial form can be seen, or
measured, or imagined, but, without the realities that these Aristotelian
terms seek to describe, it is difficult to understand how what we can see,
and measure, and imagine, like Moses being set free from the desert of
marble to which he was confined, can ever be explained in a non-contradictory way. The Presocratics and Plato struggled for centuries to address
the problem of change, while Aristotle came probably as close as we can
ever come to solving it. With this, our linguistic apparatus is nearly fully
assembled, and we are sufficiently “warmed up”; it is now permissible to
begin our primary mental exercises on solid equipment as we address the
heart and soul of this paper: an analysis of Aristotle’s doctrine of the soul
in the context of certain questions raised by modern molecular biology.
As already mentioned, this analysis will be laced with relevant references
to the thought of Wittgenstein and Girard, to garner support for the main
claim: Aristotle’s doctrine of the soul has not only not been undermined
by some of the latest findings in molecular biology, but has perhaps been
vindicated.
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Aristotle’s De Anima
he opening paragraphs of Aristotle’s De anima are of fundamental
importance for our topic: “…up to the present time, those who have
discussed and investigated the soul seem to have confined themselves to
the human soul”31. Aristotle’s new approach is to stress the continuity and
intrinsic links in and among all life, plants, animals, and human beings.
Because he is mindful of the differences in a common-sense sort of way,
he is free to emphasize the similarities. One never gets the feeling, while
reading De anima, that Aristotle is on the defensive, as one sometimes
gets when reading contemporary apologies for the immortality or nonmateriality of the soul. It could be argued, of course, that Aristotle was
not on the defensive because the soul had not yet been attacked, for it is
the case, as I have pointed out elsewhere, that modern materialism differs
in kind from ancient materialism. It could also be argued that, if Aristotle
had to face the modern molecular facts and to confront the genetic reality
of the “98.4 percent”, his treatise would contain the kind of panicky
undertones that one finds in some philosophical and theological expositions on the soul today.32 My response to such arguments is that, on the
contrary, if Aristotle were alive today, I imagine he would be the first to
show informed enthusiasm for such findings and then go on to show
how such facts support his very conception of soul as the life principle in
a body — any body: in plants (nutritive), animals (sensitive), or humans
(rational). I think he would go on to show how the facts support his
conclusion that the human soul differs not only in degree from plant and
animal soul, but in kind, too. And he would never let us forget, amidst
our rightful enthusiasm for the fact of “98.4 percent”, that because the
definite function and precise role of about ninety percent of the human
genome, non-coding DNA, is still waiting to be identified and remains
largely undetermined, we should always be ready for surprises.33 This
latter point is in no way intended to mitigate the outstanding breakthroughs
in modern molecular biology, nor is it intended as a way of sidestepping
the need to address squarely how such stunning developments might

T

31. Aristotle, De anima, 402b, pp. 4-5.
32. I am referring primarily here to so much of what might be labeled as “religious fundamentalism”, which denounces the very concept of “evolution” as an evil invention.
Even among the most thoughtful in this movement, there seems always to be a deep
seated sense of panic and one certainly never gets anything like the kind of cool, calm,
daring, confident, and open-minded analysis that one gets in Aristotle.
33. See W.W. Gibb’s “The unseen genome: Gems among the junk”, in Scientific American,
289 (5), 2003, pp. 46-53.
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challenge the traditional Aristotelian conceptions of the soul; it is intended
to be simply what it is, a fact to be considered while doing our work.
After considering the views of his predecessors, as is his custom,
Aristotle begins the first chapter of book II by “mak[ing] as it were a completely fresh start and [by] endeavoring to give a precise answer to the
question: ‘What is soul?’, i.e., to formulate the most general possible
definition of it”34. Aristotle’s “completely fresh start” should in no way
be compared to some sort of Cartesian methodology35, since he states
clearly that it is necessary to consult the work of his predecessors so that
he may profit from their insights and avoid their errors36. He explicitly,
but subtly rejects three major definitions that were prominent among his
predecessors: (1) the soul “is what moves (or is capable of moving) itself”37;
(2) “the soul is a kind of harmony, for [a] harmony is a blend or composition of contraries”38; and (3) that the soul is “the subtlest and most nearly incorporeal of all kinds of body”39. The subtleties of these rejections
cannot be fully investigated here. It is enough to say, first, that Aristotle
is not being simply polite when he says that he has decided to investigate
the views of his predecessors so that he might benefit from their insights;
such investigations are an intrinsic part of his methodology. Second, it has
become apparent to me that Aristotle was trying to walk a thin tight-rope
between the tendencies of Democritus towards “materialism” and of his
master towards body/soul dualism. Regarding the latter, he emphatically
states: “To say that it is the soul which is angry is as inexact as it would be
to say that it is the soul that weaves webs or builds houses. It is doubtless
better to avoid saying that the soul pities, or learns, or thinks and rather
to say that it is the man who does this with his soul.”40

A Brief Reference to Wittgenstein
ittgenstein walked a similar tight-rope some twenty-four hundred
years later, as he also tried to stay clear of dualism and monism, but
the task had become even more difficult, almost impossible, since, after
Descartes, there were not only tendencies towards dualism and monistic
materialism that had to be dealt with, but dogmatic systems that had entire

W

34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.

Aristotle, De anima, 412a, pp. 3-6.
E.J. Alam, art.cit., p. 120.
Aristotle, De anima, 403b, p. 23.
Ibidem, 406a, p. 1.
Ibidem, 407b, p. 33.
Ibidem, 409b, p. 21.
Ibidem, 408b, pp. 12-15.
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academic establishments riding on them. Though his style is not at all
Aristotelian — nor should it have been, considering his circumstances —,
the content of Wittgenstein’s thought when it comes to the soul is:
“‘I believe that he is suffering.’ Do I also believe that he is not an
automation? (Or is it like this: I believe that he is suffering, but am
certain that he is not an automation? Nonsense!) …Suppose I say of
a friend: ‘He is not an automation’. What information is conveyed
by this and to whom would it be information? To a human being
who meets him in ordinary circumstances? What information could
it give him? My attitude towards him is an attitude towards a soul.
I am not of the opinion that he has a soul.”41

The point is that the human being is so radically one, so thoroughly
integral, that the mere assertion of certitude with regard to being human
results in nonsense. In other words, to speak of “having” a soul implies
that the soul is some kind of immaterial substance that is opposed to
another material substance, the body. Anything involving belief, or enjoying certainty, or conveying information is for Wittgenstein drastically different from an attitude that manifests a genuine and complete awareness
of what we mean when we talk about “an attitude towards a soul”; this
latter is “[a]n attitude that reflects the full awareness of being human”42.
At any rate, let us return to Aristotle’s De anima.

Reading De Anima in the Light of the Metaphysics
fter spending considerable time, in book I, showing the contradictions
involved in each of the three major definitions, Aristotle promptly
begins in chapter one of book II to employ, in the following order, the key
terms of his overall philosophical system: substance, matter, form, essence,
potentiality, actuality. He first points out that “one determinate kind of
what is, substance”43 can be recognized in three different ways: “(a) in the
sense of matter or that which in itself is not ‘a this’, and (b) in the sense of
form or essence, which is that precisely in virtue of which a thing is called
‘a this’, and (c) in the sense of that which is made of both (a) and (b)”44.

A

41. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (translated by G.E.M. Anscombe),
MacMillan, New York, 1976, p. 178.
42. See Richard K. Khuri’s, Meaningful Ambiguity and Guidance Within: Towards the Timeless
Beginnings of Philosophy, in Massimiliano Tarrozzi (ed.), New Frontiers of Phenomenology:
Beyond Postmodernism in Empirical Research, University of Trent, Italy.
43. Aristotle, De anima, 412a, p. 8 (my emphasis in italics).
44. Ibidem, p. 10.
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The soul, of course, is a substance in this third sense, a union of matter and
form, a composite of potentiality and actuality. The first critical distinction
with respect to actuality is the introduction of two “grades”45, or degrees,
that Aristotle describes by way of an analogy claiming that the first corresponds to the possession of knowledge, while the second corresponds to
the exercise of knowledge. He then tells us that the soul is the first grade
of actuality in that it is the life principle in bodies — physical bodies that
everyone, by virtue of common sense, identifies as “things”, as substances,
and that everyone likewise recognizes are of two sorts: natural bodies
that are living and natural bodies that are not living. The latter are in turn
the principles of all other non-living bodies. By life, Aristotle means
“self-nutrition and growth (with its correlative decay)”46. Another analogy,
comparing the state of being asleep to the possession of knowledge and
the state of being awake to the exercise of knowledge, is introduced to
shed light on the first analogy, so that we finally get the following fecund
formulation: “The soul is the first grade of actuality of a natural body
having life potentially in it”47. Upon this definition, any sort of body/soul
dualism is necessarily precluded for all three kinds of soul. As Aristotle
says, “…we can wholly dismiss [based on this definition] as unnecessary
the question whether the soul and body are one; it is as meaningless as
to ask whether the wax and the shape given to it by the stamp are one,
or generally the matter of a thing and that of which it is the matter”48.
To shed more light on what this means, let us return briefly to Aristotle’s
treatment of potency and actuality in the Metaphysics.
After reminding us in chapter one of book IX of the Metaphysics that
“being” can be distinguished according to the ten categories, with the first
of which, substance, as the category to which all the other nine are referred,
he points out that the categories are only one way of distinguishing “being”.
Another way to distinguish “being” is “in respect of potency and complete
reality, and of function”49. By “complete reality”, he means actuality and
uses them interchangeably. Although his initial analysis of potency and
actuality here is strictly in reference to motion and change in substances
that are not alive, something he has already partly done in the Physics, he
is quick to tell us that potency and actuality extend well beyond the realm
of mere physical motion or change in lifeless or soulless things. In chapter two, we begin to get an idea of what he means by this “extension”:
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.

Aristotle, De anima, 412a, p. 11.
Ibidem, p. 15.
Ibidem, p. 27.
Ibidem, pp. 6-9.
Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1045b, pp. 34-35.
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“Since some such originative sources are present in soulless things and
others in things possessed of soul, and in soul, and in the rational part of
the soul, clearly some potencies will be non-rational and some will be accompanied by a rational formula”50. It is impossible here to go thoroughly through his entire discussion of potency and act in book IX, but there
are a number of important points, most relevant to our subject, that are
necessary to underscore here: (1) that an organic unity cannot be acted
upon by itself; (2) that potency and actuality are genuinely different;
(3) that to understand what potency and actuality really are and to understand their reciprocal relation, the use of analogy is better than direct
definition; (4) that “as that which is building is to that which is capable of
building, and the waking to the sleeping, and that which is seeing to that
which has its eyes shut but has sight”51 are among the best analogies here;
and (5) that potencies which involve producing change according to a
rational formula can only be in living things, while potencies that produce
change according to a non-rational formula can be both in living, and in
non-living things. We shall return to this latter point below, when we
address the nature of the human soul, as distinct in both degree, and kind
from the animal and plant soul. But, for now, let us return to the particularly prescient definition of soul in De anima, with which we left off above.
We are apt to miss just how loaded this definition is if we do not
read it in a reflective or perhaps even meditative way, or at least appreciate
that, for Aristotle, metaphysical reflections on the soul were sacred and
“religious” activities. Let us picture Aristotle now walking and talking to
his students in the revered woods of Apollo, hallowed grounds, that he
carefully and intentionally chose as the sacred place to set up his school
of research.52 I can further imagine him stopping all of the sudden to
repeat this definition to his students gathered around him: “The soul is
the first grade of actuality of a natural body having life potentially in it”.
Soul for Aristotle is life, and life is soul. Although by definition the soul
is “first actuality”, the life/soul principle in a body is so rich, that its
50. Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1046b, pp. 1-3.
51. Ibidem, 1048a, p. 37 – 1048b, p. 4.
52. I am arguing that this is not merely an incidental fact, but the hermeneutical key to
unlocking the fullest meaning of his definition of the soul. And when I say that we are
apt to miss the deepest meanings if we do not ourselves attempt to read him meditatively or at least try to appreciate that his intellectual activities were sacred meditations, I am drawing upon the work of Charles Taylor, who has recently made a strong
case for the thesis that modern humanism and secularism, as genuinely novel and
powerful developments, make it difficult for us to really comprehend and appreciate
the world-views or mind-sets of the ancient and medieval worlds — spiritual,
enchanted worlds that were governed by a sacred order. See Taylor’s A Secular Age,
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, London, 2007, pp. 19, 27, 58-59.
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potential allows for “second” and “third actuality” in the case of human
beings — analogous to the way life/soul erupts from seed, into fruit, into
wine at the level of plant life, for instance, as “it” achieves excellence by
“cheering man’s heart”. I have put the pronoun in the previous sentence
in inverted commas to underscore the fact that, in the rich Aristotelian
account of soul/life or life/soul, there is no adequate antecedent; there
is no way to name “it”. Here, too, I can picture Wittgenstein telling his
students: “There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They
make themselves manifest. They are what is mystical.”53 One can never
really get a hold of life/soul and soul/life “in language” as it unfolds and
explodes — even at the level of “the vine”, and Aristotle is very much
aware of this. The “unfolding” of human life is even more dynamic as it
proceeds from life itself, “first actuality”, analogous to the state of being
asleep, which, though primarily receptive, is not at all negative (ecstatic
rest and fruitful dreams), to “second actuality”, analogous to the state of
being awake, as life opens up into ethical, cultured, educated, mature,
wise life and, finally, even to a “third actuality”, wherein life spills over
with a human excellence approaching an excellence, perhaps, that can
even rival that of the “gods” themselves.
Aristotle’s division of natural bodies into living (soul) and non-living
is simply another way of saying that one cannot be the other, as he puts it:
“Body cannot be soul; for the body is the subject or matter, not what is
attributed to it. Hence, the soul must be a substance in the sense of the
form of a natural body having life potentially in it. But substance [in the
sense of form or essence] is actuality and, thus, soul is the actuality of the
body.”54 Aristotle’s particular emphasis on the composite nature of living
bodies as the union of matter/potentiality and form/actuality in order to
show how radically they differ from non-living bodies, both natural and
derived, is likely to cause confusion, as it seems to imply that these latter
are not composites. But, in fact, for Aristotle, they are. The wine bottle in
my cellar that contains the dark, dense, red wine is an individual thing,
a substance, a union of matter and form; but its form is accidental form
(morphê, i.e., shape, not eidos) that has determined the secondary matter
to be the union that it is, namely, a glass bottle. But bottles are not alive.
There is no life principle associated with the bottle that allows it to ascend
the hierarchical scale from first-grade actuality to second- or third-grade
actuality; the most it can ever hope for is to contain a gold-medal vintage
some day and be there to witness the reception of the award, and the jolly
53. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (translated by D.F. Pears and B.F.
McGuiness), Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1974), VI, p. 522.
54. Aristotle, De anima, 412a, pp. 18-23.
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consumption of the liquid it so patiently holds. Now let us consider the
wine as a thing, as a substance. To be sure, the wine is not the same kind
of thing as the bottle that contains it is, but, at the same time, it neither
grows, nor nourishes itself as plants, animals, and humans do. This also
applies to the water from which it came, but wine “ages” and water presupposes all life. Does this mean, then, that we can speak about the life/
soul principle in/of water? This is tantamount to asking whether carbon,
the building blocks for plants to produce the proteins, sugars, starches,
and fats upon which all organic life is based, has a soul. Is carbon alive?
Is water alive? It is certainly the case for Aristotle that, if we insist on
speaking in dualistic terms about the soul as a “thing” that a body has,
then it makes no sense at all to speak of water or carbon as having soul.
However, even if we avoid this kind of dualistic language and use more
supple and prescient Aristotelian terms, it still turns out, for Aristotle,
that although water, for instance, has a unity and is a substance, we cannot
say that it is also soul by the strict definition of the soul as “first actuality”. The same would hold true for carbon. Of course, Aristotle recognized
that, because substances like water and water transformed into wine
provide nourishment, radically unlike the glass bottle which can never be
digested, he concluded that these substances may be said to participate in
soul in that they presuppose life, but, again, without assigning soul to
them by definition.
All of this is clarified in chapter four of book II of De anima, wherein Aristotle continues to describe the similarities and differences in and
among plant soul/life, animal soul/life and human soul/life, stressing,
and even celebrating, both equally in the sense that all life is meant to partake, each according to its own capacity, in the “eternal and divine [for]
that is the goal towards which all things strive, that for the sake of which
they do whatsoever their nature renders possible”55. What follows next
is most expressive of his strong commitment to the deep and intense connectedness of all life with not even a hint of sympathy for either simpleminded dualism or naive monism:
“The phrase ‘for the sake of which’ is ambiguous. It may mean
either (a) the end to achieve which, or (b) the being in whose interest the act is done. Since then no living thing is able to partake in
what is eternal and divine by uninterrupted continuance (for nothing
perishable can for ever remain one and the same), it tries to achieve
that end in the only way possible to it, and the success is possible in
varying degrees; so it remains not indeed as the self-same individual,
55. Aristotle, De anima, 415b, pp. 1-2 (my emphasis in italics).
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but continues its existence in something like itself — not numerically,
but specifically one.”56

Aristotle’s moderate realism (distinct from Plato’s extreme realism 57),
his potency/act ontology, and his doctrine of causality, wherein the soul
is simultaneously the efficient, formal, and final cause of the living body,
together help him account for (1) both profound unity, and real difference
among all living things in a new and successful way, and (2) the body/soul
unity at each of the three distinct levels of life: plants, animals, humans.
With respect to (1), the powers that plants exhibit, namely nutrition and
reproduction, are also present in animals who display the additional
capacities of sensation, locomotion, and appetite. Human beings, similarly,
display all the energies present in plants and animals, but also show clear
evidence of not only sensation, but of the power to perceive it and then
to handle it, or deal with a particular perception of sensation in an intelligible, comprehensive, and universal way. Part and parcel of the process
of processing this perception necessarily involves making decisions,
which presuppose both practical, and theoretical knowledge. In this, we
can return now to chapter five in book IX of the Metaphysics and take a
closer look at the point Aristotle makes (in the context of his analysis of
potency and act) concerning the potencies involved in those “things”
capable of producing change according to a rational formula. Aristotle
tells us that the effects produced by non-rational potencies are necessary —
each potency produces one effect, which is proper and necessary to that
potency. But rational potencies do not produce necessary effects for the
simple reason that they produce contrary effects and it is impossible for
contrary effects to be necessary. The concept “contrary” entails, by defini56. Aristotle, De anima, 415b, pp. 3-8. As the famous editor, Richard McKeon, of my
Random House, 1941, edition of The Basic Works of Aristotle put it in footnote 21, while
trying to capture the meaning of this passage: “There is an unbroken current of the
same specific life flowing through a discontinuous series of individual beings of the
same species united by descent” (p. 561).
57. Plato’s extreme realism can be called “Idealism” in that he suggested that the “Ideas”
or “Forms” were the real realities in the full sense. The other extreme would be to deny
the real existence of “Forms” or “Universals” altogether, which is what Ockham seems
to have done in the 13th century, when he called “Universals” mere “names” of things
— henceforth, we got the philosophy of “nominalism”. Although no system of nominalism was around during the time of Aristotle, he was aware of both the complex
dualistic, and monistic consequences of such a move. By claiming that the “forms” of
living things were “substantial” and different, he nevertheless accounted for their unity.
This moderate realism, that acknowledged that the “universals” were real, but denied
that they had any absolute independent existence apart from actual living things, provides Aristotle with the means to more accurately account for the relationship between
the one and the many and between change and changelessness.
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tion, an element of “contingency”; it captures a given type of opposition
which, as we have seen above in our analysis of the term matter (using the
language of deductive logic), prevents universal affirmative and universal
negative propositions from both being true at the same time, but allows
them to both be false simultaneously. Thus, the propositions: “All chimps
have the power to perceive sensations and process them in a universal
way” and “No chimps have the power to perceive sensations and process
them in a universal way” cannot both be true at the same time, but, if we
were to find one chimp with this capacity, then both statements could be
simultaneously false; the propositions are opposed to one another in a
“contrary” way, not in a contradictory way. In any case, the conclusion
Aristotle draws from the fact about contrary effects not being necessary
effects in rational potencies is that there must be an element of decision,
with characteristics that reveal an aptitude of perceiving sensations in
such a way that would facilitate a processing of these perceptions, allowing desire and will to take on an unrestricted, virtually boundless, quality:
“For the non-rational potencies are all productive of one effect each,
but the rational produce contrary effects, so that, if they produced
their effects, necessarily they would produce contrary effects at the
same time; but this is impossible. There must, then, be something
else that decides; I mean by this desire or will.”58

A close reading of Aristotle’s concluding remarks on potency in
chapter five, book IX of the Metaphysics reveals that he is not claiming that
animals do not decide or desire, but is simply showing how decisionmaking and desire and will operate differently in rational and non-rational potencies. We can certainly say that animals, and even plants, desire to
some degree, but the objects of desire in plants and animals are necessary
and defined: the plant “desires” sun and even “turns” towards it. The tree
“desires” water and screams out for it in withered, dry, browning leaves,
but the objects of “desire” are always necessarily the same. The gorilla’s
“desire” is so much more dynamic than the “desire” of the plant, that we
can speak of it, as Aristotle does, as not only a difference in degree, but in
kind. However, the objects of the gorilla’s “desire” to protect her young,
or her desire for food, are always the same — just as in the case of the
objects towards which the plants move. When we come to human life, we
discover that “desire” is so radically different from what we find in plants
and animals, that we tend to reserve the word only for human beings —
for the simple reason that in human beings desire has no object. This
latter point is not explicitly Aristotelian. It comes to us from the great
58. Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1048a, pp. 7-12.
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cultural anthropologist, René Girard, who draws it out, I would say, from
the Platonic/Aristotelian tradition, as it comes down to us through Saint
Augustine. It is to this that I now turn as a way of concluding these soul
reflections on apes, anthropology, and Aristotle.

Aristotle’s Poetics and René Girard
t may very well be that Aristotle’s most important insight, regarding
how man differs from the animals comes not in his biological works59,
nor in De anima, but in his Poetics:

I

“It is clear that the general origin of poetry was due to two causes,
each of them part of human nature. Imitation is natural to man from
childhood, one of his advantages over the lower animals being this,
that he is the most imitative creature in the world, and learns at first
by imitation. And it is also natural for all to delight in the works of
imitation.”60

Known as one of the world’s foremost theorists on the role that
violence plays in the genesis of culture, Girard has focused his attention
on two central and related themes: imitation and desire. Though many
classical philosophers pay attention to the importance of these terms, they
take on new significance in the hands of a contemporary cultural anthropologist like Girard. The relationship of these concepts to each other,
in particular, takes on fascinating proportions, as Girard speculates on the
mystery of human origins and the nature of the human being. In this,
he transcends disciplinary boundaries without arguing against the need
for such boundaries. In other words, Girard is also a genuine philosopher,
who, while attempting to make sense of the violent origins of human
culture, tries to unify as much of the latest knowledge from as many different fields as possible so that wise solutions may emerge. Armed with
a solid grasp of the Platonic/Aristotelian tradition, Girard expands upon
this Aristotelian insight into the centrality of imitation and desire for
understanding the nature of human beings and, thus, of human culture.
For Girard, something profoundly intense happened millions of
years ago to the pre-human creature on the threshold of becoming human.
Whether this event is to be identified with the period of 3.6 to 4 million
59. Depending on how you classify them — and there is still some disagreement —,
Aristotle’s biological works constitute about a third of all the writings that have come
down to us.
60. Aristotle, Poetics, 1448b, pp. 4-9 (my emphasis in italics).
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years ago, when, according to certain highly sophisticated and cutting-edge
techniques in molecular biology, the oldest known ancestor of humans
and apes alike first appeared, is difficult to say; as far as I know, Girard
has made no pronouncement on this. Moreover, I do not know whether
Girard agrees with scientists such as Gribbin and Cherfas, who argue that
this pre-human ancestor was more man-like than ape-like. I have spent
considerable time trying to discover Girard’s position on these two issues,
but finally gave up the search when I realized that Girard’s fundamental
theory about what happened to the pre-human creature on the threshold
of becoming human would not be substantially altered by knowing precisely when it happened, nor by knowing whether that pre-human creature
was more man-like or more ape-like. I do not claim that this knowledge
would not be relevant or important for Girard’s theory, only that I do not
yet understand how it would be essential to his present theory. For the
theory states that that pre-human creature, on the threshold of becoming
human, lost something precisely to gain access to something else. What is
lost, according to Girard, was part of its animal instinct; what it gained
was an access to desire.61
Before explaining what Girard means by this, it is first necessary to
point out that this does not contradict what Aristotle said about human
life displaying all the energies present in plant and animal life, in addition
to new ones. Girard does not claim that the pre-human creature lost all of
its animal instincts, but only part of them. Moreover, the retained instincts
were somewhat diminished to make space, as it were, for a radically new
and inexplicable power called desire. What made it new and inexplicable
was precisely that it had no essential or ultimate goal; human desire is
without an object. As I indicated above, Girard drew this out of Aristotle’s
Metaphysics and then justified the move, as it were, by developing
Aristotle’s insight into the centrality of imitation from the Poetics. When
all is said and done, Girard claims that, since desire ultimately has no object
in human beings, they must “borrow” their desires from others. The term
Girard coins is mimesis or mimetic desire — a desire that emerges through
the imitation of others.62 As a cultural anthropologist, he is most interested
in how what he calls the “mimetic nature of human desire” is the cause
of violence. This has led many to conclude that he considers mimetic
desire to be an “evil” thing, but nothing could be further from the truth
for Girard:
61. See René Girard’s I See Satan Fall Like Lightning (translated by James G. Williams),
Orbis Books, New York, 2001, p. 15.
62. For a precise summary of Girard’s thought, see the foreword by James G. Williams’ to
I See Satan Fall Like Lightning, ed.cit.
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“Even if the Mimetic Nature of human desire is responsible for
most of the violent acts that distress us, we should not conclude that
mimetic desire is bad in itself. If our desires were not mimetic, they
would be forever fixed on predetermined objects; they would be a
particular form of instinct. Human beings could no more change
their desire than cows their appetite for grass. Without mimetic
desire, there would be neither freedom, nor humanity. Mimetic
desire is intrinsically good.”63

Since the stated purposes of the present research are not actually
commensurate with an investigation into Girard’s arguments concerning
“why” the mimetic nature of the human being is responsible for most of
the violence in the world, I shall not explore them here. What does need
to be investigated, however, is this: how can mimetic desire, which is so
distinctly and uniquely human, be accounted for by the fact of the “98.4
percent”, of which Girard is certainly aware, given his up-to-date knowledge of physical anthropology and molecular biology? One often hears
“educated” people claim that we cannot really blame philosophers and
scientists before Darwin, or even those before the stunning genetic fact of
“98.4 percent”, if they overemphasized the radically superior nature of
human beings as compared to the animals. But the justification for blame
began to rise, so they go on to say, after Darwin, and peaked, as it were,
when, after over a hundred years of research, scientists finally specified
the entire DNA sequence for the virus phiX 174 in 1980 and, even more
so, when international teams of molecular biologists completed the first
map of the entire human genome some twenty years later, thus allowing
the “98.4 percent” to stand forever as the high point of the genetic revolution that ravished the latter part of the 20th century. It is quite alarming
when such attitudes emerge from the ranks of the “educated”, since, as
I mentioned above, some of the most vivid and convincing accounts of
the radical difference between humans and animals come from those
thinkers who strongly emphasize and closely analyze all the fascinating
similarities: Aristotle and his entire school of thought. To be sure, there
were dualistic misinterpretations of Aristotle, which gave rise in the
Middle Ages to unfortunate and misleading theories of the soul, and that
modern science was right to reject, but to simply deny the entire tradition
of “soul language” because of the problem of dualism, or to claim that the
“soul question” is no longer relevant after Darwin, or after the so-called
high point of the genetic revolution, is to take an irrational position.
I say “irrational” because Aristotle showed that the parts of a thing
cannot possible determine that thing to be what it is. Thinkers like Girard
63. René Girard, op.cit.
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and Wittgenstein understood this, but many other good thinkers in our
times still fail to grasp this fundamental point, because their fundamental
philosophical presuppositions are those of the 17th century mechanical
philosophy. In the language of Aristotle, the “parts” of things must be
understood as belonging to the category of quantity, which, as we have seen,
can be spoken of, along with the other eight categories, as an accident
of substance. The human eye, though a part of the human body, cannot
be said to be partially human, for instance, but entirely human. The soul
as the “essential whatness” of a body is not located in one part of that body,
but in all parts: “Suppose that the eye were an animal — sight would
have been its soul, for sight is the substance or essence of the eye which
corresponds to the formula [of what it means to be an eye], the eye being
merely the matter of seeing; when seeing is removed, the eye is no longer
an eye, except in name”64 — like the ‘eyes’ of Michelangelo’s Moses, that
countless millions have gazed upon over the ages. Parts in the body are
not the same: the eye is not the ear; the toe is not the tongue. However,
all these parts are the same by virtue of the substantial human form that
exists entirely in each part. This also applies to the smallest parts of the
body, to cells, and, yes, even to the deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA). The parts
of a thing cannot unify themselves; there must be a unifying principle
which, however, cannot be many, for then it would not be a unifying principle — it must be one. The language Aristotle uses to describe this one
unifying principle in living organisms is the language of substantial form,
which determines a thing to be what it is, as distinct from other unified
things: Michelangelo is not Moses, my rosebush is not my dog. If, for
whatever reason, one is uncomfortable with Aristotle’s linguistic apparatus, then the solution would be to find another one, but not to ignore the
fundamental problems. Some of the best physicists of the 20th century
have come to see that the mechanical philosophy, which takes quantified
material substance as its starting point and then attempts to explain the
whole in terms of its parts, presupposing that the parts determine the
whole to be what it is, has simply not worked. Matter, in other words,
cannot be reduced simply to quantified expressions; matter is mysterious
because, as Aristotle taught, primarily speaking, it cannot be seen or
measured. The molecular and physical anthropologists, too, are beginning
to see, by rubbing shoulders with cultural anthropologists like Girard,
that “…it is not the DNA that makes up the substance. The DNA is part
of a human cell and it is already human DNA. It is the whole substance
that determines the parts to be what they are”65, not the other way round.
64. Aristotle, De anima, 412b, pp. 18-19.
65. See http://www.lifeissues.net/writers/mcm/ph/ph_01philosophyyouth17.html
(accessed on April 27, 2008, at 9:23 a.m. in Beirut, Lebanon).
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Further light may be shed upon this by comparing the unity of a
house, for instance, with that of a living organism. For Aristotle, the former has only an accidental unity, precisely because the parts that make up
the house are distinct substances: the roof is brick, the floors are marble,
and the windows are glass. The house has a form, of course, which is the
definition of what a house is, but this form is an accidental form. In living
organisms, however, each part of the whole is entirely part of that living
organism. As stated above, the eye is fully human, not partially human,
although it is a part of the whole human being. The DNA is responsible
for the transmissible qualities or characteristics of the human being in all
its parts, but it is essentially posterior to the human being; it is in no way
prior to the whole human being himself/herself. Though the following
analogy may be somewhat strained, it is still somehow helpful: just as the
periodic table, which deals with the parts of metals, cannot capture everything about the whole metals of gold and mercury, as seen in their radical
difference, so the DNA molecule, which deals with the parts of humans,
and chimps, and gorillas, cannot capture everything about the whole
human, chimp, or gorilla. Moreover, to attempt to fully explain the whole
in terms of its parts is to be sucked into an endless regression leading to
absurdity, with no possible way of explaining anything whatsoever, since
the parts must be explained in terms of their parts, and those parts must
be explained in terms of their parts etc. The general name for this error in
logic is the logical fallacy of composition, a classical expression of which is
“Atoms are not solid; they are mostly empty space. Thus, since the floor
upon which I am standing is made up of atoms, it cannot be solid either.”
Or: “Each sentence in his poem is perfect; therefore, it must be a perfect
poem.”66

Conclusion
onetheless, even if we come to see that the whole cannot be reduced
to its parts, and even if we do accept that the DNA is in no way prior
to the whole human person and must essentially be posterior to the human
being, the fact of the “98.4 percent” is still stunning, since the parts of a
thing are integrally related to the whole thing in an important and even
crucial way. This point, actually, is why Aristotle’s treatment of the categories should really appeal to contemporary taxonomists as they may
have to adjust their lists according to the latest discoveries in molecular
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66. See William H. Brenner’s Logic and Philosophy, University of Notre Dame Press, 1993,
pp. 87-88.
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biology. I am referring here to a point made in the treatment of the term
category above, wherein we saw that substance, quantity, quality, relation,
place etc. are all equally the highest kinds of things; this underscores, for
Aristotle, just how important the other nine categories are in his act/
potency, form/matter, substance/accident ontology. The DNA molecule
is an entirely human molecule that ought to be approached in the context
of this ontology. To identify this molecule in terms of the category of accident insofar as it relates to the whole human being, is not to diminish its
importance, since it is also a “thing” in itself, with its own hierarchy, just
as all “things” belonging to the nine categories. Both these facts together
combine to account for its fundamental importance. A good Aristotelian
would never simply brush off the fact of the “98.4 percent” as unimportant simply because it belongs to the categories that qualify substance,
but neither would a good scientist dismiss the philosophical questions and
Aristotelian insights concerning the non-quantifiable, invisible, mysterious
realities of prime matter, substantial form, and the human soul.
Why, we may ask, does prime matter really matter? And what is so
substantial about taking a position with respect to substantial form? Will
the position we take really in-form our scholarship or form our consciences?
Are questions about the soul really at the heart and soul of what is solely important with respect to being not only a good philosopher or a good
scientist, but also a good human being? And do we have, in fact, any
solid philosophical foundations that can help us measure what is even
meant by the terms good or conscience in these propositions? My answer
to all these questions is an emphatic yes — and I refer the reader to other
stupendous achievements in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, wherein the
careful reader will find all kinds of deep metaphysical, aesthetical, epistemological, and ethical connections to questions concerning the human
soul, that are solely momentous. Gribbin and Cherfas finally take up such
questions in the concluding chapters of their “excellent” little book, The
First Chimpanzee: In Search of Human Origins (2001). The book is clearly
written and full of little gems such as, when talking about the fact of the
“98.4 percent”, they say: “…this became [in the 1990s] a scientific cliché,
like Albert Einstein’s equation E = mc2, familiar to many people, but well
understood by few. It is usually expressed along the lines of ‘people are
only 1 percent human and 99 percent ape’. The truth, though, is that we
are 100 percent ape.”67 In the light of Girard’s anthropology, this latter
statement really rings true, since the etymology of the term ape, as seen
in its verbal form, aping, means precisely “to imitate” clumsily. At another
level, however, a scientist like Girard is light-years away from scientists
67. Gribbin and Cherfas [2001], p. 1.
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like Gribbin and Cherfas, who, when raising one of these solely momentous
questions regarding what it is that makes human beings special, answer
in a matter-of-fact way, by claiming that humans differ from chimps and
gorillas not in kind, but only in degree: “Everything you try to think of to
set us apart from the chimps and the gorillas turns out, on reflection, to
be only a matter of degree, not of anything uniquely human”68. Ideas have
consequences: bad ideas have bad consequences and good ideas have
good consequences. But who is to decide what constitutes a good or a bad
idea? Case in point: Gribbin suggested in the 1980s that gorilla embryos
produced through IVF techniques might be implanted in human surrogates to produce baby gorillas. Apparently, the aim was to “boost the
declining population of this endangered species”69. If this does not strike
the reader as a “bad” idea, perhaps this one will: why not produce, using
IVF techniques, a human-chimp embryo? We could begin with human
sperm and chimp eggs to produce hybrid embryos and then implant
them in both human, and chimp host mothers. Then we could switch it
up a bit and try chimp sperm and human eggs to produce other embryos
and implant them in host mothers, both chimp and human. We could do
the same with the gorillas and humans and then compare all the findings.
Gribbin was so fascinated by such ideas, that he wrote a piece of fiction
about them in 1989.70 Today, nearly twenty years after that fiction, such
ideas seem to be seriously discussed in certain scientific circles. Are these
bad ideas? Are the scientists who support such research bad scientists,
but good human beings or good scientists, but beastly human beings? If
we differ from the chimps and the gorillas only by degree, could one then
argue that such experiments are justified, especially if they are conducted
for a “good” reason — like, for instance, boosting the declining population
of an endangered species?
With this, we come to questions about the foundations of ethics,
which are inevitably linked to the questions of human identity, both of
which I have made references to in my opening paragraph. The reference
to ethics was merely implicit, since in using the term better, when I spoke
68. Gribbin and Cherfas [2001], p. 248.
69. Ibidem, pp. 247-248. Gribbin and Cherfas report in their book here that it was Professor
Stephen Seagar, Director of the Fertility Research Program at the National Rehabilitation Hospital in Washington, DC, who got all the credit for first suggesting that
embryos produced from gorilla sperm and eggs could be implanted in a human host
mother. But they also state that Gribbin had made a similar suggestion many years
before Seagar had. Moreover, they explicitly state that, according to them, this suggestion was rather mild, compared to the idea of producing human-chimp or humangorilla hybrids through IVF techniques — ideas that they both seem to support.
70. John Gribbin, Father to the Man, Gollancz, London, 1989.
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about the possibility of living better lives in the present century than we
did in the previous one, I assumed that there is such a thing as an immovable (though not static) transcendent good — a living benchmark against
which we can measure good, better, and best. This was one of my presuppositions, that I implicitly linked with my more explicit question of human
identity and origin. I cannot treat the monumental question of the foundation of ethics here, except by way of raising the kind of ethical questions
I have just raised in the previous paragraph, which are clearly related to
the questions of human identity and origin. I have only skimmed the
surface when it comes to these latter themes, especially with respect to
the enigma of identity, that St. Augustine captures so powerfully when he
states: “I have become a question unto myself”71.
But I have tried to address these latter in such a way as to achieve
my ultimate purpose: to convince philosophers and scientists alike that
Aristotle’s age-old wisdom regarding the human soul is worth receiving
and may just be the kind of wisdom that will allow a fertile dialogue
between science and philosophy to re-emerge once again in new and
fruitful ways.
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Before Virtue:
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AUGUSTUS E. JORDAN
Department of Psychology, Middlebury College, USA

Introduction
he traditional cognitive accounts of moral behavior, which draw
from rational models of decision processes (Hastie and Dawes
[2001]), emphasize conscious reasoning using ethical principles as a basis
for moral action (Beauchamp and Childress [2001]; Kohlberg [1981]).
More recently, these principle-based approaches came under criticism
from two very different sources.
First, evolutionary accounts of moral behavior suggest that how
we respond to morally relevant stimuli is largely “shaped up” or biased
by the forces of natural selection (De Waal [1996]; [2006]; Hauser [2006];
Tremlin [2006]; Wright [1994]). Second, advocates of virtue ethics, including philosophers, educators, and psychologists (Peterson and Seligman
[2004]; Seligman [2002]) suggest that moral activity is best understood in
light of the “historically formed character of identifiable persons” (Jordan
and Meara [1990]), with emphasis on community relevant individual
qualities, traits, or mature habits (MacIntyre [1984]).
This paper examines an unexpected convergence between these
latter two models and explores the implications of this convergence both
philosophically (with reference to arguments about free will and conscious
choice), and practically (with reference to how one chooses the good).
In outline, the paper argues that virtue ethics can best be understood
(psychologically, cognitively, and neurologically) as a form of expertise
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(Jordan and Meara [1990]; Klein [1998]). Here, the paper explores in
depth the prerequisites for moral choice, the biasing effects of practice on
choice, and what it means, from this perspective, to choose the good.
Then, virtue (expertise) as a cognitive process is assessed relative to other
cognitive processes through the lens of natural selection. Such accounts
are widely covered in recent available works and will be reviewed briefly
(Krebs [1998]; Tremlin [2006]; Wright [1994]).
Finally, the claim is made that taken together, evolutionary and
expertise accounts (properly understood) not only enable a better formulation of the relation between ethical concepts and behavior, but also,
when this new understanding is put into practice, better enable people in
particular contexts to make what we think of as morally relevant conscious
choices. That is, evolutionary and expertise-oriented approaches fit the
data better together than either does alone and are together more compelling than alternate, competing models. Together, these models provide
a more comprehensive understanding of what it means to be human agents.

Expertise
n 1992, Dreyfus and Dreyfus offered a phenomenology of ethical experience that focused the attention on ethical behavior rather than reasoning or judgment. In this model, they emphasize the development of
skills and equate moral development with other kinds of skill development, leading to expertise. In some detail, they describe not the development of context-free universal principles that guide judgment (as might
Mandel-baum, or Kohlberg, or Piaget), but rather the development of
more and more refined intuitive assessments that guide behaviors. They
propose a developmental model of moral behavior focused on skill
acquisition, or what they call “skillful coping”.
In this model, they describe five stages of moral development that
parallel the development of other types of skill acquisition, such as the
ability to play chess or drive a car. In the first stage, the novice relies on
a very precise set of rules that help compensate for a lack of experience.
For example, when my daughter, Lindsay, took driver’s training to obtain
her driver’s license, she was instructed to repeat the acronym SMILE
after getting into the car. This stood for Seat, Mirrors, Ignition, Lights, and
Emergency break. We would get into the car and I would watch her head
tilt and hands move toward each of these instruments as she sub-vocally
repeated each letter. She was methodical and deliberate. She would then
say: “Okay, I’m ready”. If any of these needed attention, she would correct
the problem and then repeat the whole procedure from the beginning.

I
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Likewise, we see pre-school teachers instructing young children on
explicit rules of moral behavior. Keep your hands to yourself. Do not hit.
Do not lie. Share toys. Even professionals engage in these types of rule
guidance. As a clinical psychologist, I am required to take a course in
ethics every year and in these courses we often rehearse basic rules: get a
release before sharing legally-protected information; report child abuse;
do not have sex with your client. We rehearse these rules often; notice
their simple, explicit, imperative structure. Do this — don’t do that. As a
novice in any domain, and certainly in the domain of moral behavior, we
rely on these types of rules to guide us. As we become more experienced,
the rules become second nature, more intuitive and, in some cases, more
flexible.
Sometimes, professionals also attempt to identify and learn the
principles that stand behind rules or standards. Rules about confidentiality relate to principles of fidelity and integrity, for example. However,
it is important to notice that the process does not and cannot work the
other way around: knowing the general principles (fidelity, for example)
we could not deduce the particular standards by which a profession or
community operates, except in the most general sense. Some professions
translate fidelity to imply confidentiality, but others translate it by information sharing. Rules and standards arise out of the historical experience
of a profession or a community and only then can they be associated with
moral principles. Understanding how and when to use confidentiality is
a moral as well as professional skill, learned only through training and
experience.
The advanced beginner, in stage two, draws on a series of experiences that may lead to the modification of certain rules, or at least to a bit
of flexibility in their application. The advanced beginner becomes less
focused on individual pieces of a behavioral sequence and begins to see
the way discrete behaviors fit together. The rule against breaching confidentiality becomes more nuanced. The person at this stage may notice
patterns or structures that he or she did not recognize earlier. Sometimes,
white lies, such as “Yes, I love that outfit” may not be explicitly true, but
may tell a larger truth, such as “I love you no matter what you wear”.
Exceptions are thus identified: do not break confidentiality, except in the
case of harm or danger to the client or to others. Even so, it takes yet more
practice and skill to identify what counts as an exception.
Dreyfus and Dreyfus call stage three the stage of competence. Here,
the person develops a hierarchical perspective on decision-making, to help
manage a growing body of relevant information. This process involves
“detached planning, conscious assessment of elements that are salient with
respect to the plan, and an analytical rule-guided choice of action” (p. 115).
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A teenager client is engaged in risky behaviors: do I violate our trust and
inform her parents or do I maintain confidentiality? A more vulnerable
sense of perspective taking is involved (I can take the teenage client’s
perspective, but also that of the parent’s); as a moral actor, I feel more
vulnerable because the rules of the game (protect confidentiality) do not
describe which perspective is most appropriate or salient.
Stage four, proficiency, involves less of a detached or analytical
perspective and more of an emotionally laden holistic perspective. By
this point, a person has had many experiences of success and failure, is
highly invested in successful outcomes, and tends to trust his or her automatic reactions, though these are still rather deliberate and involve some
second-guessing. There remains a conscious decision process for the
proficient actor.
The expert at stage five, however, with years of experience involving
a variety of different situations, actions and outcomes, “knows by feel
and familiarity when an action… is required” and “knows how to perform the action without calculating and comparing alternatives” (p. 116).
Dreyfus and Dreyfus write: “Beginners make judgments using strict rules
and features, but, with that talent and a great deal of involved experience,
the beginner develops into an expert who sees intuitively what to do
without applying rules and making judgments at all” (p. 117). Thus,
“the budding ethical expert would learn at least some of the ethics of his
community by following strict rules, would then go on to apply contextualized maxims, and, in the highest stage, would leave rules and principles behind and develop more and more refined spontaneous ethical
responses” (p. 118).
Thus, what Dreyfus and Dreyfus call ethical expertise is something
akin to what Alasdair MacIntyre calls virtue. MacIntyre suggests that
virtues are “acquired human qualities” or dispositions that we “exercise”
in order to achieve certain human goods or ends (MacIntyre [1984]). He
emphasizes the importance of communal traditions that provide a context for the development and sustenance of certain practices, the exercise
of which contribute to the good of a human life. In this sense and in this
context, virtues are best understood as a particular form of expertise.
When properly formed, the practices that undergird virtues in a
particular domain come to be experienced much like intuition. We know
— or have a sense of — what to do, such that what we do is consistent
with who we understand ourselves to be. That is, good intuition in a given
situation is not the exercise of magic or the positing of unexplainable
inspiration; rather, good intuition is the result of years of experience in a
given domain of life that draws on a vast store of organized information
about that domain. The term intuition may be used to denote that aspect
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of expertise that appears to occur almost instantaneously at a preconscious
level (Klein [1998]). In fact, however, as an aspect of expertise, good intuition is possible only because of this elaborate knowledge base on which
it draws.
This proposal clearly places Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1992) over against
two dominant traditions, the one in philosophy, the other in psychology.
What they reject and what is common to these traditions is an emphasis
on conscious deliberation as the root of moral judgments. That is, much
of modern moral philosophy and cognitive psychology claims that ethics
is centrally about the reasons we give for the decisions we make; it is about
having good reasons for what one does, rather than about the doing.
This formulation should sound familiar: it dominates how we think
about ethics today, and directly influences ethical training in many professions. I took part in a conference on professional ethics in psychology
recently, in which ethics was defined as “thinking about reasons in terms
of values”. Of course, central to any discussion that follows such a definition will be a focus on thinking and reasons.
Thus, cognitive psychology proposes rational decision models,
including those for making morally relevant choices. Rational models
recommend deliberate, conscious processes including identifying options,
weighing or evaluating these options on the basis of some identifiable
criteria (often using rudimentary mathematical formulas), examining the
relative weights of various factors, and then choosing based on the outcome of this evaluation (Hastie and Dawes [2001]). In these models, what
it means to be rational is to use this type of deliberative process.
Interestingly, to do this well, the ethical decider must set aside three
other potential influences on decision-making: habits developed on the
basis of prior decisions, important or influential people who might influence one’s decision, and religious or other cultural factors that might sway,
in some significant way, the decision maker (Hastie and Dawes [2001]).
According to the model, these three factors are not logically relevant to
decision equations, they introduce bias and irrationality into the decision
process and, thus, should be excluded.
What we see in both the philosophical, and cognitive approaches
is a great suspicion of habit, of context, and of tradition, with a corresponding embrace of more abstract, universally applicable, conscious, deliberate
thought. In a sense, this formulation appears obvious. Is “being ethical”
not about making moral choices for good reasons or “thinking about reasons in terms of values”? What could possibly be objectionable about this?
The objection is that, to the extent that ethics is about deliberation
and decision, it is so secondarily. By this statement, I intend only to make
an empirical claim, though one that may have philosophical implications.
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Embarrassingly for the cognitive scientist, what people actually do is not
well-predicted by conscious, deliberative decision processes or by what
they think or claim they will do. Rather, and as a further embarrassment,
what people do is better predicted by their habits, their context, and their
traditions. Whether you get up and exercise in the morning at 6:00 a.m.
is better predicted by whether you did it yesterday morning than by what
you tell yourself you will do tomorrow morning, regardless of how much
you think or reason about it. Your behavior in this and other regards is
also better predicted by what those around you are doing and whether
the behavior is valued in the history and traditions of your community.
Thus, the problem with rational decision models — and any moral
philosophies partnered with them — is that they do not accurately reflect
how we actually deliberate and decide.
Admittedly, we often do use deliberative processes effectively,
especially when we lack experience in a domain, or, perhaps more often,
when we critique what we have done in the past, in preparation for future
action. In such situations, we attempt to slow the process down and
increase our deliberative and consultative activities, in order to establish
new and effective practices. Even this, however, does not necessarily improve outcomes, though it may, depending on the history of our thinking
skills, improve the quality of our consultants and the faithfulness of our
practice.
Indeed, most of us do not use this type of deliberative process in
any domain where we have experience and, in fact, we rarely do this at
all, despite the persuasive efforts of cognitive scientists. There are at least
three empirically verified reasons for this failure (Ericsson et al. [2006];
Klein [1998]). One reason for in-the-moment rejection of rational models
is the relative speed with which most decisions, including morally relevant ones, must be made. Conscious decision processes are just too slow.
Humans have a well-developed cognitive system that acts quickly to
changing circumstances and serves us well in most situations with which
we are familiar. We make the vast majority of our morally relevant
decisions in microseconds, from the decision to compliment a spouse, to
hugging our child, to whether or not to fire a gun, or to cheat on an exam,
or to give money to a homeless person, or to go to war. The reasons we
give for the actions we take in these situations are typically post hoc (Haidt
[2001]). The decisions themselves emerge almost viscerally, especially if
they have personal relevance. In fact, ask yourselves this question: how
easy or difficult is it to reason someone out of a position they have taken
seemingly spontaneously, but with conviction, in a domain they care about?
Second, we do not use rational decision processes well because we
typically lack the kind of information necessary to construct representative
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models of real life contexts. Such contexts are often complex, fluid, rapidly
changing, and situation-dependent and critical information, such as the
relative importance of different kinds of information, is unavailable.
Rather, we survey the context, we size it up, we gather what information
we can, and, in some sense, we experience our response as we respond.
We often see this kind of process occur when professionals debate an
ethical issue. If the issue is presented as a hypothetical dilemma, for
example, the first thing that happens is that the respondents seek more
information, more details. We get responses such as: “Well, it depends
on x or y”. Professionals quickly shift the conversation from general
principles to issues relevant to their profession, about which they have
expertise. However, in most contexts, we lack often-critical pieces of
information and yet must act.
Finally, we often do not know how to weigh discrepant or disconfirming information. Psychologically, moment-to-moment, we tend to
accept as relevant to us information that confirms our perspectives and
we filter out and ignore discrepant information — unless the discrepancy
alerts us viscerally to a danger. In situations where we perceive danger,
we tend to oversubscribe to the new information, weighing it more
heavily than we should. That is, we tend to overgeneralize the evidence
of danger. Cognitive scientists know this and use this as evidence that we
should use their models to compensate, but they provide no mechanism
by which to do this in the daily process of decision-making.
In contrast, with experience, experts develop rapid pattern recognition, nuanced perceptual discriminations, metaphorical reasoning, the
rapid identification of adequate outcomes at the expense of the best outcomes — all at a preconscious level (Klein [1998]). In this sense, expert
decisions are delivered to consciousness rather than discovered by it.
Writes Todd Tremlin: “One of the most significant findings of cognitive
psychology is how much of our thinking takes place below the level of
awareness. Representations are constructed in mental workshops outfitted with specialized machinery of all sorts, each contributing to the
project at hand. Most of this work is automatic, rapid, and incorrigible;
only the finished product is made available, by means of a mental dumbwaiter, to conscious inspection” (Tremlin [2006], p. 72).
The development of expertise thus structures the brain for complex,
pre-conscious processing on the basis of habits, past experience, training,
and context. These processes are somewhat less efficient than those hotwired in by genetics or early experience, that I will discuss in a moment,
but they nevertheless function in much the same way, in that they do not
require conscious processing to solve problems or to make judgments.
In moral expertise, the conscious component — “I ought to do that” or
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“It would be unjust to respond this way” (regardless of the level of abstract
reasoning) — typically occurs after the “decision” has been made. The
reasons given (for example, in Kohlberg’s work) are after-the-fact rationalizations that do not provide insight into the actual cognitive processes
involved.
For example, Stanley Fish discussed how judges make decisions
in an article about constitutional theory (Fish [2008]). He wrote: “When
Professor Lief Carter asked a number of judges to talk about their interpretive theories, he found that ‘the conversation would quickly drift from
the theoretical points’ he had introduced to anecdotal accounts of practice and opinion writing. ‘Most of the time’, said one judge, ‘you reach the
result that’s fair and then build your thinking around it’.”
I notice this when watching professionals engaged in discussions of
moral dilemmas. For example, when asked whether it is permissible for
a therapist in a psychiatric hospital to read the private diary of a teenager
recently admitted for attempted suicide, I have noticed therapists respond
“yes”, or “no”, or “maybe” within seconds, though most hem-and-haw.
If you ask therapists why they responded “yes” (or “no”), they will
fumble about trying to generate a reason. Those who respond “yes” will
eventually justify their response by referring to the salience of the suicide
attempt, that is, they respond to the safety issue. Those who respond
“no” tend to discuss the relevance of the privacy of a teenage diary and
the violation of mutual trust that would ensue by reading it. Generating
reasons is hard work and much too slow for on-the-ground responses.
Even after lengthy conversation, few people are swayed by alternative
arguments and everyone realizes that no principle or lengthy deliberation
can settle the matter.
The third group, those who respond “maybe” ask for more, clinically
relevant information. The problem, of course, is that the underlying ethical principles contradict each other and, at some level, clinicians sense the
contradiction and pause, if they have time. New information may sway
the therapist toward one side or the other; for example, he or she encounters the mother holding the diary above her head as the teenager swears
angrily at the mother for bringing the diary to the hospital, and screams:
“I’ll never trust you again”. Or, the teenager says to the therapist: “If you
want to understand me, you’ll have to read this”, and hands the diary
over. Again, based on clinical experience, therapists respond with a decision rapidly based on how the new information shapes the unique moment.
Once the moment is over, they can give reasons for their behavior, but it
is typically after-the-fact rationalizing.
Moral expertise in this sense is like playing the violin well or moving
between the parallel bars with precision in gymnastics; moral wisdom
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(virtue, expertise) is a complex skill that is employed almost automatically
when the context seems familiar. Nevertheless, the process is somehow
mysterious. The mystery is due to the convergence of several factors,
each of which resists analysis: individual idiosyncrasies in genetics and
experience, uniqueness of context, and chaotic neural processes. We
cannot fully measure the starting point, we cannot fully know the forces
acting to define the current situation, and we cannot predict the outcome
of the chaotic interactions of multiple variables.
However, we may be able to bias complex human processes which
are in an ongoing interaction with the environment: this biasing is what
we mean by practising the virtues or developing moral expertise. In addition, a focus on biasing effects takes seriously (and functions in conjunction with) our evolutionary history. Both processes, training up through
experience and shaping up through evolution, shape the neural structures of the brain and bias the outcome. Understanding how this happens
is to understand better how we choose and, thus, in the broadest sense,
who we are.
So how do we bias outcomes? The simple answer is practice. In fact,
we emphasize practice so much in so many domains of life, including
morally salient contexts, in order to overcome the cumbersome, ponderous inefficiency of conscious thinking. The more complex the task, the
more problematic conscious thought becomes and the more important
are just those factors held in suspicion by rational models: habit, context,
tradition, and mentors. Our brains are extraordinarily flexible and creative,
but, as William James understood over a hundred years ago, they are
most dependable and most innovative, when primed with a rich array of
associations within a given domain (Calvin [1996]; Dreyfus, Dreyfus, and
Athanasiou [1986]; James and Allport [1985]). Appropriate associations
in the sense James means are trained up by associating with appropriate
experts, by practising what one is taught: “To acquire ethical expertise,
one must have the talent to respond to those ethical situations that
ethical experts respond to as similar and one must have the sensibility to
experience the socially appropriate sense of satisfaction or regret at the
outcome of one’s action… Without a shared ethical sensibility to what is
laudable and what is condemnable, one would go on doing what the
experts in the community found inappropriate, develop bad habits, and
become what Aristotle calls an unjust person” (Dreyfus and Dreyfus
[1992], p. 119).
Is conscious thought ever useful? Of course. Its use, however, is in
the critical evaluation of past performance and in the formulation of
effective future practice. The point of practice is to bias neural networks
to respond, in the moment, as was practised. We create what one neuro-
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physiologist called “bumps and ruts” in our neural networks that bias us
toward our next thought or action. These biasing influences include our
immediate context, short- and long-term memories, our emotional state,
our neural health, the focus of our attention, and other factors (Calvin
[1996]).

Evolution and Moral Behavior
most important other factor is our evolutionary history. Practice
fine-tunes our behavioral repertoire and frees conscious processes
to innovate, but our fundamental moral concerns are not generated in a
vacuum. We have evolved and an increasingly rich and sophisticated
analysis of our evolutionary history suggests that what we care about or,
perhaps more pointedly, how we go about caring functions within an
array of evolved parameters that bias our moral thought and action in
fundamental ways (Hauser [2006]). Perhaps counter-intuitively, understanding these evolutionary biases and the relative degree of flexibility of
subsequent evolved parameters may actually increase the importance of
practice and the related importance of habit, tradition, experience, training,
and good teachers.
For example, Hauser (2006) speaks of an “evolved capacity of all
human minds that unconsciously and automatically generates judgments
of right and wrong” (p. 2). Moral judgments are not inevitable, however:
“They color our perceptions, constrain our moral options, and leave us
dumbfounded because the guiding principles are inaccessible, tucked
away in the mind’s library of unconscious knowledge” (p. 2).
Support for such claims comes from two directions: the study of the
kinds of moral judgments that people make and extensive studies of nonhuman animal behavior. I will provide two examples of moral judgment
studies, one focused on violence and the other on sharing.
First, you are perhaps familiar with the trolley/footbridge dilemma
(Hauser [2006]; Thomson and Parent [1986]). Imagine that you see a runaway trolley headed towards five people standing on the track, who cannot get out of the way. However, if you flip a switch, you can divert the
trolley onto a parallel track. The problem is, there is one person standing
on the alternate track who would be hit if you flip the switch. Is it morally
permissible to flip the switch, saving five, but killing one? In study after
study, approximately 90% of respondents say yes, it is permissible under
these circumstances.
Now consider the footbridge version. You stand on a footbridge.
The trolley comes down the track, approaching the five innocent people.

A
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Only now, in order to stop the train, you must push a person standing
next to you off the bridge and into the path of the train, saving the five,
but killing the one. May you push the innocent person standing next to
you? Notice that the result is the same in each scenario: five are saved,
one dies. In the footbridge situation only about 10% say it is permissible.
These results hold for thousands of respondents across English-speaking
societies in the United States, Canada, England, and Australia and do not
differ by age, ethnicity, educational background, religion, or experience
with moral philosophy. Currently, Hauser is expanding the research to
include people whose native language is Hebrew, Arabic, Indonesian,
Chinese, and Spanish, the general pattern remaining the same (Hauser
[2006]).
In addition, fMRI studies reliably show that the footbridge scenario
activates, in a way that the original trolley scenario does not, certain
emotion centers in the brain (Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darley, and
Cohen [2001]). The activation of those centers appears to alter our moral
calculus in reliable and predicable ways. Finally, when questioned, people
struggled to offer anything like a coherent explanation for their decision
(Hauser [2006]).
A second kind of example involves human sharing or reciprocal
behavior. In these games, a subject, called a proposer, is given a day’s salary
or its cultural equivalent (Henrich et al. [2001]). The proposer is then
invited to give to a second subject, called a respondent (and who, by the
way, is watching the whole process), any amount of the original gift the
proposer desires. The respondent may then accept or reject the offer. If the
respondent accepts, he or she gets the offered amount, and the proposer
keeps the rest. If the respondent rejects the offer, neither gets anything.
Rational economic models suggest that the proposer should offer as little
as possible and the respondent should accept anything offered, as anything is better than nothing. It is a big win/little win versus nobody-wins
option.
Oddly, the average offer of the proposer to the respondent is about
44 percent of the original gift. Although there is variability across industrial and other societies, in every society studied, from the United States
to Europe to South America to Africa, people share more than they ought
to based on logical models of self-interest. In addition, even in one-trial
studies, offers of less than 20 percent are rejected 40-60 percent of the time.
In multi-trial studies, proposers who consistently made low offers tended
to be punished by observers when the roles were reversed (Hauser [2006]).
Humans evidence a reliable cross-cultural sense of fairness. One study
concludes: “Long-run evolutionary processes governing the distribution
of genes and cultural practices could well have resulted in a substantial
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fraction of each population being predisposed, in certain situations, to
forgo material payoffs in order to share with others or to punish unfair
actions” (Henrich et al. [2001], p. 77).
When we turn to the non-human animal world, we also see striking
evidence of what must be considered at the least pre-moral behavior.
Rhesus monkeys care for disabled siblings; chimpanzees celebrate the
birth of baby chimpanzees, intervene for one another to reduce conflict,
form coalitions in conflicts, keep track of favors and slights, marshal out
coordinated revenge on opponents, appear to recognize themselves in
mirrors, and, as with capuchin monkeys, actively share food (De Waal
[1996]). Elephants return yearly to explore the bones of relatives (Moss
[2000]). Dolphins exhibit complex social groups that evidence desire and
emotion, judgment, play, and goal-directed activity (Pryor & Norris [1991]).
Frans de Waal, a student of primate behavior for decades, summarizes:
“Many non-human primates seem to have similar methods to humans
for resolving, managing, and preventing conflicts of interests within their
groups. Such methods, which include reciprocity and food sharing, reconciliation, consolation, conflict intervention, and mediation, are the very
building blocks of moral systems” (Flack and De Waal [2000], p. 3).
There is, thus, no question that these most highly developed mammals think, reason, plan, choose among options, and have beliefs about
the world. What they do when they do these things is to engage in behaviors and for reasons that are at least precursors to the kinds of behaviors
humans engage in and for what appear to be similar reasons. What they
do not appear to do as well as humans is to reason about reasons
(MacIntyre [1999]). I say this not to erect a barrier between the abilities of
non-human and human animals, but, rather, in fact to break one down.
As MacIntyre writes: “It is because any exercise of the power to reflect on
our reasons for action presupposes that we already have such reasons
about which we can reflect, prior to our reflection. And for us, human
beings, it is because we do have reasons for action prior to any reflection,
the kinds of reason that we share with dolphins and chimpanzees, that
we have an initial matter for reflection, a starting-point for that transition
to rationality which a mastery of some of the complexities of language
use can provide” (MacIntyre [1999], p. 56).
I am thus making two critical points at once here. On the one hand,
it is because we can reason about our reasons that we are able to generate
through language such rich commentaries on our behavior and through
them to adjust to and practise new, potentially more effective or reasonable
moral behaviors. But this claim also supposes a history, an evolutionary,
and an experiential history that predisposes the kinds of prelinguistic reasoning, including moral reasoning, in which we engage. De Waal writes:
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“While there is no denying that we are creatures of intellect, it is also clear
that we are born with powerful inclinations and emotions that bias our
thinking and behavior. It is in this area that many of the continuities with
other animals lie” (Flack and De Waal [2000], p. 23).

Conclusion
et me now draw these two building blocks of the moral life together.
In one sense, evolutionary explanations of behavior and explanations
coming from the literature on expertise (and on virtue ethics) are at opposite ends of a spectrum. The former imply the absence of formal study;
the latter suggest immersion in complex information sources. However,
they are linked by attention to the rapid processing of environmental
information. Both kinds describe systems that rely on well-formed neural
channels that bias decision-making processes. Thus, in a second sense,
evolutionary and information-processing approaches are complementary
and interdependent. Evolutionary processes distally shape the parameters
of the possible cognitive activity, whereas experience proximally contours
those potentialities into actual neural systems that further shape what
can be thought and done. Thus, both claim that most of what is important
in moral response happens pre-verbally and beneath conscious reasoning
processes. In this sense, both support the notion that what is moral in
moral reasoning is not the reasoning (at least, not in the sense we normally ascribe to “reasoning”). As we have seen, evidence for this claim comes
from evolutionary studies of altruism, especially as seen in the moral activity of primates, from more recent studies of humans reasoning through
moral dilemmas and from information-processing studies of expertise.
In addition, evolutionary and expertise perspectives each criticize
principle ethics. Principle ethics typically incorporates approaches that
“emphasize the use of rational, objective, universal, and impartial principles
in the ethical analysis of dilemmas” (Jordan and Meara [1990], p. 107).
Principle ethics emphasizes objective independence from the people
involved. Principle ethics invokes a rational process in which emotion is
suspect and guarded by reason. A goal of this approach is the identification of universals, of principles that apply regardless of context. In addition, principles are invoked in an effort to sort out the competing rights
and claims of people whose specific identity is of little concern.
In contrast, evolutionary approaches emphasize a long history of
selective pressure on brain size from increasingly complex social associations among certain groups of primates (Erectus, Neanderthal). Better
mental representations allow for more complex, more adaptive social
configurations. And, simultaneously, increases in social complexity place

L
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selective pressure on increases in cognitive capacity. These are directly
associated with social moral processes. Cooperation, altruism, along with
greater problem-solving flexibility and memory of relationships, all “push”
for more sophisticated reciprocity and altruistic acts.
These selective pressures — and the brain structures and functions
that result — occur in a real sense “behind” consciousness. They powerfully bias the human species to certain kinds of moral dispositions and
these translate into concrete behaviors in real contexts. Thus, we commonly observe that so-called moral rules and principles often fail to
influence, let alone direct, the behaviors people actually perform. This
occurs because the principles, on their own, are “weakly” influential over
against the evolutionarily shaped moral dispositions.
Principle ethics — and its supporting rational models — is also
rejected by those approaches to ethics that emphasize moral expertise.
In contrast to principle approaches, which focus on conscious decision
processes, moral expertise is the product of practice; of habits formed in
unique contexts and under the tutelage of seasoned mentors.
One final example will serve my purpose of connecting evolutionary
and expertise accounts of moral action. A recent client of mine, a male,
was riding back from a conference with a female colleague. They had
known each other for several years, had traveled together and, he admitted, had even flirted mildly. He admitted that he found her attractive,
enjoyed her company, and even fantasized about her sexually on occasion.
However, he was also a happily married father of two young children,
appreciated his spouse and family, and was active in his church. He had
watched friends engage in affairs, seen the outcomes, and had discussed
(practised) with others the reasons not to engage in such behavior. Suddenly, as they were driving alone through the mountains and in cautious
language, she implied that she would like to have an affair with him.
He reported the following: “My body tensed and, without knowing what
I would say next, I discovered myself talking generally about the disastrous outcomes I had observed among my friends who engaged in extramarital affairs, but in a way that ignored her petition, as if I did not
understand what she had implied. Within seconds, she completely concurred, and we rejoined our friendship over against affairs. The issue
never came up again, though I confess a part of me irrationally regrets my
action. I still find myself battling with myself about the decision.”
Two morally relevant neural tracks: one laid down by an evolutionary
history that prizes intimacy with friends, sex, procreation, and pleasure;
another that prizes enduring family relationships and stability and a different kind of pleasure. Both powerful. But, in that moment of choice, my
client was not consciously deliberating. His habits, traditions, and teachers
had taken hold and delivered a decision before he had time to think.
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Ethics and the Quest for Wisdom*

ROBERT KANE
University of Texas at Austin, USA

Ancient Wisdom, Modern Challenges
he subject of this conference session is “wisdom”; the topic provides
an opportunity for me to present some ideas I have been developing
for two decades, that are part of a nearly completed book (entitled Ethics
and the Quest for Wisdom) defending new foundations for ethics rooted in
a classical conception of philosophy as the search for wisdom.
For most ancient and medieval thinkers of the Western tradition,
theoretical and practical inquiry, fact and value, scientific explanation
and purpose merged in an overall quest for wisdom. Knowledge of the
facts about the natural world and the human beings would also tell us
what was good and valuable. The theoretical inquiry into the nature of
things (theoria) would also answer practical questions about how to live
(praxis); and explanations of why things behaved as they do, including
humans, would tell us what ends and purposes they should pursue. We
know how this worked for the great ancient thinkers. Aristotle held that
among the archai, or explaining causes of all things, were final causes or
ends that tell us what is worth striving for, for each thing. And for Plato,
the intelligible world included not only mathematical forms that inform
us about the structure of the natural world, but also ideal forms, such as
Justice and Beauty, that tell us what to strive for. In this manner, for these
ancient thinkers, theory and practice, fact and value, explanation and purpose merged in a larger quest for wisdom (or sophia), the love of which
gave philosophy its name.
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The modern age, by contrast, is characterized by what Hegel called
“sunderings” (Entzweiungen) of these and many other contrasts. There
has been a tendency in the modern era to pry apart considerations of fact
from value, theoretical inquiry from practical inquiry (about the good),
and scientific explanation from purpose, with the consequence that the
unified quest for wisdom of the ancient philosophers was threatened, too.
A chief culprit in this process was the development of modern science.
The story is by now familiar and does not need retelling in detail here.
As the modern era evolved, the explanation of objective facts about the
cosmos increasingly became the province of the new natural sciences of
Galileo, Newton, and their successors, who described a physical cosmos
devoid of values, final causes, and purposes.
The situation was somewhat different for the human sciences (behavioral and social), which came onto the scene later in the modern era.
Anthropologists, sociologists, and other behavioral scientists did, indeed,
have to talk about human values and purposes. But they embraced a kind
of value neutrality of their own in the name of scientific objectivity. Social
scientists might tell us what persons, or societies, or cultures believed
was good, or right, or wrong, but they could not say what really was right
or wrong. That would amount to injecting their own values and points
of view into their research — an offense against the scientific ideal of
objectivity. So, while objectivity in the modern natural sciences seemed to
imply an absence of value in the world described by them, in the human
sciences it amounted to something quite different. Objectivity in the
human sciences suggested a value relativism — too much value, too many
cultures, forms of life, views of right and wrong, with no non-neutral way
of deciding between them.
It is ironic that the ideals of scientific objectivity in both the natural,
and human sciences, which had inspired the ancient quest for wisdom about
the cosmos and human nature, should have promoted in modern times subjectivist and relativist views about values and ethics.1 But that is an important part of the modern story.
1. By subjectivism about values and ethics, I mean throughout the view that there are
no matters of fact in the world to which judgments of the form “x is good (or bad)” or
“x is right (or wrong)” correspond (no matters of fact for such judgments to be true of).
Relativism about values and ethics is the view that judgments about what is good or
bad, right or wrong must always be qualified by saying what is good or bad (right or
wrong) for some person or group, society or culture, or from some perspective, point of
view, or form of life. Value (or ethical) relativists thus deny that anything can be said
to be good (or right) absolutely or for all persons or all societies at all times. A stronger
form of relativism discussed in this paper is also commonly expressed, namely a “relativism of indifference” — the idea that no view about values or ethics is objectively or
absolutely better than any other.
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It is this part of the modern story that I want to address in this essay.
Can the ancient quest for wisdom be retrieved or reconceived in a manner
that would allow us to respond to the modern doctrines of subjectivism
and relativism about values that seem to be implied by the modern problematic? I want to suggest a new way this can be done. Though I will talk
boldly, much of what I say is provisional, as befits such weighty matters.
As St. Augustine said many centuries ago, the way of seeking wisdom is
a manifestation of humility and that will be a key theme in what follows.

Pluralism and Uncertainty: The “Modern Fall”
he question at issue has more than merely a theoretical significance.
There is considerable doubt and confusion in the modern world about
the existence of objective values and ethical standards and about how we
can find them, if they do exist. Many people point to these doubts and
confusions about values as the source of misunderstanding and strife in
the “clash of civilizations” seen today throughout the world, often erupting
into violence, as well as in the polarization of our politics and international
relationships.
Modern doubts about the possibility of objective values have their
source, I believe, in two inescapable conditions of the modern world —
pluralism and uncertainty. By pluralism, I mean just the fact that we live in
a world of many conflicting voices, philosophies, religions, ways of life,
and points of view on fundamental matters, including ethics and values.
Such a pluralism is made more insistent by two pervasive features of the
modern world: the creation of a global order through information technology that puts people in daily contact with views and values different
from their own and the spread of democratic societies which allow and
encourage differences of point of view within individual societies.
The familiar image of a “global village” may be the wrong one for
this new order of things since most villages of the past shared a common
heritage of traditions and beliefs. A better analogy would be a global city,
in which different cultures and ways of life mingle and are forced to confront one another — or perhaps even a new Tower of Babel. In Nietzsche’s
image, seeing a thousand different tribes beating to a thousand different
drums, we become the first people in history who do not believe we own
the truth.2

T

2. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power (translated by W. Kaufman and R. Hollingdale),
Random House, New York, 1966, sections nos. 5, 749, 1011. I am indebted to Kathleen
Higgins for these references.
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How does such wonder in the face of conflicting alternatives lead
to doubts about which view of the good may be true is nicely illustrated
by a scene from C.S. Lewis’ fantasy novel, Perelandra.3 Lewis describes the
journey of a man named Ransom to planet Venus — called “Perelandra”
in the novel and described as an Eden-like world of islands floating
on water and covered by exotic foliage. There, Ransom meets a solitary
human-like creature, a woman who tells him that her god, Maleldil, has
commanded her to search for a man of her own kind who also inhabits
this planet. Ransom’s conversations with the woman are interrupted one
day, when he says that the floating islands on which they stand make him
queasy. He suggests they move over permanently to the “fixed land” —
the land that does not float on water. The woman is horrified by this suggestion, telling him that the one thing her god Maleldil has forbidden her
or anyone to do is to stay overnight on the fixed land. Ransom’s response
then confuses the woman. For he says that in his own world, on Earth,
everyone lives on the fixed land, night and day, and no one thinks it is
wrong. In her confusion, the woman wonders whether there are different
meanings of good and evil, right and wrong and whether God may command one group of people to live one way and others to live a different
way. In her confusion, she is tempted to go with Ransom over to the fixed
land: if others can do it, she reasons, why cannot she?
The thoughtful reader suddenly realizes that these two figures
reenact the biblical story of the Garden of Eden, with Ransom playing the
serpent, tempting this new Eve in her alien Eden to do the one thing her
God has commanded her not to do. In the original biblical story, the command is to not eat of the fruit of “the tree of knowledge of good and evil”.
Eve eats of this fruit and gives Adam also; by succumbing to temptation,
they come to “know good and evil” and are banished from the Garden.
But in Perelandra, Lewis suggests a different, distinctively modern, version
of the knowledge of good and evil. The new awareness that tempts and
confuses us is that there may be more than one right way of living and that
our way may not be the right one or the only right one. Like the woman
on Perelandra, we may then say: if others can do it, why cannot we?
Thus ends moral innocence — the secure feeling that the rights and
wrongs learned in childhood are the only correct or true ones, unchallengeable and unambiguous. Knowing other ways of life and entertaining doubts about our own, we learn something about the complexities of
good and evil. But the learning comes with a bitter taste. Having bitten
into the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil in this distinctively
modern fashion, we live “after the modern Fall”, so to speak. We have lost
our moral innocence.
3. C.S. Lewis, Perelandra, Collier Books, New York, 1962.
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But pluralism itself would not be a problem is it were not for another
crucial feature of modernity — an uncertainty about how to show which
of the competing views is right. It turns out that this uncertainty is based
on a deeper philosophical problem. A troubling circularity is involved in
trying to prove the universal or absolute rightness of one’s point of view
from one’s own point of view in a pluralistic world. To show that one
point of view is right and other competing views are wrong, you must
present evidence. But the evidence will be gathered and interpreted from
your own point of view. If the dispute is about good and evil, some of the
evidence will include beliefs about good and evil that are not going to be
accepted by those who have fundamental disagreements with your values
in the first place. Your values must be defended by appealing to other,
more fundamental values that are also yours. Perhaps you will refer to the
Bible, or the Quran, or the Bhagavad-Gita, or to some other sacred text,
which is not going to be accepted by those who have basic disagreements
with your point of view in the first place (even those who share your sacred
text may not interpret it as you do).
There is a troubling circularity in such debates, the circularity of
defending your own point of view from your own point of view, of
defending your values or beliefs in terms of other values or beliefs you hold,
but others may not. The problem arises because we are finite creatures
who always see the world from some particular perspective, limited by
culture and history. How can we climb out of our historically and culturally limited points of view to find an objective standpoint about values
above all the competing points of view?
This problem — the result of pluralism and uncertainty — haunts
the modern intellectual landscape. It gives rise to trendy new theories,
such as postmodernism and poststructuralism, and everywhere challenges
beliefs about objective intellectual, cultural, and moral standards. You
can see, for example, how this problem threatens both goals of ancient
wisdom: (1) understanding objective reality — the way things really are
rather than the way they appear to us — and (2) understanding objective
value or what is objectively worth striving for in the nature of things.

Openness
ow one natural reaction to the challenge of pluralism and uncertainty that is common in modern democratic and pluralist societies is
the following: people think to themselves that, since it seems impossible
to demonstrate that their view is right from their point of view (because
of the circularity problem mentioned above) and since everyone else is in
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the same condition, the only proper stance to take in the presence of pluralism and uncertainty is an attitude of “openness” or tolerance towards
other points of view. Judgments about good and evil, right and wrong,
one might reason, are personal matters that should be made for oneself
and not imposed on others against their will. Is it not true that much of
the evil of human history has come from taking the opposite attitude,
assuming one has the correct view and the right to impose it on others?
“Evil takes root — as the late Russian poet Joseph Brodsky once said —
when one man begins to think he is superior to another.”4
But this attitude of openness or tolerance, naturally as it may come
to those who are reared in free and democratic societies, is disparaged
by some theorists and social critics. One such critic, Allan Bloom, argues
in The Closing of the American Mind that such openness or tolerance to all
points of view (an “openness of indifference”, as he calls it) affects society,
education, and young people in perverse ways, because it leads to a kind
of relativism which supposes that no view is any better than any other,
hence to an indifference to objective truth and absolute right.5 “Make
judgments only for yourself, not for others — this openness of indifference
says — and do not suppose your view is superior in truth or rightness to
those of others.” But such an attitude, Bloom argues, is a short step away
from supposing that no view is any better (or truer) than any other and
that no one can take a universal point of view and say what is right or
true for everyone.
Now relativism of this sort is a serious challenge in a pluralist world,
as we have seen. But it is a mistake to think that relativistic conclusions
of the kind Bloom has in mind are the inevitable consequence of an attitude of openness toward other points of view. I now want to suggest that
such an attitude of openness, when it is conceived as part of a search for wisdom, need not lead to relativism or indifference, as one might fear. Rather
openness, when it is so conceived as part of a search for wisdom, actually
points the way to belief in some objective and universal values.6 We may
begin to see how this might be so by engaging in a series of thought experiments. The people who naturally think in terms of openness towards
other points of view in response to pluralism and uncertainty are on to
something important, I shall argue, though it is easy to misconstrue what
they are on to.
4. I believe that I am fairly crediting this quote to Brodsky, since I recorded it from his
writings some years ago; but I have not since been able to retrace its origins.
5. Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind, Simon & Schuster, New York, 1987, p. 26.
6. Bloom himself admits (op.cit., p. 41) that there is another, more positive attitude of
openness we can take (being open to learning the truth), that does not necessarily lead
to indifference. He does not pursue this suggestion in the way that I do in this paper.
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To see why, the first step is to note that openness need not be an
invitation to indifference. It can be a way of expanding our minds beyond our
own limited perspectives. It can be an effort to find out what is true from
every perspective (universally true), not just what is true from our own
perspective. Openness or tolerance to other points of view, so conceived,
would thus become a way of searching for the objective truth about values
under conditions of pluralism and uncertainty, rather than a denial of that
objective truth.
“Openness” and “objectivity” function in a similar way in other areas
of human inquiry, where there are conflicting theories and points of view.
In the natural sciences, for example, where such openness or objectivity
functions well, it requires consideration and testing of theories and evidence opposed to one’s own theory. Such methods restrict undue bias in
favor of one’s own point of view, as well as mere authoritative appeals to
one’s own point of view — all in the interest of limiting narrowness of
vision and finding the objective truth about nature.
Why not think of openness in the search for objective values in the
same way — as a way of expanding our minds beyond our own limited
perspectives, thereby limiting narrowness of vision, in order to find the
objective truth about values? The thought seems strange at first, because
of obvious differences between fact and value and between theoretical
and practical inquiry (two of the “sunderings” of modernity mentioned
by Hegel). In the first place, systems of value, as great sages of the past,
such as Confucius and the author of the Bhagavad-Gita remind us 7, are not
merely abstract theories that can be tested or experimented with in a lab.
Systems of value are guides to ways of life that can only be ultimately
tested by being lived. So openness to systems of value other than one’s
own (in the interests of finding out what is true about the good from
every point of view) would mean respecting other ways of life; it would
mean letting them be lived, or experimented with, or tested in a way that
is appropriate for values, in action or practice.

The Moral Sphere and Its Limits
nce the matter is put this way, we can see why people have shied
away from this line of thought. Does it mean respecting or tolerating every way of life, allowing it to be lived or experimented with, which
would mean tolerating (among others) the ways of life of the Hitlers,
Stalins, ruthless dictators, killers, and other evildoers of the world? The
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7. Huang (ed.) The Analects of Confucius, Penguin Books, New York, 1997, book 1;
Malhotra, Transcreation of the Bhagavad-Gita, Prentice Hall, New Jersey, 1999, book 3.
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openness would then amount to relativism and indifference, as critics —
for instance Bloom — contend.
But the fact is that such openness does not imply respect for every
point of view or whatever way of life. To the contrary, it turns out that
you cannot open your mind to every point of view in the sense of respecting every way of life. There are situations in life (many of them, in fact)
in which it is impossible to respect every point of view. So, while the
initial attitude in the search for wisdom is to “open your mind to all other
points of view in order to find the objective truth about value”, the truth
you find when you do so is not that “you should open your mind to all
points of view”. You cannot. Openness of mind is an initial attitude in the
search for truth. But “openness of indifference” or relativism is not the
final attitude.
Why not? Consider a situation in which you are walking down the
street and see a man being assaulted and robbed in an alley. Suppose you
are the first to see the event and the outcome will depend on what you
do. If you stop to assist the victim by intervening or yelling for assistance,
the assailant may see that he has been found out and run. But if you just
“walk on by”, as wary city dwellers sometimes do, the man will be
beaten and robbed. In such situations, where the outcome depends on
your action, you cannot respect the points of view of both the assailant,
and the victim, where respecting their points of view means “acting in
such a way, that their desires and purposes are allowed to be realized
without hindrance or interference”. If you do something to prevent the
assault (by intervening or calling for help), you will not be respecting the
point of view of the assailant. You will be acting in such a way, that his
desires and purposes are interfered with and not fulfilled. If you “walk
on by” when you could have done something to help, you will be acting
in such a way, that the desires and purposes of the man being assaulted
will be interfered with and not fulfilled.8
In such situations, where the outcome depends on what you do,
you cannot have it both ways; you cannot be open to or respect both
points of view in the above sense. When pirates under the command of
William Kidd attacked Philadelphia in the eighteenth century, pillaging
and raping, some of the resident men with pacifist beliefs would not protect their women. They were not thereby choosing a non-violent world in
which everyone’s desires and purposes would be respected. They were
choosing that it be the desires of the pirates that would be respected and
not the desires of their own women. They had not chosen a world with8. This preliminary account of “respecting another’s point of view” needs to be refined in
various ways to meet various objections, something I do in later chapters of my book.
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out violence, but a world in which the violence would be directed at their
women and not at the pirates.
So there are situations in life in which you cannot treat every point
of view or way of life with respect, no matter what you do. You cannot be
“open” to every way of life (in the sense of allowing it to be pursued
without interference). When such situations occur, let us say that the
“moral sphere” has “broken down”, where the moral sphere is the ideal
sphere in which every way of life can be respected in this sense. When
this moral sphere breaks down, we must treat some ways of life as less
worthy of respect than others. But which ones?
To find the answer, we must return to the original ideal of respect
for all, or openness. Recall that this ideal was not assumed to be the final
truth about value, but to guide us in the search for that truth. Montaigne
once said that ideals are to us as the stars were to the ancient mariners:
we never reach them, but we guide our path by them. Similarly, it is the
persistent striving to maintain the ideal of openness or respect for all to
the degree possible in the face of obstacles that is to guide us in the search
for the truth from all points of view. Such striving preserves us, to the
degree that is within our power, from narrowness of vision and gives us
a chance to see the truth.
When the moral sphere breaks down, we cannot follow this ideal to
the letter (“cannot reach it”). We cannot treat everyone with respect in
such break-down situations no matter what we do, in the sense of allowing their desires and purposes to be fulfilled without interference.
But we can follow the ideal to the degree possible (“guide our path by it”)
in adverse circumstances by trying to restore and preserve conditions in
which the ideal of respect for all can be followed once again. In other words,
when the moral sphere breaks down, the goal would be to try to restore
and preserve it by stopping those who have broken it and made it impossible for others to follow the ideal. For, making such efforts to restore the
sphere is as close as we can come to maintaining the ideal of openness in adverse
circumstances, when we must violate it, no matter what we do; striving to
maintain this ideal to the degree possible is our guide in the search for
wisdom. In our examples, stopping those who have made it impossible
for others to follow the ideal means stopping the assailant and the pirates.
We thus arrive at an answer to the original question of who is to be treated as less worthy of respect when the moral sphere breaks down and it is
no longer possible to treat everyone with respect, no matter what we do.9
9. This is not meant to be the final word on the notion of moral sphere breakdown and
questions about who broke the moral sphere when it has broken down. Further complications about these matters and a more precise criterion for identifying the guilty
party in cases of moral sphere breakdown are discussed in my book.
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Two Ways of Searching
eedless to say, there are many complications and questions about
this line of reasoning that will have to be addressed. But, lest we
miss the forest for the trees, let us stand back for a moment and consider
what it all means. It means that the attitude of openness to all ways of life,
when put to the test in practice, does not lead to relativism or indifference,
as its critics fear, but actually leads to the conclusion that some ways of
life and forms of action are to be treated as less worthy of respect than
others by anyone who searches for the wisdom about the objective good
in this way.
Or, putting the result in another way, it entails that a relativism of
indifference — understood as the belief that every way of life is as good
as any other — like openness itself, is an impossible ideal when put into
practice in an imperfect world. And what was said of the assailant in the
alley and of the pirates can be said of all the Hitlers, Stalins, murderers,
rapists, oppressors, exploiters, and other evildoers of the world. We do
not have to say that their ways of life are just as good as everyone else’s.
By their actions, they place themselves “outside the moral sphere”, as it
were, and make their ways of life less worthy of respect by making it impossible for others to respect them, while respecting everyone else as well.
Here is yet another way of looking at the matter. In a pluralist
world of conflicting points of view, there are two distinct ways of searching for objective or universal values (those that hold for all persons and
all points of view). An older way was to position oneself in one point of
view — one’s own — and argue that it was right and every other view
was wrong. This is the way people thought about establishing the objective truth and right for centuries. But, in a world of pluralism and uncertainty, this way founders over our finiteness and the circularity problem
discussed earlier. One could, of course, deny or ignore this problem —
asserting the absolute or certain truth of one’s own point of view from
one’s own point of view on authoritative or other grounds, as many do.
In the face of the terrifying prospects of pluralism and uncertainty, one
may engage in a kind of “fundamentalist retrenchment”, reasserting the
old ways in the old way. I think we can understand this reaction and see
why it has become an increasingly common means of coping with moral
uncertainty in the modern age — even as we fear the dogmatism and violence that may result from it.
But our question is a different one: what options are available to
persons who, moved by the reflections about pluralism and uncertainty,
can no longer go back to the older way of establishing absolute values —
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merely defending the universal truth of their own points of view from
their own points of view? Such persons can either abandon the search for
objective or universal values altogether or they can try something new.
They may succumb to subjectivism, relativism, or skepticism or look for
a new way of searching.
When the problem is put this way, the preceding line of reasoning
may be viewed as suggesting an alternative way of searching: the way of
openness. Instead of trying to prove your own point of view absolutely
right from your own point of view, try this: open your mind initially to all
points of view in order to find out what is true from every point of view,
not just from your own. Try this as a thought experiment and see what
happens. When you do so, you will find that some ways of life are more
worthy of being treated with respect than others in the sense required by
a persistent striving for this openness under adverse conditions, and some
less worthy; this will be true for anyone who undertakes the experiment.
In this way, we lift from ourselves the burden of proving that our
view is absolutely right and every other is wrong and place the burden of
proof on everyone equally to prove their ways of life right or wrong by their
actions. If they break the moral sphere, they make their ways of life less
worthy of respect by others, by making it impossible for others to treat
them and everyone else with respect.

Restoring and Preserving the Sphere: Violence and Pacifism
hat, then, is to be said about our own way of life, if we proceed in
this way? It is to be treated no differently than the others. If we
break the moral sphere, then we make our view less worthy of respect
by others. So we are not entirely off the hook as a result of having distributed the burden of proof equally to everyone. We still have the burden of
proving ourselves right or wrong; and that is burden enough. For the
“proof” (whether of our way of life or other ways) is not carried out merely by arguing in the abstract that one view is better than others, but in
practical engagements with others, by how we live and act. (Theoria and
praxis thus come together here in the search for wisdom about the good,
as the ancients assumed, but not exactly in the way they assumed.)
Do we, then, have to wait until some persons actually break the
moral sphere and show themselves less worthy before intervening —
which would be disastrous in many instances? The answer is no, for the
reason that, as noted, respect for the ideal of a moral sphere in which all
persons are respected requires not only restoring that sphere when it has
broken down, but also preserving it from breakdown in the future. The
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point is that it is by this persistent striving to maintain the ideal of openness to the degree possible in adverse circumstances — in the interest of
limiting the narrowness of vision — that we go about seeking the objective truth about value. And we would not be respecting the ideal to the
degree possible, if we failed to take reasonable steps to forestall future
breakdowns of the moral sphere when possible. For that sphere is the
sphere in which the ideal can be followed.
Thus, we punish criminals not only to stop them here and now
(restore the sphere), but to deter them and others from committing similar acts in the future (to preserve the sphere). We do this because it is as
close as we can come to preserving the ideal of respect for all when we must
violate it for some, no matter what we do. Similarly, in the interest of preserving the moral sphere in the future, we can act preemptively, if we see
it is about to be broken. Those who read Hitler’s Mein Kampf could see
that his life-plan was a moral sphere-breaker and they had every right to
intervene by force, if they saw he was about to carry it out. Unfortunately, we know that too many of Hitler’s contemporaries could not believe
he meant what he said.
Consider pacifism, then. It may be the correct view within the moral
sphere, but it fails when the moral sphere breaks down. Sometimes, force
is required to restore and preserve the very ideal that normally prohibits
force. This is consistent with the idea that one should try to maintain the
ideal to the degree possible when it cannot be followed to the letter, no
matter what one does. When the pirates raided and pillaged Philadelphia, every point of view could not be respected. It was not a question of
whether some view would not be respected, but whose view it would be
(the pirates’ or their victims’). The point is revealed by a joke about pacifism common among the members of the Society of Friends or Quakers,
with whom I taught for a time in the Philadelphia area. It was about the
Quaker farmer who found a thief in his chicken coup. Aiming his shotgun at the thief, he exclaimed: “I do not want to hurt you, sir, but I advise
you to run, because you are standing where I am about to shoot”.
The tensions of an extreme pacifist view are evident in tales of this
kind. There are some situations in which every point of view (including
your own) cannot be respected, no matter what you do. Yet, even as we
might question the universal truth of pacifism, it is worth recognizing
that pacifism might be regarded in another sense as the “ideal” view on
the above account. For pacifism is the correct view within the moral
sphere and the moral sphere is the ideal sphere. It is just that the world is
not always perfect or ideal (it rarely is); so we find ourselves constantly
trying to realize the ideal to the degree possible in an imperfect world.
In such a non-ideal world, the ideal view is not always the right view.
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Exceptions to Moral Rules: Lying
he above line of reasoning also shows something else of importance
for ethical reasoning. It shows why there are commonly recognized
exceptions to many traditional moral commandments — thou shall not
kill, lie, steal, cheat (exceptions, for example, such as self-defense and just
wars in the case of rules against killing or engaging in violence). The existence of exceptions to traditional moral commandments is a controversial
matter, to be sure; and it is also a persistent source of confusion about
objective ethical values, along with relativism. For a common thought is
that, if moral rules or commandments have exceptions, they cannot be
universal or absolutely binding. Another fear is that, once any exceptions
are admitted, it will become problematic where the line on allowable
exceptions is to be drawn. Disagreements will proliferate and the question
of the woman on Perelandra will return: “If others can do it, why not I?”
So it is interesting to note that exceptions to moral rules can be dealt
with by the reasoning of this paper in the same way in which relativism
of indifference was dealt with. In the case of relativism of indifference, we
start with openness or respect for all ways of life as a thought experiment
and find that, at the point of moral sphere breakdown, one cannot be
open to, or respect, all ways of life. But it is at just this point — where the
moral sphere breaks down and relativism fails — that exceptions to moral
rules also arise. Violence and force are not usually allowed (inside the moral
sphere), but when the moral sphere breaks down (as in the case of assaults
or warfare), violence or force may be needed to restore it. In such cases,
we continue to serve the ideal of respect for all by striving to restore the
conditions in which it can be followed once again by all.
Or consider another traditional moral rule or commandment: thou
shall not lie. Lying usually means not treating others with respect and this
accounts for its usually being wrong within the moral sphere. But what
happens if the moral sphere breaks down? An example of a kind familiar
in theoretical discussions of ethics is the following: in Nazi Germany,
the Gestapo arrive at your door and ask whether you are hiding a Jewish
family on your farm. You are in fact hiding a family; and the family is not
likely to be found, unless you reveal its presence. But should you lie?
Here is a case where most people feel an exception to the rule against
lying is in order. But, if so, why? Note that the case is structurally similar
to the assault in the alley. The moral sphere has broken down because you
(the farm owner) cannot treat all persons involved with respect for their
purposes and desires in the situation. If you tell the truth to the Gestapo,
you choose to favor their desires and purposes over the Jewish family’s.
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If you lie, you respect the Jewish family’s desires and purposes, but not
the Gestapo’s.
Once again, you cannot have it both ways in the situation. The only
question is who will be treated as less worthy of respect, not whether
someone will be. And, as in the assailant and pirate examples, those who
should be treated as less worthy are those whose plans of action have made
it impossible for others to treat everyone in the situation with respect.
That would be the Gestapo in the present case, whose plan is to harm the
Jewish family, as the assailant and pirates planned to harm their victims.
If the Gestapo are the ones whose purposes and plans are to be treated
with less respect, then you should lie. It is not that lying would merely be
permissible in this case. It would be the right thing to do, just as the right
thing to do would be to stop the assailant or the pirates. The same ideal
that tells you lying is usually wrong — inside the moral sphere — tells
you that it can be the right thing to do when the moral sphere has broken
down and you are no longer “inside” it. So it would be also, if someone
forced you to play a game of cards threatening to kill your children if you
lost. Cheating is usually wrong (inside the moral sphere), but in this case,
where the moral sphere has badly broken down, it would be right to cheat
in any way you could.
One can see how this line of reasoning, if successful, would support
many traditional ethical commandments endorsed by the major world
religions (thou shall not kill, lie, steal, cheat) and commonly recognized
exceptions to these commandments as well. Moreover, the exceptions
would not be arbitrary or ad hoc; they would follow naturally from the
line of reasoning that leads to the rules themselves, once one understands
the limitations imposed by imperfect conditions.
In addition, the above line of reasoning would lead to another
traditional and widely acknowledged moral principle, the Golden Rule
(“do unto others as you would have them do unto you”) in one of its
traditional readings — respecting the ways of life of others as you would
want your own way of life to be respected10 — up to the point, of course,
where the moral sphere breaks down. And, from the same reasoning, one
could also derive certain universal human rights — to life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness — that lie at the foundations of modern free and
10. The most comprehensive historical and systematic book-length discussion of the
Golden Rule is Jeffrey Wattles, The Golden Rule, Oxford University Press, New York,
1996. Wattles confirms that the interpretation stated here is a widely accepted interpretation historically (although it is surely not the only one). The addition of “up to
the point of moral sphere breakdown” is, of course, my own and is not a part of the
traditional formulations. A modern version of the Golden Rule is presented in Amitai
Etzioni, The New Golden Rule, Basic Books, New York, 1996.
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democratic societies and of a just international order: to respect the others’
ways of life is to respect their right to live and pursue happiness as they
choose — up to the point, again, where they break the moral sphere.

Conclusion: Mill
hese are interesting results. Starting with an attitude of “openness”
to all points of view or ways of life — an attitude that might seem to
lead to relativism or indifference —, one arrives instead at the result that
some ways of life are less worthy and others more worthy of respect by
anyone who starts with such an attitude and strives to adhere to it to the
degree possible under adverse circumstances. One arrives in this way at
ethical commandments (like the Mosaic commandments not to kill, steal,
lie, or cheat) embedded in most of the major world religions and at commonly recognized exceptions to these commandments as well. By the same
procedure, one also arrives at a version of the Golden Rule and at ideas
of universal human rights (to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness)
that lie at the foundations of modern free and democratic societies.
All this comes from a starting point (openness to all points of view)
that seems decidedly “modern” and may appear to be subversive of beliefs
about objective or universal rights and wrongs because it may seem to
lead to relativism and indifference. What makes things otherwise is that
openness is conceived not as the final truth about the good and the right, but
as a method of searching for that truth under conditions of pluralism and
uncertainty. Or, as one may also put it, openness is conceived as an initial
step in the search for wisdom about what ways of living are objectively
worthy of respect from all points of view and which are not. The traditional way of searching for what is good or right from every point of view —
i.e., positioning oneself in one point of view and trying to prove it right
absolutely and that every other view is wrong — is thwarted by pluralism and uncertainty. One can either give up the search in response, or try
something new.
The way of openness suggests itself as an alternative for two reasons. First, it takes seriously the conditions of pluralism and uncertainty
that thwart other attempts to find objective or universal value. Second,
the way of openness focuses attention on the fact that it is objective or
universal value — what is good or right from every point of view — that
one is looking for. If you want to find out what is true from every point
of view, open your mind to every one of them as a thought experiment
and see what happens. When you do so, you find that you cannot open
your mind to all points of view and that some ways of living and acting
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are less worthy of respect than others because they make it impossible for
you to respect them and other ways of life as well.
But, paradoxically, you find this out by initially opening your mind
to every point of view, respecting every way of life, and trying to sustain
such an attitude to the degree possible in an imperfect world. It is the persistent striving to maintain the ideal in the face of obstacles that leads to
wisdom about the objective good. In his classic treatise On Liberty, John
Stuart Mill expressed the belief that, by maintaining a condition of openness and allowing all points of view to be heard, the truth would emerge.11
This was, of course, Mill’s classic defense of the freedom of speech. But
the above argument gives it a new twist: by being initially open to all
points of view, the “ethical” truth emerges that all points of view and
ways of life cannot be equally respected.

11. John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, Bobbs-Merrill, Indianapolis, 1956, chapter 3.
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isdom is not an abstraction. It is not a static state of peace, beauty,
or justice. Although a wealth of philosophical treatises and literary
reflections have articulated visions of existence lived wisely, finally
wisdom is about making choices in the concrete circumstances of life.
The immense issues that face the human community can only be solved
through individual and communal decisions that address the widening
gap between the rich and the poor, the irresponsible pillaging of the planetary organism upon which the life of the human species depends, the
significant population increases among the poorest communities on Earth,
and the need for imaginative visions of how the human community
might live together in a world that is safe from tyranny and terrorism.
In the process of decision-making, wise leaders are conscious and
intentional about living their values and priorities, putting their faith into
practice, while integrating the mission and vision of an organization into
the issues of daily commerce. In the heat of discernment, one faces the
enfleshment of one’s character as an individual and as a corporate body.
Leaders face their own integrity, determining what actions or judgments
are congruent with their identity and vision of the world. This process of
discerning wisdom is equally important for individuals and organizations
of all kinds: corporate leaders, parents, civil servants, community volunteers, families, unions, NGOs, and multinational corporations.
The quest for wisdom requires two key dimensions: a process for
wise decision-making and a set of criteria upon which to base judgments.
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The process defines important steps for consideration or discernment.
Who should be involved in decision-making? What kinds of questions
need to be asked? How shall these questions be considered? The set of
criteria provide the foundation for making judgments, the standards
against which the various options will be compared. This paper will propose a set of operating principles to guide the process of decision-making
and a set of criteria by which to test the options or alternatives in the
decision-making process. Both the process, and the criteria will be based
on core themes found across the Jewish wisdom tradition, the Christian
scriptures and the Rule of Saint Benedict.
The Jewish wisdom tradition refers to Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes,
Sirach, and the Wisdom of Solomon and to pieces of text in Genesis, Exodus,
Deuteronomy, Amos, Micah, Isaiah, Jonah, the Song of Solomon and Psalms.
Although there is a good deal of discussion about the meaning and context of particular texts, there is significant agreement among scriptural
scholars about the common themes in Jewish wisdom literature which
provide the basis for my application of this tradition to the process of
decision-making. Similarly, the focus is on a few central dimensions of
the Christian scriptures as the ground for wise decision-making, key
themes that are ubiquitous across the Pauline corpus and the synoptic
gospels. Finally, the Rule of St. Benedict has been the guiding force for
monastic communities, as well as for countless lay persons since its writing
in the 6th century. Benedict’s purpose was to write a practical house rule
for his extended family, as they attempted to live a gospel-based life.
The operating principles for decision-making will be informed by
the contemporary theory and practice of dialogue, especially as they have
been articulated by Nobel-Prize winning physicist David Bohm and his
collaborator William Isaacs of the MIT Sloan School of Management and
by the reflection and formation processes used so effectively by Parker
Palmer in his programs and writings on the courage to teach and to lead.
Admittedly, this process and set of criteria for wise decision-making
will be grounded in the Western philosophical and theological tradition.
However, the process will be open to, and will intentionally invite the
perspectives of, other traditions, so that a self-transforming process for
discernment is envisioned.
The following core themes permeating the Jewish wisdom tradition,
the Christian scriptures and the Rule of Saint Benedict will be explored:
(1) the valuation of the diversity of voices, especially the perspectives of
the marginalized and disenfranchised; (2) the integration of the whole
person — body, mind, soul, and spirit; (3) the realization that truth is
embedded in common human experience; (4) the appreciation of the
interdependence of all reality; and (5) the necessity for preservation and
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transformation. From each of these core themes, operating principles for
going about the decision-making process will be identified and criteria
for judgment will be articulated.
It should be noted at the outset of this paper that the author does
not intend the described wise decision-making process or set of criteria to
be exhaustive or limiting. The set of core themes identified here are central,
but certainly not the only scriptural or Benedictine themes that might be
applied helpfully to a particular situation of decision-making. It is the
author’s hope that the operating principles and criteria here articulated
will be an effective starting point for discernment that might well open
out into further considerations that integrate spiritual traditions into the
everyday ethical decisions. What is discernment? On the individual or
personal level, discernment refers to how a person judges among competing possibilities or ways of thinking and acting. On the communal level,
discernment refers to how a group of people weigh options, search for
truth, and make decisions together. In spiritual language, discernment is
attempting to hear the creative, transformative call of God luring us into
the best possible future. Discernment connotes a way of attempting to
know and follow God’s will through a discipline that involves profound
listening and prayerful consideration to each other and to God. The aim
of this paper is to articulate a way of searching together for truth, moving
forward together in a respectful process that welcomes and engages three
spiritual wisdom traditions.
Two important introductory remarks are in order as this exploration
into the practical wisdom of decision-making gets underway. These
remarks come from the realization that individuals are often criticized for
making decisions too hurriedly or for taking too much time to come to a
conclusion. For the first remark, I rely on the insight of Rainer Maria Rilke
in his Letters to a Young Poet (Rilke [2000]):
“I would like to beg of you, dear friend, as well as I can, to have
patience with everything that remains unsolved in your heart. Try
to love the questions themselves, like locked rooms and like books
written in a foreign language. Do not now look for the answers.
They cannot now be given to you because you could not live them.
It is a question of experiencing everything. At present, you need to
live the question. Perhaps you will gradually, without even noticing
it, find yourself experiencing the answer, some distant day.”

This attitude of living in the question seems contrary to the sense of
urgency that is often experienced when persons are faced with critical
issues that need to be decided. But time and again, maturity requires
living in the tension between polarities, embracing the paradox, rather
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than running full speed ahead in one direction. Certainly, the context for
Rilke’s advice is quite different from a discussion of discernment. Yet
Rilke’s words point to a kind of respect for the questions themselves. It is
not only patience that he espouses here, but also an attitude of acceptance
and valuation regarding the questions. Rilke’s perspective applies to the
context of discernment. Participants in a wise discernment process must
respect the questions and be willing to live with them. Even within the
context of urgency, they must be able to create an open space where they
can truly consider, converse, and reflect.
The second introductory remark is to acknowledge that it is right
and proper for individuals to choose to act without waiting for an incontrovertible answer. In fact, there may not be an uncontestable resolution
to many of the key questions that face us. On the one hand, the pressure
to decide and act quickly should not prevent a regular practice of discerning more deeply and broadly. On the other hand, the lack of a conclusive
answer should not prevent persons from acting and making the best moral
judgment possible with the given information after wise consideration.
Decision and action must be based on the individual’s or the group’s web
of experience, the interwoven strands of human influence that affect each
person’s way of seeing the world. As long as that web of experience
is being continually expanded by analyzing data, clarifying principles,
listening to experts and authorities, stretching one’s vision beyond its
present scope, and living with integrity based on one’s present world view,
the decisions will stand the test of conscience. Expanding the web of
experience requires searching beyond one culture, beyond one discipline
of expertise, and beyond the present time. With this broadening of the web
of experience, persons inform their consciences as they seek coherence
among the considerations in the search for truth and make decisions with
forethought and good will. It is important to acknowledge that action
itself entails a way of knowing. Often, in the process of acting, knowledge
is expanded. This articulation of a process for wise decision-making and
criteria for wise judgment is best approached with this attitude that loves
the questions and values the balance between reflection and action.

The Valuation of the Diversity of Voices
discernment process grounded in the life and message of Jesus, the
Rule of Saint Benedict and the Jewish wisdom tradition must invite
and value the diversity of voices, especially the perspectives of the marginalized and disenfranchised. A key dimension of the Jewish wisdom
tradition is its emphasis on the universality of wisdom. Wisdom is not

A

THE POSSIBILITY OF PRACTICAL WISDOM

271

owned by the priests, kings, prophets, or judges. One need not consult
some holy seer, because each person can access wisdom. The wisdom tradition emphasizes that God reveals wisdom not to some elect authority,
but to all who seek it. Wisdom is universal and international; no office,
institution, or person holds the monopoly on it. Thus, for the Jewish
wisdom tradition, every voice is important to hearing the call to wisdom.
This tradition is in sharp contrast to other strands of writing in the Hebrew
scriptures, traditions that focus on the divine election of the monarch or
the priority of the law and its interpretations.
A constant in the ministry and teaching of Jesus is his reaching out
to the poor, the sick, the powerless, and the sinning. In the gospel parables,
Jesus repeatedly turns our assumptions about who is saved and who
knows the truth upside down. He tells us to follow the example of little
children, for “It is to just such as these that the kingdom of God belongs”
(Mark, 10, 14). In Luke’s gospel, when the lawyer asks: “Teacher, what
must I do to inherit everlasting life?”, Jesus answers with the story of the
Good Samaritan. The Samaritan, a member of a people that was judged
by the Jews of the time to be unclean and unrighteous, is held up as the
one who truly understands the law and does it (Luke, 10, 25-37). A learned
Jewish lawyer fully versed in the law, with the confidence and skill to
challenge this teacher who has been drawing crowds of people, is told to
follow the example of the people he has despised all of his life. Again, in
Luke’s gospel, when Jesus tells the parable of God’s kingdom in the banquet story, he tells the servants to go out not just to the “streets and alleys
of the town [to] bring in the poor and the crippled, the blind and the
lame”, but “into the highways and along the hedgerows”, to fill the banquet hall with all manner of folk (Luke, 14, 21-23). At the heart of Jesus’
message is a radical inclusiveness and an empathic identification especially with the oppressed.
Consistent with the Christian scriptures, St. Benedict refers to the
sick, the poor, and the young as those who must be received as Christ.
When he articulates rules for community decision-making, he advises
that the abbot listen to everyone in the whole community. The Rule states
explicitly what process should be followed and why:
“Whenever any important business has to be done in the monastery,
let the Abbot call together the whole community and state the matter to be acted upon. Then, having heard the brethren’s advice, let
him turn the matter over in his own mind and do what he shall
judge to be most expedient. The reason we have said that all should
be called for counsel is that the Lord often reveals to the younger
what is best.”
(Benedict [1948], ch. 3)
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Even when the decision is not of major consequence, several in the
community should be consulted. Benedict also identifies the way in which
this community counsel is to be given. Monks should speak their own
perspectives, but “with all the deference required by humility and not
presume stubbornly to defend their opinions…” (Benedict [1948], ch. 3)
This theological foundation of radical inclusivity evident in the
Jewish wisdom tradition, Jesus’ ministry and the Benedictine Rule implies
that a wise discernment process must provide seats at the table for a
diversity of voices, particularly to perspectives that come from the margins, from the highways, and byways, and hedgerows. A discernment
process that leads to practical wisdom will listen attentively to those who
often are assumed to have nothing important to say. It is a process that
values the voices of difference and takes time to hear their stories. In
order for the discernment process to fruitfully serve the search for truth,
it must be marked not by exclusion, but by intentional, hospitable, and
attentive inclusion.
There are particular ways in which deep listening to difference can
be enhanced through the process of dialogue. Through the pioneering
work of David Bohm and the efforts of William Isaacs and the Dialogue
Project at MIT, there is a growing body of literature that explores the
practical strategies and procedures for hearing the deeper wisdom in a
community of persons. The dialogue process facilitates attentive listening
to the voices of difference and focuses the energy of the group toward a
collective intelligence that goes beyond polarization. In Dialogue and the
Art of Thinking Together, Isaacs describes dialogue as: “…a conversation in
which people think together in relationship. Thinking together implies
that you no longer take your own position as final. You relax your grip
on certainty and listen to the possibilities that result simply from being in
a relationship with others — possibilities that might not otherwise have
occurred” (Isaacs [1999]).
The basic guidelines for dialogue serve the process of discernment
as well. To access the deeper wisdom that comes from attentiveness to
difference, dialogue practice involves (1) speaking one’s voice with honesty and integrity, (2) listening to the voices of others and to the voice of
the whole with genuine openness, and (3) suspending one’s own presuppositions, assumptions, and judgments to allow new thought to happen.
This authentic speaking, deep listening, and open suspension of assumptions is facilitated by specific, simple, practical guidelines such as sitting
in a circle, so the architecture of the gathering symbolizes the equal value
given to each voice in the circle. The very way in which a group is arranged
physically says something quite profound about how persons are being
invited into the dialogue. The circle is an ancient technology for deeper
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understanding in community. Many indigenous peoples use some type
of gathering circle, council circle, or circle of elders as part of their religious and/or political process.
In the following poem, I recall those ancient traditions and the
importance of the circle as a symbolization of the equality of voices.
In Circles
We place ourselves in circles and huddles;
knowing somehow that this way of being together
signs the shape of our dreams and longings.
From space we see ourselves round,
connected to one another, facing each other,
with all our differences, dancing around the sun together.
For centuries we have been trying to bring
the circle down from mystery skies,
to set it stone solid in our hearts, to memorize
the knowing of each preciousness
equally gift to the circle of whole.
Spirals etched in red rock canyon story the journey
out of and into the center that holds all things together.
Stonehenge pillars and lintels dragged for miles,
scraped into meaning, set in sacred formation with sun and moon.
Conical mounds heaped into remembrance
ritual the lives of elders who circle the fire of the tribe.
Everywhere and ancient the circle
is repeated, shaping us to its original wisdom.
Give us each day our daily hunger
to be more than we are now,
to be less solitary selves doubting our place,
to be more a circle of connection and acceptance,
spherical harmony of the heavens.
Each one a single voice, a sacred story,
but always in the larger circle of meaning and mystery.
Other guidelines that serve the openness and valuation of difference
in the process of dialogue and discernment include: (1) allowing space
between speakers, so the rhythm of exchange facilitates respect and deep
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listening, (2) using “I” statements to limit the projection of one’s ideas
and meanings onto others, (3) speaking to the center of the circle rather
than to specific individuals, to soften the identification between ideas and
persons, and (4) reflecting on the common understandings arising in the
group.
When these and other practical guidelines that serve to create a safe
container for in-depth, honest sharing of difference and inclusive listening
are used, the possibility for fruitful, authentic discernment is enhanced.
This challenge to allow the voices of difference to be heard requires deep
courage and open mindedness. If the process of decision-making invites
in all the significant voices, especially the perspectives of difference from
the margins, one may be greatly upset. One’s worldview might be radically challenged. Esther de Waal, in Seeking God: The Way of St. Benedict,
has a poignant admonition when she says: “If we stop listening to what
we find hard to take, then we are likely to pass God by without ever
noticing” (De Waal [1984]).
The key operating principle that emanates from this valuation of the
diversity of voices is that the decision-making process must invite and
nurture the diversity of voices, especially those most often marginalized
and unheard. Embedded in this core wisdom theme of the value of the
diversity of voices are two criteria upon which choices should be based.
First, the wise choice will be that option that is best for the whole community, serving not only one person or one class, but all persons. The
criterion of the common good will inform the weighing of alternatives in
the decision-making process. The focus of consideration will include an
expanded exploration of the consequences of the decision for the larger
community of which the individual or the group is part. One can argue
that, as one broadens the understanding of one’s community, one deepens
the wisdom of one’s own choices. This criterion does not mean that individual rights are unimportant; it does not necessitate a utilitarian model.
However, there is a recognition that the very best decision in a particular
circumstance is one that seeks the long-range value for all persons.
A second criterion implicit in this valuation of all the voices in the
community is that the best choice will give preference to the poor and
powerless, the oppressed and marginalized. Since some are already
advantaged and have a sufficient share in the resources of the Earth, a
decision that takes seriously the value of all persons will be particularly
attentive to the needs of those who are disadvantaged and have less than
they need to be healthy and whole. When all persons are seen as equal
members of the same family of humankind, wise decisions will give particular attention to those whose basic needs are not met, to those who are
not being treated equitably in the present arrangements of global society.
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Robert Greenleaf, the father of servant leadership, expresses this perspective well when he says that the best test of a servant leader’s decisions
will include the consideration: “What is the effect on the least privileged
in society; will he benefit or, at least, will he not be further deprived?”
(Greenleaf [1970])

The Integration of the Whole Person
he second core theme evident in the Jewish wisdom tradition, the
Christian scriptures and the Benedictine Rule, that provides a foundation for wise discernment is the integration of the whole person. Jewish
wisdom focuses on the fullness of life as the ultimate goal of the human
person. The Book of Proverbs has countless examples of wise choices that
cover the full range of human experience, from friendship to investing,
from discipline with children to treatment of livestock. Walter Brueggemann, in one of the central expositions of the Jewish wisdom tradition,
explains this fullness of life as referring “to all the assets — emotional,
physical, psychical, social, spiritual — which permit joy and security and
wholeness” (Brueggemann [1972]). One comes to wisdom through the
engagement of all the ways of knowing. Wisdom is not comprised only
of cognitive understanding, but includes physical security, as well as
emotional and spiritual wellness.
Appreciation for the fullness of the person is also the bedrock of the
Christian scriptures. The most fundamental tenet of Christian theology is
the incarnation — that the Word takes flesh in Jesus, that God is embodied
in him. In this embodiment, not only is God revealed, but the fullness of
humanness is revealed. Human personhood reaches its apotheosis. God
reveals in Jesus the kind of human life that most fully reflects the image
and likeness of God. In the Christian scriptures, Jesus is presented as an
integrated, whole person. He has considerable intellectual intelligence
and is able to synthesize the heart of Jewish tradition, critically analyze
the legal systems and political structures, and articulate in creative ways
a radically new vision of the Covenant. The Christian scriptures also give
us a picture of a Jesus who has a broad emotional intelligence, a person
who fully feels human emotion: empathy with the woman taken in adultery, deep sadness with Martha and Mary at the death of their brother
Lazarus, profound affection for children and for his disciples, lamentation
over Jerusalem, bold anger at the money changers in the Temple, joyful
participation in banquets and wedding feasts. Finally, in the gospel portrait of Jesus, we see a person who is well-acquainted with silence, who
seeks out solitude, who takes his friends off to be alone, who prays well
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into the night, who has certainly spent time reflecting upon and internalizing the Hebrew scriptures. In Jesus, one finds a person whose spiritual
intelligence is profound. In short, the gospels present a whole human
being who values the range of human emotion, who exhibits insightful
rationality, and whose heart is attentive to the movement of the spirit and
the voice of God.
Similarly, the Rule of Benedict shows a sensitive attentiveness to the
whole person. It prescribes a balanced life in which there is time for
prayer, physical labor, and intellectual pursuit. This balance is affected by
the seasons and is appropriate to the specific abilities of each person.
Special attention is given to those who are young, old, weak, or sick.
When more physical labor is performed, more food is provided at the
table. Benedict presents the image of the ladder by which one is able to
ascend to God. He says: “And the ladder thus set up is our life in the
world, which the Lord raises up to heaven if our heart is humbled. For
we call our body and soul the sides of the ladder and into these sides our
divine vocation has inserted the different steps of humility and discipline
we must climb” (Benedict [1948], ch. 7). Wisdom, for Benedict, includes
the integration of body, mind, and soul.
The three sources of wisdom concur in suggesting a discernment
process that intentionally and artistically integrates modes of consideration and deep reflection that include reason and analysis, intuition and
aesthetic knowing, as well as silence and being in prayer and meditation
together. A wise discernment process must integrate mind, heart, and soul.
Its process requires discussion, debate, and argument. One must bring to
bear on any issue or question the depth of intellect and reason. One must
also identify with others, feel, and sense. One must bring to bear on any
issue or question the fullness of our heart knowing. Benedict begins the
Rule with similar powerful advice to “incline the ear of your heart”
(Benedict [1948], ch. 1).
There are many examples of great discoveries and inventions and
new of understandings that come from heart knowledge. The story of
Barbara McClintock is one of these: “McClintock, who died in 1992 at age
ninety, became fascinated early in her career with the mysteries of genetic
transposition. Though her research was often dismissed as being wildly
unorthodox, she pursued it into discoveries that changed the map of
modern genetics and was honored in 1983 with a Nobel Prize” (Palmer
[1998]).
When speaking about her research and how she was able to see so
much more deeply into the mysteries of genetics than her colleagues,
McClintock talks about hearing “what the material has to say to you”.
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She talks about the openness to “let it come to you”. She says that good
research depends on having a “feeling for the organism”: “As one commentator puts it, McClintock ‘gained valuable knowledge by empathizing
with her corn plants, submerging herself in their knowledge, and dissolving the boundary between object and observer’” (Palmer [1998]).
If one looks closely at her work, one also sees exacting analytical
reasoning and meticulous data gathering. A responsible process of discernment will not jettison reason, but integrate it with the ways of knowing of the heart. Finally, a discernment process that takes its theological
foundations from the fullness of humanity revealed in the Jewish wisdom
tradition, the Christian scriptures, and the Rule of Benedict will open the
space of consideration to include silence, meditation, and prayer.
There are two key practical guidelines for discernment that flow
from this theological foundation in the fullness of humanity: (1) Integrate
rationale discussion and empirical analysis with stories, case studies, and
artistic expressions. A thorough discernment process will intentionally
welcome into consideration philosophical arguments, critical essays,
scientific data, empirical observation, oral histories, stories of those most
affected by the issue at hand, songs or visual images that connect one to
the experiences of those who have a stake in this issue, and silence that
allows all of this material to work on the mind, heart, and soul of the
community. Invite participants to share ideas, as well as feelings, to share
in spoken word, song, visual image, ritual, or prayer. Create a climate in
which sharing in these different modalities is encouraged and appreciated.
This entails such simple things as asking persons dealing with a controversial issue not only what they think, but also what they feel. It means
inviting music, sculpture, story. It means requiring research, personal
journaling, interviewing, and artistic exploration; (2) The second practical
guideline that is implied in the three sources cited above, but must be
made explicit because it is so counter-cultural, is the invitation to silence
in the discernment process. The dis-ease with silence in Western culture
must be addressed with patience and persistence. No more than seven
seconds of silence are allowed in most social situations. At about five
seconds people already start feeling anxiety; at seven seconds, almost
always someone feels impelled to speak. The powerful practice of lectio
divina in the Benedictine tradition encourages a healthy rhythm of life in
which silence is an essential component. This practice consists of repeated
slow reading of a scriptural or inspirational text, followed by deep listening in silence to what the text is saying in the context of the individual’s
or the group’s life. A key practical guideline to wise discernment is to
allow plenty of time for silence.
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In short, the operating principle for wise discernment implicit in
this fullness of the human person is to invite and nurture all the ways of
knowing: body, mind, and heart. Integrated whole persons who intentionally consider the options in a difficult situation using intellectual,
emotional, and spiritual intelligence will likely make a wise choice. The
criterion for judgment that is evoked by this focus on human wholeness
is to do what values the whole person. The wise decision is one that leads
to balance, respects physical limits, and encourages integration. Parker
Palmer, author of A Hidden Wholeness, expresses this criterion in terms of
integrity: “When we understand integrity for what it is, we stop obsessing over codes of conduct and embark on the more demanding journey
toward being whole” (Palmer [2004]). That journey, Palmer explains,
means joining role and soul, what one does with who one is, being the
same person on the outside as on the inside. Palmer provides this prescription for wise decision-making within organizations:
“In fact, when we live by the soul’s imperatives, we gain the courage
to serve institutions more faithfully, to help them resist their tendency to default on their own missions. […] As adults, we must achieve
a complex integration that spans the contradictions between inner
and outer reality, that supports both personal integrity and the common good.”

The Realization That Wisdom Is Embedded
in Human Experience
t the heart of the Jewish wisdom tradition is the recognition that wisdom comes from reflection on the common human experience, not
as some supernatural revelation to an elect few. The Book of Proverbs offers
maxims of common sense that anyone who stops to observe everyday life
can understand. For example: “In the sin of his lips the evil man is
ensnared, but the just comes free of trouble” (Proverbs, 12, 13). Numerous
childhood fables and sayings portray the troubles that come from lies and
untruths. The honest person does not have to worry about remembering
the excuse he gave or whether or not an accomplice will tell the same
story. Also from Proverbs: “The fool immediately shows his anger, but the
shrewd man passes over an insult” (Proverbs, 12, 16). The wise person
knows that an angry response to an affront often escalates the situation,
whereas a measured response that focuses on identifying one’s own feelings often helps the offending person see how certain actions were experienced as hurtful.
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The Jewish wisdom tradition tells the stories of common ordinary
human beings who courageously stand up to power. For example, the
Hebrew midwives in chapter one of the book of Exodus refuse to follow
the direct orders of the pharaoh to kill the Hebrew newborn boys. Shiphrah
and Puah act on their own wisdom as midwives, knowing the preciousness of life. They do not have to consult the law or the priests, they know
from their common human experience that newborn babies are meant for
life, so they are willing to stand up to the highest authority in the land
with their certain wisdom.
In the Christian scriptures, this wisdom coming from common
human experience is seen in the parables of Jesus. When one lights a lamp
one does not put it under a basket. When something very valuable is lost,
one sweeps the whole house to find it. Seed that falls on good ground
produces a hundredfold. The simple wisdom of soil, sheep, seeds, and
leaven are at the heart of the message of Jesus. Wisdom does not come
from some abstruse, unrecognizable revelation, but rather from close
observation and clear thinking, recognizing the common natural consequences of one’s words and actions.
This theme of common human wisdom is also evident in the Rule
of Saint Benedict, in its constant admonition to listen. The Rule defines a
way of life in which the seeker of wisdom lends the ear of the heart to his
fellow monks, to the scriptures, to nature, and to his own deepest longings.
Esther de Waal explains the kind of listening that the Rule encourages:
“Since we no longer associate schooling only with the acquisition of
information, we are also more open to recognize the vital part that
experience plays in learning. St. Benedict’s understanding of listening falls into this order; it is the listening of the whole person, of
body, as well as intellect, and it requires love, as well as cerebral
assent. And it also involves mindfulness, an awareness which turns
listening from a cerebral activity into a living response. Having
heard the word, through whatever channel it may have come, even
as unacceptably as a pain in my back, I stop and take it seriously
and then do something about it.”
(De Waal [2001])

When this realization that wisdom is embedded in the common
human experience is taken seriously, everyone becomes a source of wisdom. Everyone’s experience counts. A key operating principle for decision-making arises from this realization. First, the effective process of
decision-making must provide time and significant attention to reflection
on experience. A true discernment process asks questions about personal
and corporate experience. What do we know from our experience? What
is going on? What have we observed in the past? What are the customers
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saying? The experience of persons must be mined for wisdom. The criterion for judgment that comes to light through this central theme of the
importance of human experience can be stated as follows: do what is constructive to life. A key test of a decision is to ask if it builds up the human
person, the human community, and the universe that supports life. This
is a broad, but critical criterion for discerning creative, ethical decisions.
Wise decision-making must bring about new ways of thinking and acting, that will support the ultimate value of human life and its sustaining
environment.

The Necessity for Preservation and Transformation
he paradox of balancing preservation and change, the old and the
new, tradition and transformation is a central theme found in Hebrew
wisdom, the Christian scriptures and the Rule of Benedict. In the Hebrew
wisdom tradition, there is a valuation of the eternal truths and openness
to new creative possibilities and the latest cultural achievements. The
Hebrew wisdom tradition is international in scope, borrowing from other
wisdom traditions in Egypt and Babylon; it goes outside the Hebrew tradition to bring in new ideas that will creatively transform its established
way of thinking (Brueggemann [1972]; Rylaarsdam [1974]).
Jesus creatively transformed the teaching and tradition in which he
was grounded. Jesus was a committed Jew. In an insightful article entitled
“Retrieving the Jewishness of Jesus”, Daniel Harrington says: “There is
no doubt that Jesus of Nazareth was born, lived, taught, and died as a Jew
in the land of Israel… Moreover, most of Jesus’ teachings about God, creation, covenant, obedience to God’s will, righteousness, and eschatology
are consistent with his Jewish theological heritage” (Harrington [2000]).
It is very clear from recent scholarship on the historical Jesus that he
speaks out of a strong foundation and commitment to the Jewish tradition and affirms and values that tradition. At the same time, he radically
reinterprets the tradition and uses it as a springboard to his own authoritative statements about the inbreaking, inclusive reign of God.
This kind of creative transformation that incorporates the past in a
novel synthesis and inventive advance is exhibited again and again in
Jesus’s life and teaching. Here are four examples of this creative transformation: (1) He acknowledges and honors the Sabbath, but challenges
those who would put ritual practice above people. He challenges the
legalism of the Pharisees when he heals on the Sabbath. In Mark’s gospel,
Jesus says: “The Sabbath was made for people, not people for the Sabbath”
(Mark, 2, 27); (2) He is baptized by John in the river Jordan. He recognizes
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the importance of metanoia — of the change of heart and conversion —
so much, that he submits to John’s baptism of repentance. However, Jesus
himself does not baptize. Instead of taking on the asceticism and ritual of
John, he goes into the cities and towns preaching repentance and doing
good. For Jesus, the change of heart involves feeding the hungry, giving
drink to the thirsty, healing the sick, freeing the prisoner, and announcing
a year of favor; (3) Jesus often affirms the central Jewish commandment
of love of God and love of neighbor, but he extends this commandment
to include outcasts and enemies. In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus says: “My
command to you is: love your enemies, pray for your persecutors”
(Matthew, 5, 43). In Luke’s gospel, we hear Jesus say: “When someone
slaps you on one cheek, turn and give him the other; when someone takes
your coat, let him have your shirt as well” (Luke, 6, 29); (4) When Jesus
prays, he uses the central petitions of the Jewish tradition — hallowed be
the name of God, and may God’s kingdom come, and God’s will be done.
Jesus adds two unique “we”-petitions to the ancient supplication. He
prays: “Give us our daily bread” and “Forgive us our debts”. Marcus
Borg remarks on these petitions insightfully when he says: “Thus the
best-known Christian prayer names the two central material concerns of
peasant life in the time of Jesus. The coming of God’s kingdom involves
bread and debt forgiveness” (Borg [2003]). Jesus was taking a political
stand for justice and challenging the oppressive structures of his day.
These four examples exhibit well the central dynamics of creative
transformation in Jesus’ life and ministry. A pre-eminent process theologian, John Cobb, summarizes this transformative dynamic of Jesus when
he says:
“For Jesus, to know God was not to intensify obedience to ancient
laws; it was to be free from bondage to such laws. To respond to
God was to give up the security of habitual, customary, and socially
approved actions and to live in terms of a radically new and uncontrollable future. The present moment was always a time for a decision required by the coming of the new reality… The Christian will
be in greater continuity with Jesus, if he seeks God in the call forward beyond the achievements of the past and the security of what
is established and customary.”
(Cobb [1969])

Jesus stands in a tradition, affirms and appreciates that tradition,
and creatively transforms that tradition, honoring and preserving the past
and yet advancing beyond it.
Similarly, the Rule of Benedict values stability and change. Benedictines take a vow of stability which “means accepting this particular
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community, this place and these people, this and no other, as the way to
God” (De Waal [2001]). In a sense, Benedictines vow to never change their
community. They vow to find God in a particular place and with these
particular brothers or sisters. At the same time, the Rule demands constant change and development. It is a rule for a journey, for a process of
inner and outer transformation. It defines a way of being attentive to the
constantly surprising, upsetting, challenging voice of God. Thus, the Rule
of Benedict requires staying in one place and constantly changing, preserving a constant way of life and, at the same time, being open to God’s
unpredictable call that beckons the monk beyond every certainty.
This theme of preservation and transformation reminds us that the
courageous discernment process must be attentive to history, to past formulations and philosophies, and it must also be open to and inviting of
the new. It must look for ways to recognize the multiplicity of past experience and enable the community to see that diversity in a fruitful new
perspective. The discernment process must constantly be attentive to the
foundational experiences, formulations, and documents of the past. At
the same time, it must guard against the real pressures of comfort and
security that lead to inertia and block creative advance. The Jewish wisdom tradition, the life and teaching of Jesus and the Rule of Benedict
exemplify in different ways a studied openness to change, a grounding in
the spirit of a tradition that allows their adherents to be open to a real
creative advance.
Two important practical operating principles serve this theological
foundation of preservation and creative transformation: (1) Be attentive
to the origins, to founding experiences, to history, to primary texts and
constantly ask what they mean for the organization today. An effective
discernment process will preserve the values, mission, stories, and principles that are at the heart of an organization, while translating them for
a new time and being open to the unfolding of the plenitude of their
meaning for a new age.
In situations in which there is significant conflict between preserving
past meanings and pioneering new syntheses, the three wisdom traditions would most likely err on the side of change since they see the comfort and security of inertia as ultimately idolatrous tendencies. Especially
in the Christian scriptures, Jesus’s proclamation of the kingdom of God is
presented as a call to conversion, and that kingdom stands in judgment
over all settled human structures and ways of thinking; (2) Value and
practice imaginal skills in the discernment process — alternative thinking,
breaking set, deferring the habitual response, playing with a problem,
making fresh associations, exploring new metaphors and symbols.
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Exercise the muscles of imagination personally and collectively. Fruitful
discernment will often require deep dreaming together. Isaiah said it succinctly: “Without a vision, the people perish”. A fruitful discernment
process must dare to think into the future.
Thus, the final criterion for judgment based on this central theme is
to do what preserves the individual’s or the organization’s mission and
values and, at the same time, represents the boldest possibilities for creative
advance. This criterion would recognize as truly creative those movements and conceptualizations which affirm the multiplicity of past experience while seeing that diversity in a fruitful new perspective. Practical
wisdom requires both preservation of the best practices, models, and
theories of the past, and a bold embrace of those insights that are able to
integrate past knowledge with new observations and understandings.
In conclusion, there are four central themes related to wise decision-making in the traditions of Jewish wisdom literature, the Christian
scriptures and the Rule of Benedict: (1) valuation of the diversity of voices;
(2) integration of the whole person; (3) realization that truth is embedded
in common human experience, and (4) the necessity for preservation and
transformation in life. Each of these core themes translates into operating
principles and criteria for judgment that embody and result in practical
wisdom.
The operating principles and criteria for judgment identified here
can be matched to key skills, such as open questioning, deep listening,
self-reflection, systems-thinking, valuing, and so forth. The wise discernment process cannot be invoked in the extraordinary time of crisis and
expected to be successful, unless the skills and ways of consideration that
are part of the process are practised regularly. Like so many skills, this
complex and intricate process of making effective decisions is one that
must be established internally over years of intentional development and
practice. The skills of informed decision-making must become a way of life,
if they are to lead to effective, life-giving decisions and practical wisdom.
The first and last wisdom themes, valuation of the diversity of
voices and the necessity for preservation and transformation ensure that
the discernment process and criteria for judgment are self-transforming.
If diversity is not merely tolerated, but invited and the voices of innovation and creativity are nurtured, the operating principles for wise decision-making and the criteria for judgment will continually be renewed.
The process for practical wisdom will be a self-reflective and self-critical
process marked by openness and the invitation to the other.
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sk for more” — this catch phrase, brought up by the campaign pro-

Amoting one of the most popular drinks in the world, shows the
“

essence of persuasion inherent in the contemporary consumer culture.
The consumer culture ceaselessly enlarges our needs by the power
of uncontrolled and unlimited desire. Desires today are not subjects of
limitation and control, but of encouragement. Coming to an end with the
vicious circle of desire would be the worst nightmare that marketing experts
could imagine.
The roots of desire were the matter of many derivations during the
history of human thought. Nevertheless, the problems relating to the
nature of desire do not seem to reach a resolution. The aim of this article
is to explain one notion of desire — René Girard’s mimetic desire — and
to present it in the context of consumerism.

René Girard’s Mimetism
uintessential for René Girard’s theory is the problem of mimesis. His
understanding of the term is, though, distant from Plato’s or Aristotle’s
understanding of mimesis. For Girard, mimetism is a term referring to the
essence of human nature and is closer to the biological understanding of
the term. In biology, mimetism is a strategy based on imitation and on the
similarity of one organism to another or of an object to its surroundings,
like, for example, the chameleon.

Q

* Originally presented at the 2008 Metanexus Conference “Subject, Self, and Soul: Transdisciplinary Approaches to Personhood”, Madrid, 13-17 July, 2008; published in electronic
form on the Metanexus Global Spiral, www.globalspiral.com.
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In Girard’s theory, mimetism is the mechanism which motivates the
human choices and actions. The essence of motivation is the imitation of
other people’s desires and choices.
Girard replaces the idea of “free choice” with that of “conditioned
and limited freedom”. The axis of the concept is the imitated and secondary nature of human desire, which is legitimized by the claim that there
are no objective criteria which would suggest to us what to desire — none
apart from imitation. That is why Girard claims that all human desires are
mimetic.
Desire is not the same as willingness. Willingness is a biological urge
that is not mediated, but comes from the necessity grounded in the body.
Instincts turn into desires while they focus on certain objects. Only picking
a mediator of the desire can allow us to choose the object. The freedom
we have is the freedom to choose the mediator.
It is also important to understand the difference between mimetic
mechanism and mimetic desire. As Girard explains:
“The phrase mimetic mechanism includes a wide spectrum of phenomena: it refers to the whole process which begins with mimetic desire,
lasts in mimetic emulation, and crests in the mimetic or sacrificial
crisis that ends up with scapegoating.”
(Girard [2006], p. 61)

Mimetic desire is the wish for the object that the model of desire
owns or desires. Desire is also metaphysical (“metaphysical desire”), as it
is a desire for the ontological status of the model: the subject wants to reach
the fullness of the model.
There are three actors of desire: the subject, the object, and the
model, which are set up in a triangle of desire (Girard [2001], p. 12):
1. The model, which can transform into a rival during the process;
the model is ascribed with authority by the subject; authority
legitimizes the model’s position as a model;
2. The object of desire is desirable only as the target of the model’s
desire;
3. The subject desires the object not for its special attributes (not for
the object itself), but for the symbolic meaning of the object, the
code that the object embodies; the subject needs the object only
to reach the status that is ascribed to the model — the mediator
of the desire; there is, though, a distance between the mediator
and the subject, which cannot be understood in physical, but in
transcendental terms.
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Mediation can be divided in two categories according to distance
(Girard [1996]):
1. external — the mediator — e.g., a favourite actor who becomes
the model of one’s desire, and the subject, which does not share
the same physical surroundings; direct contact between them is
therefore not possible; as a result, the external mediation does
not lead to conflict;
2. internal — the subject and the model/mediator share the same
surroundings: “(…) if he is my neighbour, the objects he possesses or desires are in range. Therefore the emulation establishes”
(Girard [2006], p. 62).
The mimetic mechanism makes the Other to be both model and rival
and, therefore, can create antagonism. In this case, the object of desire
becomes less and less important and simultaneously emulation grows.
The triangle of desire, Girard states, is isosceles. Desire increases the more
the mediator approaches and, at the same time, the importance of the
object of desire itself decreases. The goal is no longer to possess the object;
the goal is to defeat the competitor.
External mediation often escalates and blurs the differences between
subject and model: „At the end, the subject becomes the model of its model,
and the imitator becomes the imitator of its imitator” (Girard [2006], p. 62).
Their mutual relationship becomes more intense and this leads the model
and the subject to become “doubles”: “A mimetic crisis is always a crisis
of doubles”, Girard claims ([2006], p. 63). Subjectively polarized, the
mediator and the subject become almost identical: the desire they share
unites them and, at the same time, becomes “contagious” to the members
of their community:
“Internal mediation appears when the neighbour’s desire catches
one, just like the pest or cholera is caught, transmitted from person
to person. […] The external mediation epidemic is so common,
everyone can possibly become the mediator for one’s neighbour,
without even realizing the role. […] What used to be just a whim
turns into passion. Everyone knows that desire shared with someone else intensifies. Identical triangles facing opposite directions are
congruent. The desire begins to circulate between rivals, gaining
speed and intensity, just like electricity circulates in a charging battery.”
(Girard [2001], p. 106)

When the Sequence of the community — the hierarchy of imitation —
is strong, mediation is external and can be a positive power for cultural
changes. Such a hierarchy points towards the external object of desire.
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When the Sequence weakens, the crisis begins. Everyone begins to desire
the same object and imitate one another.
As Mikołajewska notices:
“The engine of mimetic desire is the desire for the model’s being,
which was previously stated as a transcendent value. When the
Sequence falls, other beings become sacred. Mimetic desire is a metaphysical desire — the desire to be the Other.”
(Mikolajewska [1996], p. 445)

The same author presents the evolution of mimetic desire:
Phase I — shaping the triangle of desire. A possessed object gains
value through other people’s jealousy. The owner needs the confirmation
of his desire focused on the already possessed object. That is why he shows
it “to the public”. If there is anyone imitating his desire for the object, the
owner gets the confirmation and his desire increases. That is how the triangle of desire establishes and the undifferentiation begins: the owner and
the imitator follow the same desire.
Phase II — dissolution of the triangle of desire (monstrous double).
Capturing the object of desire does not give the expected satisfaction, as
it does not bring the metaphysical transformation. It does not convert the
captor into the model. Instead, capturing the object deprecates the sacredness of the model and its power.
Phase III — metamorphosis and the corruption of language. The
actors of the triangle see their positions as extremely polarized. However,
they are in fact becoming more and more undifferentiated:
“When the polarized perception shakes and begins to evolve, the
language used for describing the experience spoils. The actor cannot
any longer describe the contradiction of notions, that was grounded
in difference. The language loses control of the changing individual.”
(Girard [1996], p. 447)

Phase IV: double-bind mimesis and the mimetic manipulation. As
a result of mimetic mechanism, the subjective polarization is established.
There are now two positions: extreme self-disdain and extreme narcissism.
Satisfying desire turns out to be disappointing. That is why desire
can sometimes focus on the object that can never be reached. Desire wants
to stay unfulfilled and abjures the object to become a desire for desire.
There are also positive aspects of mimetic mechanism. Girard thinks
that mimetism is crucial for human culture, upbringing, and socialization. He trusts that not every mimetism is an evil one.
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To sum up: According to Girard, desire is always mediated — it is
always borrowed. The conviction of spontaneous and individual desire is
a myth. Desire must be learned. The subject does not know what to desire
until the moment the mediator appears. The freedom of desire is not to
pick the object, but to pick the mediator.
The owner gains confirmation of his position by manifesting it. He
initiates desires without an intension to share what he possesses.
Desire is in essence metaphysical. It is a desire for being the mediator:
“Desire by the Other account is always the desire for being the Other”
(Girard [2001], p. 89). Mimetic desire descends from the aspiration to a
higher ontological status that was assigned to the mediator. It is necessary
for the subject to reaffirm the higher position, the prestige that the mediator — the one who is now imitated — was awarded. The subject is convinced that the ontological status can be transferred; that the object is the
base of prestige and that possessing the object can ennoble the subject.
The nobilitation increases as others desire the object and the more it is
desired, the more powerful the object becomes. The mechanism evokes
the triangle of desire and creates the vicious circle of envy.

Global Mimetism
lobalization and consumerism are very important phenomena in the
world nowadays. Defining them is not easy and is certainly divergent
and full of contradictions. The definition proposed by Watroba seems the
most sufficient for the issue I would like to explain. According to him,
globalization is “the process of intensification of the social global relations,
which link distant communities. Events happening in one place determine the events in another place” (Watroba [2006], p. 94). The free flow of
capital, services, population, or information, the technological progress
and media development foster the conviction that we live in a “global village”. Global dependency constitution effects the social space:

G

“Everything has entirely changed since the virtual communities
appeared — local bonds (neighbourship) or national identity (citizenship) have become marginal. The traditional division to the real,
three-dimensional world and the created, virtual one blurs or even
disappears. The electronic space is often treated as the only social
space”.
(Watroba [2003], p. 366)

In Castells’ opinion, distance is no longer the determining factor for
social interactions. He remains, though, far from the statement that virtual
relationships will replace traditional relationships. However, he believes
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that virtual friendships and the virtual exchange of information cannot be
ignored: “The internet network, when congealed, can create virtual communities — different from the physical ones, but not inevitably less functional” (Castells [2003], p. 151). Such globally spread communities create
potential mediators of desire.
Giddens also stresses interconnection as the core:
“[Globalization] is the intensification of global social relationships, which
link distant communities in a way that the local events are shaped by the
events happening in places many kilometres far away, and vice versa”.
(Watroba [2006], p. 53)

The media have become crucial for globalization by generating and
transmitting consumption, as well as the awareness of global interactions.
An important difference between the contemporary world and the
modern world is the former’s lack of centrality. Modernity was horizontally and vertically organized. Postmodernity, in exchange, links with
undifferentiation, blurs criteria and breaks the separateness of each sphere.
This leads straightly to authority crises or, as Girard would say, to the crisis
of Sequence. Domanski claims:
“Postmodernity favours the prestige hierarchy decomposition and
causes disorientation among mandatory norms. The new social roles
pass the traditional frameworks like family, job, or territory. Individuals are free to choose various roles from the variety presented
by the media. Consumption becomes the most important stimulant
and causes an increasing fragmentation of roles, positions, and
signs.”
(Domanski [1999], pp. 75-76)

Globalization translates into spreading the mimetic desire. The media
enable a wider spectrum of reference. It is not only the neighbour and the
member of the same local community who become a model and a reference, but also an anonymous person, who can never be met physically.
The lack of physical contact is not an obstacle for imitation — the mimetic
triangle can still be established. It does not even require a concrete model.
Consumers from all over the world, regardless of race, age, origins,
or social status, absorb the models created by the media and especially by
commercials. The rich and the poor imitate the same desires.
Girard does not focus on the problem of consumerism; however, he
is aware that his theory can be translated to the present phenomena:
“The uniqueness of modernity is the wide spectrum of models to
choose. There are no more caste or class differences in the traditional sense; however, there are differences in what people can afford.
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The external mediation collapsed. The members of the lowest social
category desire goods that members of the highest social category
possess.”
(Girard [2006], p. 69)

The democratization of desire leads to social undifferentiation. Among
the variety of products (or identities), consumers make usually similar,
repeated choices. For instance, there are tourists going on exotic trips,
who have lunch in a far-away McDonalds, which resembles the one they
visit in their own neighbourhood.
It does not seem inevitable for undifferentiation (which I see more as
a dangerous tendency, than a fact) to lead the consumer society — according to Girard’s theory — to a crisis. The variety of goods and models
which are rewarded with prestige make it less possible. At the same time,
the distance between the model created by the media and the subject is
distant enough to prevent the conflict. The chances for antagonism
between Nicole Kidman promoting Chanel and myself are low. And that
is not only because meeting the famous actress is not very common, but
also because the actress in a commercial is in a double “role”: she is not
herself, but she is an idea, an archetype, an embodied ideal of an imaginary
model.

Consumption and Mimetic Desire
onsumption is no longer an act of paying out for goods in order to
fulfill needs, it is rather a way of life.
In contemporary culture, the meanings of the terms desire and need
have shifted. Ritzer claims that production was the central issue of the
industrial economy and today, in the post-industrial world, consumption
is in the middle (Ritzer [1999]). That is why the role of desire has grown.
And widening its area is crucial not only from the economic perspective,
but also on a social ground. “Consumer culture is the world of new desires.
Nonetheless, it is the world where the real needs are hidden under a flow
of pseudo-needs created by the commercials” (Watroba [2003], p. 368).
Commercials, as the main tool of social control, become more and
more important. For the power of the commercial myth stands the fact
that its methods are used not only by commerce, but also by the social
and political campaigns. The power of persuasion grounds in mimetism.
Girard notices the same:

C

“Nowadays, temptation is obviously more important than it ever
used to be. Modern technologies expedite mimetic outcomes, repeat
them, and extend them to the whole world, but they do not change
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their mimetic character. They transform mimetic desire into a respected industry called the commercial. […] Marketing experts, in order
to evoke desire, try to convince us that all the glorious people love
their product.”
(Girard [1996], p. 156)

Marketing slogans refer to mimetic desire — usually without being
aware of it — and follow the magical rule it creates that “there is nothing
more encouraging for a desire than a desire itself” (Girard [1996], p. 156).
Commercials in which celebrities star as models represent good
examples. The hypothesis is clear: if an admired actor has chosen this
particular product, I am also going to make the same choice. He wants
this thing — I want the same.
To be more concrete, an example is taken from a high-profiled campaign using the following slogan: “I’m lovin’ it!” The sentence: “I’m lovin’
it!” involves a suggestion addressed to us, consumers. The anonymous —
in fact — speaking subject, implicitely puts itself in a position of authority
to imitate and expects us to follow and direct our desire to the object he
offers.
The magic of commercials and mimetic desire are grounded on the
belief in the unique attributes of the central object of the commercial. These
attributes are not the features belonging to the object, but the meanings
linked to it. According to Baudrillard and also to Girard: “In the frames
of consumer society, more and more often the signs are exchanged for
real objects” (Girard [2006], p. 101).
Watroba states the same:
“In the consumer culture, most of the consumers greedily desire, so
they try to get and flash with goods, which are socially useful not
for the pragmatic reasons, but because they reflect a social status,
evoke envy or simply provide new sensations. Modern consumption used to fulfill immanent, existential needs. Postmodern consumption, being symbolical in essence, provides satisfaction by selflabelling and collecting codes involved in the consumed goods.”
(Watroba [2003], pp. 368-369)

The status that the object provides to the owner is the basis for the
magic power of desire. It is the chance for imitators to change their status.
Mimetic desire, as I have mentioned before, has a metaphysical dimension.
It is a desire of being the model. Girard explains that as follow:
“Envy, as well as mimetic desire, submits the desired thing to the
‘prerogative’ person. Envy desires privilege the being, which belongs
not to the model himself and not the object, but to their conjunction.”
(Girard [1996], p. 7)
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The object itself, as explained before, is meaningless. Objects are
disposable and desires circulate. The profit is not possessing, it is the symbolic message given by the object — the ontological status that it provides
to the subject during everyday performance.
The symbolic message is supposed to miraculously change our
existence. The prestige involved in the code is to pass into the subject and
make it “be” the model.
Eventually, the bubble pops and the subject slowly discovers the
fallacy and the incompleteness of incarnation. The conclusion, though, is
usually not universally extended.
Why is conversion so important? Consumption spreads to more and
more spheres of life, with important implications to the identity of the
consumers. What you consume decides who you are: “Contemporary
societies become the sphere where almost everything can be sold, where
people are linked to what they consume — or, rather, what the symbolic
value (sign) of the consumed object says about them” (Watroba [2006],
p. 128). The basis for identity formation is the quantity and quality of consumption. Consumption is part of the process of identity formation, and
is supported by flattering slogans like — to draw upon another example
from the world of advertisements — the one used in the Pepsi campaign
in Poland: “Be yourself — choose Pepsi”.
The consumer’s choice is not just a choice between several products.
It becomes a choice of identity.
The problem, though, is that such identity refers to the “outside”,
to the identity of the Other. Desiring, according to Girard, is always desiring by the Other, and what we desire is a part of our identity — hence, our
identity depends on the Other: “Our desires are not convincing until they
are mirrored by other people’s desires. Just below our clear consciousness
we guess our friends’ reactions and direct them to our weak choice — the
direction our desire should tend in order not to seem mimetic” (Girard
[1996], p. 20).
Girard considers the problem of mediated identity and the mimetic
essence of narcissism and snobbery in his first book: Deceit, Desire, and the
Novel: Self and Other in Literary Structure.
Salvation, in Girard’s opinion, is to reject mediation and the divinity
of the model. Recognizing and respecting one’s own position can salvage:
“By abjuring divinity, the actor abjures enslavement. The level of
existence turns symmetrically and all effects of metaphysical desire
switch to opposite effects. Truth replaces the lie, the reminiscence
replaces fear, the qualm changes to calmness, hate to love, humiliation to humility, desire by the Other to desire by Oneself and the
reversal transcendence to the vertical one.” (Girard [2001], p. 301)

294

TERESA KLIMOWICZ

Summary
he consumer is a product of globalization. The technological development enabled a wider spectrum of reference and, so, the spectrum
of mimetic desire. We compare ourselves not only to celebrities, as mentioned, but also to members of the community that we identify with.
Identifica-tion, though, is not restricted to traditional role affiliations and is
no longer limited by distance. For example, the point of reference for a
Polish plumber, or a doctor, is now a fellow from another country — and
the reference is not necessarily favourable.
The mimetic triangle is based on the symbolic code involved in the
products — objects we desire. Its essence is the belief in a radical conversion of the subject into a preferred other, that is supposed to be made possible by the power of possessing; the belief that the object can change the
imitator into the model — and make it the object of admiration. An easy
transformation offered by mimetic desire is a dangerous fantasy; the
more dangerous it is, the more effective it gets in blurring our — as Sartre
would say — authentic existence.
Such an approach affects human relationships, as Girard states:
“Mimetic desire changes the human beings into moral and physical monsters” (Girard [1996], p. 93). Ceaseless desires are liquid and unstable.
People following them revert to objects to get satisfaction and, so, they
require other humans to provide the same pleasure. Disposable products
are equalled with disposable relationships. The Other becomes, above all,
the model or the imitator that is needed only as a mirror of admiration.
The power of commercials, or rather our susceptibility to them,
slowly changes us into obedient consumers who do not bother about the
consequences of their choices.

T
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GIRARD, R. — Rzeczy ukryte od zaloz·enia świata, [w:] „Literatura na świecie“,
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konsumpcji, Warszawa, 2001.
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Truth was never put to worse in a free and open
encounter. Where there is much desire to learn,
there will be much arguing, much writing,
many opinions; for opinion in good men is but
knowledge in the making.
JOHN MILTON, Areopagitica

Introduction
pidemiological studies have long indicated a significant link between
social relationships and health outcomes; data from psychoneuroimmunological studies raise tantalizing questions about the role of relationality in immune functioning. Drawing on work in progress for my
doctoral thesis, this paper undertakes a transdisciplinary exploration of
the human capacity for forming personal relationships and its possible
effects on the immune function. Linking theological reflection and neuroscientific data, it explores the degree to which relationality can be considered constitutive of humanness, the role which the process of emergence
might play in this, and what effect this might have on health outcomes.
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Establishing the Ground for Dialogue
Past and current approaches
iven their seemingly very different questions, pre-occupations, and
languages, it may be assumed that an almost unbridgeable epistemic
divide separates the discourses of theology and neuroscience. There is,
however, a history of ongoing engagement between science and theology,
traceable back, in recent times, to the “first generation” scientist theologians, notably Barbour, Peacocke, and Polkinghorne. Their models for
dialogue, predicated on understanding theology as a critical realist discipline, attempted to find, in differing degrees, areas of consonance with,
or assimilation to, science. Whilst such models have proved a useful tool,
post-modern critiques of both disciplines now necessitate further evolution:
not only have modernist assumptions about the objectivity and neutrality
of the scientific method been progressively challenged and dismantled by
Polanyi, Kuhn, and others, but post-modern cognitive pluralism makes it
impossible to talk of simply “science” and “theology”; both have fragmented into a multiplicity of disciplines with no single, easily mappable
terrain. This means that simply noting methodological parallels and areas
of consonance or potential assimilation no longer constitutes an adequate
basis for interdisciplinary exploration (Stone [2000]).
There have been a variety of responses to this challenge, ranging
from Watts’ model of complementarity (Watts [1998]), to Gregerson’s attempt, via contextual coherence to identify different levels of admissible
contact between the two disciplines (Gregerson [1998]). A third model,
and the one followed here, is the somewhat different idea of postfoundational rationality (PFR) put forward and extensively developed by
Van Huyssteen ([1998]; [1999]). Built on the presupposition that a right
understanding of evolutionary epistemology facilitates an interdisciplinary
account of all human epistemic activity, wherever located (Van Huyssteen [1999]), this model offers a “rich and flexible” reconfigured understanding of rationality (Stone [2000]). Here, it is the concept of the rational
person, rather than of what constitutes an acceptable rational idea, which
is pivotal for creating the possibility of dialogue.

G

Postfoundational rationality
In re-thinking rationality, Van Huyssteen attempts to chart a course
between the Scylla of modernistic foundationalism and the Charybdis of
post-modern relativism, both of which he rejects as untenable (Van Huys-
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steen [2006]). He argues that epistemology itself must be “creatively refigured”. This involves, first, the recognition that all instances of rational
judgement and theory choice are in fact part of a “fallibilist process of
progressive problem solving” (Van Huyssteen [1999]). Hence, rather than
being the exclusive territory of science, effective problem solving is part
of the commonsense reasonableness by which we all live. Thus, a rationality of interdisciplinarity is seen not as being located in abstract theories
of reason, but in “the everyday and ordinary means by which we make
rational judgements and decisions” (Van Huyssteen [2006]). This takes us
to the heart of Van Huyssteen’s understanding of rationality, namely that
its locus inheres in the embodied person rather than in abstract beliefs.
Rejecting the modernist notions of linear progress, deterministic
probability, absolute truth, and standardized knowledge, he defines the
epistemic quest instead as to make progress towards intelligibility and
optimal understanding. Cornerstones of this approach are, first, the
exercise of the epistemic skill of responsible judgement and, second, the
notion of experiential accountability. The former leads to the understanding that, at a variety of intersecting interfaces (see further below)
one discipline may provide clues, concepts or different sorts of evidence
that can help expand the understandings of another. This is also to recognize the challenge that ultimately lies at the heart of interdisciplinary
engagement, namely the realization that any discipline or tradition may
generate questions which cannot be resolved by its own resources alone.
Experiential accountability represents the understanding that, since
the experiential dimension is crucial to rationality, any and all epistemic
relating to our world is always via the medium of interpreted experience
(Van Huyssteen [1999]). Thus, in all disciplines hermeneutics and epistemology are inevitably fused and all modes of enquiry are shaped by the
epistemic value of experiential accountability. All forms of human knowing differ only in degree and emphasis and all are attempts to deal with
aspects of experience, judgements about which take place within communities. Each community, be it scientific, theological, or other, is shaped
by the history of its own research traditions. Thus, the broader traditions
in which individuals and communities are embedded shape the questions
asked, the assumptions made, and the selection of arguments found persuasive. Hence, neither science, nor theology can lay claim to “pure points”
of foundationalist uninterpreted, given experiences (Van Huyssteen [1999]).
In reality, this means that there is “only a gradual difference between
empirical adequacy for science and experiential adequacy for theological
reflection” (Van Huyssteen [1999]); theology and science offer alternative
(not competing or conflicting) types of interpretation of our various
experiences (Van Huyssteen [2006]) and each discipline can contribute to,
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and gain insight from, the other. Thus, for Van Huyssteen, the basis for
interdisciplinary dialogue is located in shared epistemic resources and
overlapping reasoning strategies; context, tradition, and interpreted
experience are seen not as insurmountable barriers, but as key features of
rationality in all modes of human exploration. Theology is viewed not as
an attempt to replace the scientific theory, but as a way of re-describing
processes from within a different, but equally rational framework.
Once these basic tenets of PFR have been understood and accepted,
the way is open for the development of a different sort of interdisciplinary dialogue predicated on the understanding that, whilst participants
remain rooted and connected to their base communities or disciplines,
they are not constrained by them. Hence, we may come into dialogue
with strong beliefs, commitments, and even prejudices, but a commitment to a postfoundational understanding of rationality, by enabling the
identification of shared resources of rationality between different modes
of knowledge, allows us to reach beyond disciplinary boundaries (Van
Huyssteen [2003]). Moving forward requires a complex and multileveled
approach, not located within the confines of the disciplines involved, but
in “transversal spaces between them” (Van Huyssteen [2006]).
In developing this idea of transversality as a cornerstone of PFR,
Van Huyssteen uses Laudan’s idea of “transversal reasoning” and its
acceptance and acknowledgement of the universal intent of all human
reasoning, which is seen as a means of achieving “cognitive parity”
(Laudan [1977], cited in Van Huyssteen [1999]) between diverse fields
of enquiry. Thus, the voices of very disparate disciplines are understood
and accepted as different, but equally legitimate ways of looking at the
world. Drawing on both this idea and Schrag’s mathematical picture of
multiple intersecting lines, Van Huyssteen (1999) develops the idea of
interdisciplinary dialogue as an enterprise in which the participating
disciplines move on convergent trajectories (for example, shared research
foci) towards a “transversal space”. Here the different voices do not see
themselves as in contradiction or needing to be assimilative; instead, they
can be dynamically interactive, exchanging information, ideas, and insights.
This opening up of transversal spaces is key to the enterprise, allowing as
it does the connection of different domains of rationality in a non-competitive way. The resultant interdisciplinary networks enable the possibility that “different disciplines in dialogue, though never fully integrated,
can learn from one another and actually benefit from taking over insights
presented in that dialogue” (Van Huyssteen [2006]).
These “transversal spaces” between disciplines, connected by the
intersecting trajectories of shared interests and research foci are thus ones
where it might be possible to translate the relevance of scientific knowl-
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edge into the domain of theology and vice versa in such a way, that both
disciplines are enriched and expanded. However, they are also places of
potential misunderstanding and scrupulous care is needed, for example
with the meanings of words and concepts. Nevertheless, it is at precisely
these places of intersection and tension that useful interdisciplinary dialogue can begin (Van Huyssteen [2006]). Furthermore, it encourages and
facilitates a focus on concrete interdisciplinary problems in terms of the
very specific “science” and the very specific theology involved (Van Huyssteen [2004]), a feature on which this project draws.

Relationality as a transversal space
Clearly a key feature of the interdisciplinary dialogue in Van Huyssteen’s model is the identification of overlapping concerns and intersecting
problems, where transversal spaces can open up. It is a basic premise of
this paper that the topic of relationality constitutes just such a space and,
thus, one where theological and neuroscientific insight and understandings
can fruitfully engage in dialogue. There is an obvious shared research
focus between the disciplines: from the perspective of neuroscience, there
has been a steadily increasing interest in the social nature of humankind
and its neural underpinnings; this has generated a profusion of data that
are both tantalizing and puzzling (Adolphs [2003]). Additionally, within
the rapidly expanding field of psychoneuroimmunology (PNI), laboratory
studies generate a variety of data showing alterations in the immune
function apparently consequent upon social interaction (Kiecolt-Glaser
et al. [2002a]; Uchino [2006]). Theologically, the philosophical turn to
relationality ushered in by Hegel has led to a resurgence of interest and a
development of ideas in two key areas: first, in the role that relationality
plays in constituting personhood; in how this relates to biblical understandings, and in what a Christian anthropology might look like in the
light of this (e.g., Shults [2003]); second, in an area of foundational
Christian doctrine, where there has been a renewed interest in relational
understandings of the Trinity and of how these might affect understanding
in a variety of other areas (e.g., Grenz [2004]).
Moreover, I would contend that interdisciplinary engagement in
this area is not just warranted, but necessitated by the complexity of the
issues under investigation: the development and experience of relationality and the how and why of its effects on the human biological and social
functioning and, thus, on health, is enormously complex. It seems unlikely
that it will be successfully unravelled entirely within the boundaries of any
one particular discipline. Following Van Huyssteen’s approach, I believe
that the different, but not incommensurate approaches and understandings
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of theology and of the neurosciences can be mutually illuminating in the
move towards developing a better understanding of this complex phenomenon.

Neurotheology
Introducing the field
eurotheology (a term first coined by Huxley in his 1962 novel Island
to describe the territory where the human “wet-ware” interfaces
with the Divine) is a new and developing field of multidisciplinary
endeavour aiming to integrate cognitive neuroscience with religion and
theology. It draws data from neuroscience, religious studies, religious
experience, philosophy, theology, psychology, and anthropology, envisaging that all these may contribute to it and vice versa (Newberg [2005]).
The discipline seeks to integrate empirical studies with the theoretical
development and philosophical and theological reflection. The field has
generated significant interest in the lay and academic press. In the case of
the former, this is often enthusiastic, but poorly understood, with a consequently simplistic appropriation of data; with the former, not all of it
has been entirely supportive, a response that seems to owe much to the
modernist view that sees neuroscience and theology as incompatible
disciplines.
To date, the primary focus has been almost exclusively on the brain
activity during religious and spiritual practices. Much of the interest here
has been directed towards the religious “experiences” associated with these,
with neuroimaging studies looking at areas of increased or decreased
brain activity (e.g., Davidson et al. [2003]; Newberg and Lee [2005]).
However, there is also a small corpus of work, mostly small-scale studies,
looking at variations in the hormonal and immunological function in
relation to spiritual practices such as prayer, confession, and meditation;
these have generated some sharp discussion about the role that “faith”
might play in health outcomes (Koenig and Cohen [2002]; Sloan [2005]).

N

Expanding the field: Neurotheology, relationality, and health
One criticism that can be levelled against the development of the
field thus far is its limited range: in concentrating almost exclusively on
individual religious “experiences” and neural substrates, its focus is rather
narrow, both neuroscientifically, and theologically. Spirituality extends
far beyond individual ecstatic experiences to comprehend other areas of
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life; likewise, the neurobiological function is much more than brain activity in specific loci. If neurotheology is to work towards its stated goal of
integrating the perspectives of religion and science around the nexus of
neuropsychology, and of playing a “a critical role in future theological
and religious study” (Newberg [2005]), then it needs to broaden the range
of areas in which a dialogue is being developed and carried forward.
This paper seeks to address this issue by expanding the debate into
the field of relationality and health. These both not only play important
roles in human experience and in the Christian world view, but also seem
inextricably linked with cognitive and PNI functioning. By developing a
“transversal space” dialogue between theology, cognitive neuroscience
(CGN), and PNI, which explores the human ability to develop interpersonal relationships and the role that these might play in affecting the
immune function, it expands the move of neurotheology into the area of
health, albeit in a different way to the studies alluded to above. By so doing,
it aims to begin the development of what I have termed “a neurotheology
of health”. It is envisaged that this might enable the development of a
more relationally-orientated model of health which takes account of the
complex role which different aspects of relationality play in the generation
of health outcomes.

Overview of the key arguments
Beginning from a review of PNI data, this paper argues that the
quality of social relationships has measurable, distinct, and significant effects on the functioning of the immune system. It suggests that this is not
simply due to stress-buffering, but arises from a direct neurobiological
effect on the immune function; moreover, that this effect is related to the
extent to which the capacity for personal relatedness is experienced and
expressed. Drawing on a combination of experimental neuroscientific data
and theological insight, this contention is developed through three stages.
First, the argument is made that although certain necessary elements
for establishing external relationships are hard-wired into the brain, this
is not, in itself, sufficient to enable the realization of interpersonal relationships. Instead, the capacity for personal relatedness emerges out of
complex interactions between these systems, other cognitive processes
and the external environment. Theologically, it is contended that such
a capacity is an integral and significant component of what it means to be
a human person made “in the image of God”. Second, and consequent
upon this, it is reasoned from the intrinsic properties of emergent systems,
that the experience of relationality can exert causal effects on PNI systems.
Finally, it is argued from theological understandings concerning relation-
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ality, that the extent to which the capacity for relatedness is realized and
the form that this realization takes, may determine the nature of these
PNI effects, both the degradation, and the enhancement of the immune
function being potential outcomes.

Relationality and the Immune Function
Psychoneuroimmunology: A brief introduction
sychoneuroimmunology (PNI), though relatively young, is an established and expanding discipline generating copious experimental
data. In recognizing and studying the multiple connections existing
between behavioral, neural, endocrine, and immunological processes, it
represents a swing away from the systematized and dualistic understandings which have dominated medical thinking since Harvey and
Descartes. What were previously regarded as totally separate systems are
now increasingly understood as components of a single, integrated
defence mechanism, in which interactions between the systems are as
important as those within the individual systems themselves (Ader et al.
[1995]). The field is substantial and increasingly influential with a high
output of both animal and human studies (Kiecolt-Glaser et al. [2002a]).
This section of the paper deals with those data which focus on
relationality as a potential factor affecting the immune function. These
are extensive, looking at a wide range of variables, both in the aspects of
relationality examined and the immune components studied. It is thus far
beyond the scope of this particular paper to provide an exhaustive and
detailed review of data; however, the main categories will be highlighted
and discussed and some exemplar papers cited. In order to facilitate the
clarity of the arguments presented in the paper, the section begins with a
brief sketch of some basics of the PNI function. PNI complexity also leads
to issues of data gathering and interpretation which need serious consideration and these too are briefly outlined before the data themselves are
reviewed.

P

An overview of PNI systems
Galen’s famous insight, that melancholic women were more prone
to tumour development, anticipated what PNI has now made plain, viz.
that there is an intimate connection between the nervous, endocrine, and
immunological systems. Not only is the immune system hardwired to the
central nervous system (CNS), but the communication between the two
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is bidirectional, with each exerting significant effects on the other (Ader
and Kelley [2007]), although less is known about how the cellular components of the immune system activate pathways and cascades within the
CNS. Both systems monitor the internal and external environments,
evaluating possible threats and initiating appropriate responses. The immune system itself comprises a number of organs and an array of cellular components, all with different functions, which circulate via the blood
and lymphatic systems. Immune cells intercommunicate using a wide
range of molecular signals, as well as receiving signals originating outside
the immune system, in the CNS. Cross-talk here is mediated principally
through the hypothalamic-pituitary axis (HPA) and the autonomic
nervous system (ANS). Detection of perceived stressors activates specific
loci within the brain, leading to the release of hormones and neuropeptides
which, in turn, excite response at both organ, and cellular level. In the former case, this leads to events such as a rise in blood pressure or heart rate;
in the latter, to the initiation of various cascades which affect components
of the immune system and thus modulate its function.
The immune system is known to exhibit both innate, and adaptive
responses (Holland and Vizi [2002]). The first is non-specific, enabling a
response to previously unmet pathogens, and the second, characterized
by memory and specificity, a speedy and targeted response to previously
encountered ones. The latter is further subdivided into responses mediated
directly by immune cells (cell-mediated immunity) and those dependent
on antibodies released from immune cells (humoral immunity). Another
key cellular component of the immune system are the cytokines. These
proteins act principally as intercellular moderators of immune-generated
inflammatory responses, regulating both duration, and extent. They are
subdivided into pro- and anti-inflammatory groups, the former amplifying the inflammatory reactions, the latter reducing them. Pro-inflammatory cytokines are increasingly understood as playing a significant role in
a range of pathological processes.
Here then we have an integrated system in which a wide range of
neurological, biochemical, endocrine, and cellular components communicate and interact in a complex, multidirectional way in response to a diverse
range of stimuli. These interactions have profound effects on bodily functioning from the cellular through to a whole organism level and can produce both up, and down regulation of the immune function. A healthy
immune function is a key aspect of good health; hence, any maladaptive
alterations have the potential to influence the onset, progression, and
severity of a wide spectrum of diseases (Kiecolt-Glaser et al. [2002b]).
Conversely, up regulation may be protective against some pathological
processes. Many of these different elements can and have been measured
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in relation to a range of variables — hence, the huge array of different
data which PNI studies have generated. Given the epidemiological data
linking social support and wellbeing (e.g., House et al. [1988], and see
further below), one focus of research interest has been on the role which
social interaction might play in modulating the immune function. It is
these data which are of particular interest in this exploration.

Methodological issues
As already indicated, great care must be taken, when drawing on
data from another discipline, to properly understand both its meaning,
and what can legitimately be inferred from it. PNI studies are not only
complex, they are also fraught with methodological difficulties (Robinson et al. [2002]). It is thus vital for any argument attempting to build on
these data to be aware of their limitations. First, it must be noted that the
vast majority of the studies are correlational in nature: thus, although they
may raise evidence of a relationship between variables studied, statements about direct causality are inadmissible; these require additional
evidence from experiment-based studies. Second, a large number of factors are known to be immuno-modulating, hence control for confounding
variables is difficult; also, since the processes under review are highly
complex, there is the additional problem of disaggregating various elements
in these interplays. Finally, when trying to collate material from a wide
range of studies, there are issues to do with how variables are operationalized: thus, for example, a key term of interest here is “social support”,
but there is a marked heterogeneity of approach across studies as to how
this is understood and measured.
The complexity of the neuroendocrine variables and their possible
interactions itself also presents difficulties for interpretation, since any
study can only supply information about a small portion of the processes
which may be involved. Thus, definitive determinations of the degree of
overall effect on immune functioning are difficult. Moreover, since system events continuously modify events at cellular and higher levels, with
consequent effects on other variables in both the system, and the external
environment, it is likely that results from even the best constructed experiments may differ significantly. These factors, taken in conjunction with
the correlational nature of the studies, mean that there is a big leap from
laboratory data to any clinical inferences about health-related effects.
Thus, it is impossible to conclude, on the basis of PNI studies alone, that
a particular variable such as social support directly affects health outcomes
via immune modulation. However, this is precisely where and why a
transversal interdisciplinary exploration is being advocated, since I believe
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that data and insights from CGN and theology can illuminate this area,
providing evidential support of a different kind for the hypothesis proposed.

PNI studies involving relationality
The importance of social networks and engagement has been well
documented in epidemiological studies and social relationships are deemed
to have a causal effect on health outcomes: those with a higher level of
social contact (both quantitatively and qualitatively) are more likely to
live longer and maintain better health. The seminal study by House,
Landis, and Umberson (1988) showed that the health risks associated
with an impoverished social interaction were comparable, in terms of
statistical effects, to those associated with smoking, obesity, and hypertension, suggesting that social isolation constitutes a major risk factor for
both morbidity and mortality.

Stress and the Immune Function
ne of the explanations offered for the protective role of social relationships in health terms is that they offer protection against stress,
something which is known to be a potent moderator of the PNI function.
Various metanalyses indicate that while acute stress produces adaptive
up-regulation of PNI systems, chronic stress depresses both cellular, and
humoural immunity (Segerstrom and Miller [2004]). Moreover, there are
now sufficient data to establish that immune modulation by social stressors leads to actual health changes (Kiecolt-Glaser et al. [2002a]), the
strongest evidence here relating to wound healing (Broadbent et al. [2003])
and susceptibility to infectious diseases (Cohen [2005]). Such studies,
however, tell nothing about the actual process behind this effect. There
are two possible explanations: that social support reduces the perceived
severity of stressors, in other words that the modulating effect occurs
prior to excitation of PNI responses (i.e., “stress-buffering”); or, alternatively, that there is something about the experience of relatedness itself
that directly affects PNI systems. It is this latter option which this paper
will explore through its interdisciplinary engagement.

O

Effects of Social Networks on the Immune Function
Studies have looked at the psychological, endocrine, and immunological components of the PNI function in relation to social support net-
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works. A number of large scale reviews deem social support to be reliably
related to beneficial effects on the cardiovascular, endocrine, and immune
systems (Uchino [2006]), with Uchino concluding that the link between
personal relationships and the immune function is “one of the most
robust findings in PNI”.
Supportive networks appear to correlate with a greater sense of
well-being, improved coping abilities, and a lower rate of depression and
anxiety (Uchino et al. [2004]). Positive primary relationships also appear
to reduce cardiovascular stress responses (Uno et al. [2002]). Effects on
both cell-mediated and humoural immunity have also been demonstrated,
with good social contacts consistently correlating with up-regulation
(Moynihan et al. [2004]) and poor ones with down-regulation (Pressman
et al. [2005]). A converse should also be noted here, namely that being a
provider of support, especially in the long term, can be detrimental to
immune functioning, leading to down-regulation (Baron et al. [1990]).
Studies of spousal care givers in dementia have found them to show depressed cellular immunity and higher rates of depression and infectious
disease; these effects are most marked in those chronically stressed, who
receive lower levels of support themselves (Kiecolt-Glaser et al. [1991]).
There has also been some work looking at the effects of social support on the immune function in cancer sufferers. Here studies looking at
gynaecological malignancies have shown a correlation between good
social support and lower levels of cytokines implicated in oncogenesis
(Lutgendorf et al. [2002]). Other studies have shown a similar correlation
with enhanced levels of immune components active against malignant
cells (Levy et al. [1990]).

Marital studies
Another significant group of studies are those looking at the PNI
function in married couples. Marital/partner relationships are a central
source of social support and are powerfully linked to an individual’s
emotional and psychological functioning (McGuire and Kiecolt-Glaser
[2000]). Marital discord has been correlated with both poorer wound
healing and raised levels of pro-inflammatory cytokines (Kiecolt-Glaser
et al. [2005]). Moreover, the disruption of close or partner relationships,
whether by bereavement (Bartrop et al. [1997]) or divorce (Kiecolt-Glaser
et al. [1988]) has shown correlations with a depression of immune functioning as measured by a variety of markers.
Key studies here have been ones looking at aspects of couple interaction: married and recently separated or divorced couples, newly weds
and established couples, have all been studied interacting, particularly
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under conditions of stress and various endocrine and immunological
markers measured. Such studies have shown that marital or relationship
“quality” (variably operationalized) correlates with a variety of markers.
Typical findings are that recently separated couples have a significantly
poorer immune function as indicated by a variety of functional measurements; as do those couples with “poorer quality” marital relationships.
Immunological changes were not always large, but consistent (KiecoltGlaser et al. [1987]). Similarly, separated or divorced men had significantly
impaired immune responses in a variety of assays when compared with
matched controls (Kiecolt-Glaser et al. [1988]). Studies looking at behavior
during conflict resolution tasks have demonstrated both a down-regulation of the immune function and an increase in stress hormones in those
couples with more abrasive interactions (Kiecolt-Glaser et al. [1993]). This
effect is seen in both new (Malarkey et al. [1994]) and established marriages
(Kiecolt-Glaser et al. [1997]). In contrast, spousal support and satisfaction
appears to positively moderate both hormonal, and affective responses to
conflict discussion (Heffner et al. [2006]), the effect again demonstrated in
both new- and long-established marriages; in the latter group, this was
particularly marked in the men — possibly indicating a relative impoverishment of their other social networks. Finally — and intriguingly —, PNI
measurements might foreshadow later relational changes: one large
study looking at immune variables in response to conflict discussion in
couples in the first year of marriage and after ten years found that initial
neuroendocrine function measurements were related to marital dissolution
and satisfaction ten years later (Kiecolt-Glaser et al. [2003]).

Possible mechanisms
In summary, and bearing in mind the methodological caveats
mentioned above, PNI studies do appear to provide evidence that aspects
of interpersonal relationships modulate the cardiovascular, endocrine,
and immune functions in a variety of ways resulting in both up-, and
down-regulation of the systems. Over a wide range of studies, close and
supportive relationships consistently correlate with lower levels of stress
hormones, stronger immune responses (as measured by a variety of
parameters), a decreased risk of infection, and better wound healing.
Conversely, social isolation and negative or acrimonious relationships are
consistently associated with raised levels of stress hormones, a poorer
immune function (as measured by a number of variables), and higher
morbidity.
What is not immediately deducible from these data is how this effect
is mediated. One candidate is the idea that social relationships provide a
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stress-buffering effect, in other words an indirect effect. Here the primary
locus of action is, thus, prior to CNS excitation: the perceived severity of
the stressors is lessened, CNS response is moderated and PNI effects
ameliorated accordingly. However, a second possibility is that the functional response of PNI systems to CNS stimulation is being directly
moderated in some way, independent of stressors and other variables.
The idea that there may be both indirect, and direct effects at work is not
a new one (Cohen and Wills [1985]) and studies correlating social support
with reinforcement of components of both innate, and acquired immunity
(Miyazaki et al. [2005]) suggest that social support affects the immune
function in a way consonant with both stress-buffering, and direct effects.
However, no studies have as yet explored possible mechanisms for the
latter. The contention of this paper is that the actual experience of personal relationships — the extent to which the human capacity for personal
relatedness is expressed and experienced — might be a candidate for this
role by contributing directly to immune modulation.

Moving towards a transversal space
As already noted, a research program may well raise questions
which cannot be answered within the confines of its discipline. Given the
huge complexities of the PNI function and the methodological and interpretational difficulties, this would seem to be just such a case. However,
I believe that a transversal space exploration of the concept of relatedness,
in which these PNI data are combined with understandings from both
CGN, and theology, can provide evidential support of different kinds for
the contention made and enable the development of a possible explanatory framework. If such an explanation can be thus supported, then it has
implications for our understanding of the concept of health and of the
role that relatedness plays in this. This paper, therefore, moves on now
to explore cognitive and then theological understandings of relatedness,
to see what insights these can contribute to the development of the proposed thesis.

Relationality and the Cognitive Function
pinoza famously categorized man as being “a social animal”, an
understanding which has extended across both times, and cultures.
Social cognition is a complex phenomenon and there has been a steady
growth of interest in its neurobiological underpinnings, generating a
wealth of intriguing data. On the one hand, neural regulation involves
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mechanisms which are innate, automatic, and cognitively impenetrable;
on the other hand, it uses mechanisms that are acquired, contextual, and
volitionally-based. Data also suggest that “social” is not just what we are
by virtue of innate aspects of brain structure, but that the social interactions
these enable themselves play a key role in how neuronal connections and,
thus, ultimately higher brain functions are developed and shaped (Grossmann and Johnson [2007]). This section of the paper reviews current
understandings about the key mechanisms involved in social cognition
and discusses whether and how these can produce the capacity to express
and experience relationships. It is here that the theme of emergence comes
to the fore and I will argue that there are grounds for understanding this
capacity as an emergent feature of the cognitive function. If so understood,
then the idea of downward causation (vide infra) becomes operational and
may offer some illumination on the PNI data discussed above.
As with PNI, the experimental field comprehends a huge range of
studies producing sometimes conflicting results and theories. It is thus
similarly beyond the scope of this paper to give a detailed account of these,
but the main areas will be briefly highlighted and representative studies
referenced. Once again, in keeping with the interdisciplinary issues of
understanding and clarity already articulated, the section begins with two
very brief overviews: first, of key aspects of the neural function which are
crucial to understanding the field and, thus, to subsequent discussion;
and, second, of issues connected to data interpretation.

Neural Networks and Plasticity
he brain consists of vast numbers of neurons, aggregated into networks, which interact with each other both locally, and at a distance
by means of chemical and electrical transmissions. These networks facilitate the recruitment of information from anatomically distant sites within
the brain and its synthesis into complex cognitive processes. Neuronal
circuit firing patterns (“neural maps”) serve as mental “representations”
which store information about the events to which they are responding.
Even simple networks with only a few neuronal connections have an
enormous number of variables and control parameters. Since the human
brain is estimated to contain about 100 billion neurons, each connected
via networks to about 10,000 others, this adds up to a system of staggering
complexity providing almost unlimited potential for the development of
complex, multileveled, and re-entrant firing patterns. Cognitive processes
typically involve decoding and re-assembling of the input data, adding
content (for example, emotional) drawn from memory.
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Neuronal systems are capable, under the influence of neurotransmitters released on activation, of continuous change and development in
response to the firing patterns they undergo. Plasticity depends not just
on genetically encoded elements, but also, critically, on experiential ones
(Nelson and Bloom [1997]); thus, repeated firing of a neuronal network
results in both “priming” (i.e., it becomes more likely to fire in response
to that stimulus on future occasions), and reinforcing of the network connections, which thus tend to become firmly established rather than being
pruned. Plasticity is vital for understanding how the brain circuitry facilitating social interactions is itself shaped by those same interactions.
Plasticity is most evident in childhood, but there is good evidence that it
persists into adulthood (Greenfield [2002]).

Methodological issues and data interpretation
Dynamic scanning techniques such as SPECT and fMRI have revolutionized aspects of the neuroscientific study, but the data they produce
is relatively crude in comparison to the speed and degree of localization
of the underlying brain processes. Thus, only rough approximations of
brain activity are produced, a significant point when attempting to map
highly complex cognitive processes onto the cortex. Additionally, such
techniques do not directly image the neuronal activity, but changes in
blood flow or oxygen uptake and specific neuronal information can only
be inferred. Thus, for example, a brain region may be seen to “light up”,
but whether the neuronal firing is excitatory or inhibitory cannot be
directly adduced. Limitations inherent in the mechanics of the scanning
processes may also mean that tasks which can be undertaken by subjects
may not accurately reflect the cognitive processing that goes on under
“normal” conditions. These drawbacks not withstanding, though, experimental data have begun to build up a picture of how the brain handles
social cognition.

The social brain
The term “social brain” refers to “a distributed network of highly
interconnected systems involving both cortical and subcortical systems”
(Burns [2006]). First described in non-human primates (Brothers [1990]),
a similar system is now believed, on the basis of both neuroimaging, and
lesion studies, to exist in humans (Baron-Cohen et al. [1999]) and to regulate
and integrate a variety of mental processes involved in social cognition
(Frith [2007]). Three key abilities seem to be necessary: to interpret the
biological signals; to form neural representations of the actions and emotions of other agents, and to attribute mental states to others.
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Decoding Biological Signals
growing body of data, primarily from fMRI studies, indicates that
the brain attends to a range of different biological signals given out
by conspecifics within its immediate social environment. The cortical
response to face recognition (Kanwisher et al. [1997]), to perception of
other bodies (Downing et al. [2001]); to human-like biological motion
(Grossman and Blake [2002]); to intentional actions (Castelli et al. [2000]),
and to the recognition of a variety of basic emotional expressions (Winston
et al. [2003]) have all been demonstrated. Such processes are, however,
cognitively impenetrable: their internal workings are both un-modifiable
by, and opaque to, conscious cognitive processes.
The recognition and analysis of faces is an important part of everyday interaction (Puce et al. [1998]). Facial processing appears to be highly
complex and evidence from neonatal (Ellis et al. [1992]) and infant studies
(Slater and Quinn [2001]) indicates that at least some capacity for this is
innately specified. Faces appear to be processed differently from other
objects (Sergent et al. [1992]) in a complex decoding process in which
information about facial expressions (Blair [2003]), eye movements (Hoffman and Haxby [2000]), and angle of gaze (Puce and Perrett [2003]) are all
processed individually and the resulting information reintegrated with
additional information added by other systems (vide infra). Such processing is clearly a key skill in social interaction: humans are skilful at making
reasonably reliable judgements even from relatively impoverished stimuli
and are sensitive both to the signals themselves, and to their contextual
details (Adolphs [2003]).
Evidence suggests that movement and gesture are subject to similar
complex decoding processes distributed across different brain loci (e.g.,
Beauchamp et al. [2003]). The brain appears able to interpret and assign
different social significance to different types of movement and gesture
and processes them differently on the basis of these categorizations. Hence,
there is evidence that instrumental gestures (i.e., those communicating
commands or directions) and expressive gestures (i.e., those communicating inner feelings) are processed through different neural networks, with
the latter involving brain loci which are also activated during mentalizing
tasks (Gallagher and Frith [2004]). Additionally, the observation of goalorientated actions elicits a much higher level of neural activity than of
those with no specific goal (Koski et al. [2002]). Again, being able to make
judgements about such things aids successful social interaction.
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Forming Neural Representations
he brain possesses an innately wired neuronal system, active from
birth (Meltzoff and Decety [2003]), for actively engaging with, and
responding to, interpersonal stimuli arising from the social world (Burns
[2006]). This mirror neuron system (MNS) allows it to make representations of the actions and emotions of other agents and thereby not only to
interpret, but also to anticipate and predict them. MNS are activated
when observing the actions of another: each time an action is seen, the
corresponding part of the observer’s motor cortex is activated to form
a motor representation identical to that which would be spontaneously
generated if they themselves were to do that action. Thus, the outcome of the
observed action is “known” by the observer. In other words, the MNS
transforms visual information into knowledge of another type (Rizzolatti
et al. [2001]).
Imaging studies (Grezes et al. [2003]) reveal the MNS to be a complex network involving a number of brain regions and which is also able
to make inferences and engage motor circuits predicatively (Flanagan
and Johansson [2003]). There are also strong indications that a similar
system may underlie the experiential understanding of the emotions of
others (Singer et al. [2004]). This is probably only a part of the picture of
how emotional cues are processed (Wicker et al. [2003]), but it seems
feasible that the experiential insight it generates may form the basis for the
experience of empathy. As with the motor MNS, the neural reproduction
of observed emotions seems to provide a very direct form of “knowing”
at the neuronal level, which is very different from that produced by higher
cognitive processing and elaboration of observed data.
The capabilities of MNS would seem to indicate that it is significantly involved in both biological signal interpretations, and in the theory
of mind skills and mirror neurones have become a major factor in evolving
understandings of these complex social cognition processes. The system
must also necessarily contain a decoupling mechanism in order to make
correct ascriptions of agency for “mirrored” representations and maintain
self/other separation. Precisely how this is done is unclear, but it is presumed to involve further complex processing.

T

The Theory of Mind Skills

M

entalizing or the “Theory of mind” (ToM) is an automatic high-level
cognitive function (Gallagher and Frith [2003]), that is critical for the
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human cognitive development (Frith and Frith [2003]), underpinning the
human ability to engage in complex social interaction (Stone et al. [2003]).
The possession of highly developed ToM skills distinguishes humans from
other primates and forms a critical foundation for the ability to co-operate,
empathize, and practice deception. Once again, processing is distributed
across a number of different brain loci (Gallagher and Frith [2003]).
Holding a ToM centres on the ability to attribute mental states and,
thus, associated features such as agency, intentions, goals, emotions, and
beliefs to other people. Taking an “intentional stance” is a key component
of this mentalizing process, engaging specific cortical loci and fundamentally affecting subsequent interactions (Gallagher et al. [2002]). ToM (or
mentalizing) skills arise in a coordinated fashion during development
(Stone et al. [1998]) appearing at about eighteen months, attaining the
critical level of understanding false belief at around age four and eventually arriving at the ability to think about what others are thinking about
us through several removes. Poorly developed ToM skills (e.g., as seen in
those suffering with autistic spectrum disorders) can lead to profound
difficulties with social interaction.
Unsurprisingly, given the particular functions they involve, there is
evidence that the mentalizing processes play a significant role in a whole
range of the processes already discussed in the preceding two sections
and that they are closely integrated with the MNS. Thus, for example,
they are deemed to be involved in the detection and decoding of biological and eye movements (Castelli et al. [2000]); to be fundamental to the
development of trust and cooperation (McCabe et al. [2001]); and in anticipation and prediction of the actions of others (Ramnani and Miall [2004]).
As with the MNS function, successful mentalizing also requires the ability
to decouple: it is necessary not only to be able to make representations of
one’s own thoughts and feelings and of the mental states attributed to
others, but also to be able to keep these two separate and to ascribe the
correct agency to each. Once again, this involves complex processing skills.

Relationality and Emergence
hat is evident from this brief review is that experimental data from
CGN research studies have produced a compelling and steadily
developing corpus of evidence that the brain is innately equipped with
mechanisms to facilitate social interaction; in other words, that this ability
is an integral part of what it is to be a human person. These systems are
highly interconnected and, thus, given the properties of neural networks,
of vast complexity and potential. Moreover, the inherent properties of
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both neural network function, and neuronal plasticity mean that these
systems are capable of a significant degree of development and refinement. It is clear that one of the key elements involved in this is the process
of social interaction itself and that cognitive processes are driven to higher
levels of sophistication by the complexities of social engagement. Thus,
the acts and experiences of social relationship shape the neurobiological
processes which themselves enable these. Equally clearly, each of the
processing systems highlighted is essential to successful engagement:
both clinical, and laboratory studies indicate that people in whom any of
these systems are disrupted have impaired social abilities.
What is less clear is the extent to which we can view the human
capacity for personal relatedness as simply a property of these basic neural
systems. Can the faculty be totally explained in terms of the abilities contained within the neural decoding of social information about other agents,
or does it represent something which cannot be reduced to the mechanics
of this? In other words, can it be regarded, as Brown (1998) has suggested,
as an emergent property of these social cognition processes?

Emergence
Despite some suspicion about its potential for misuse (Clayton
[2006 b]), emergence is a powerful and increasingly popular explanatory
paradigm. The tantalizing notion that there can be “something more from
nothing but” combines a high degree of emotional, aesthetic, and intellectual appeal with an impressive explanatory potential (Jackelén [2006]).
Emergent phenomena appear to be a ubiquitous feature of an evolving
world (Gregersen [2006]); and, although some doubt its compatibility with
the basic metaphysical commitments of the current scientific discourse
(El-Hani and Pihlström [2002]), Clayton (2006 a) believes that there is now
enough evidence not only to hold emergence as a sine qua non of natural
history, but also to privilege the emergence theory over reduction as “the
more adequate philosophy of science”. The term refers to “the arising of
novel and coherent structures, patterns, and properties during the process
of self-organization in complex systems” (Goldstein [1999]). Although
dependent on the lower level structures, they are not reducible to them;
furthermore, these new elements can exert a downward influence on the
system which can be actively causal.

The capacity for personal relatedness
as an emergent phenomenon
When viewed from an evolutionary perspective, the capacity to relate
to others socially can clearly be designated as an emergent phenomenon
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and the idea that increasingly sophisticated forms of social interaction
were the driving force behind increasing the size of the primate brain,
rather than a consequence of it, is well supported and commands widespread acceptance (Drew [2007]). The question, though, is what on-going
role emergence might play in the human capacity to form relationships?
It seems self-evident that this is a far more complex affair than simply the
capacity to hold a concept of “other agents” and the capability to recognize and decode the significance of their actions as a means to survival;
and, moreover, that the experience of such relationships is of a qualitatively different kind to that of basic functional social interactions. Thus,
we seem to be looking at a capacity here that is more than simply the
summation of underlying neural processes; but does it have the necessary hallmarks of an emergent property?
Emergence is a feature of complex systems and the cognitive processing of social cues, like most neurobiological systems, clearly displays
the features identified by Taylor (2001) as being characteristic of complex
systems, namely: many different parts connected in multiple ways, serial
and parallel interaction between these, and the generation of both sequential, and simultaneous effects and events; thus, it certainly has the capacity
to give rise to emergent properties. Emergent phenomena are dependent
on lower level parts as well, but not reducible to them. With respect to the
first of these conditions, laboratory and clinical studies indicate that the
ability to form complex social relationships clearly depends on the cognitive decoding processes described; however, as already suggested, this
capacity appears to be much more than the sum of the parts of these
decoding systems. It moves beyond mere functional sociality as a survival
mechanism to the development of deep, sustaining, and enduring relationships with others. It may also, as Brown (1998) suggests in his use of the
term, open the possibility of a transcendental dimension, to human relationships, allowing connection with the Divine — however conceived.
I would contend then, that it can clearly be held as having properties irreducible simply to those of the system parts. Thus, on these two criteria,
there seem to be good grounds for arguing that the capacity for relatedness can be designated as an emergent phenomenon.
A further key feature of ontologically emergent properties is that
they have the capacity to exert actively causal effects on their constituent
systems. If such an effect could be understood to occur through the
expression and experience of relationality, then this would be further evidence for its status as ontologically emergent. I suggest that the PNI data
reviewed could be interpreted as possible evidence for downward
causality: PNI systems are involved in monitoring internal and external
environments for threats to the organism; it is thus perfectly reasonable,
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especially in view of the complexity of neuronal functioning, to understand them as being connected to the systems for identifying and decoding
social signals from nearby conspecifics. Thus, if the capacity for relatedness is an emergent phenomenon, it could be legitimately expected that
it might exert causal influence on elements of PNI systems and thus be
capable of moderating the immune function. However, this would still
leave an unanswered question about the precise nature of these effects.

Moving towards a transversal space
Thus far then, the interdisciplinary exploration has raised the possibility that the experience of personal relatedness might have a direct
effect on the immune function rather than simply acting as a stress buffer.
It has been suggested that, since mechanisms enabling social interaction
are hardwired into the brain, the capacity to relate is integral to the
understanding of what a human person is; moreover, that this capacity is
in fact an emergent property of these basic social cognition processes and
can thus, potentially, have a casual efficacy on PNI systems. However,
neither of these possibilities is capable of direct experimental proof and
both leave questions unanswered, for example about why the immune
function is affected in the way that is observed.
In some senses, the biblical texts appear to anticipate, from within
the explanatory paradigms of a different domain of rationality, some of
these findings, viz. not only that relationality is an integral and defining
characteristic of humanness, but that its expression is an important factor
in healthy human functioning. Moreover, particularly in the wake of the
Barthian-inspired revival of interest in the Trinity, theology has developed
some thick and rich theologies of the nature of God and of the persons,
in which relationality is a central feature. Thus, it also has its own unique
perspective on the theme from which to contribute towards the quest for
optimal intelligibility in this area.

Theological Understandings of Relatedness
s already noted, theology (in this instance, “Christian”) is a radically
pluralist discipline, comprehending a wide range of schools of thought.
There are different understandings of both Trinity, and personhood and
the relational perspectives explored here are by no means universally accepted. Nevertheless, the view that relationality, rather than substantiality,
defines personhood commands widespread support across both traditional confessional divides, and diverse theological schools (Grenz [2001]).
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However, a feature of the model for discourse used here is that it allows
for a focus on shared interdisciplinary interest in terms of a very specific
“science” or “theology”. Thus, this section considers particular theological perspectives which can contribute further insights towards unravelling
the role which relationality might play in health. The Trinitarian starting
point reflects an authorial understanding not only of the nature of the
Christian faith as irreducibly Trinitarian in character, but also that this can
provide a distinctive and authentic perspective from which theology can
engage with other disciplines. These theologies are rich and detailed concepts, so it is impossible here to do more than delineate some key features
and briefly explore possible implications for the area under discussion.

God as a relational Being
Aristotle’s hierarchical categorization privileging substance over
relation as an explanatory capacity (thus, implicitly valuing the actual
over the potential) has, until relatively recently, been a dominant one in
western thought and, thus, reflected in the Trinitarian conceptions seen in
western Christianity. However, one result of the resurgent interest in the
Trinitarian doctrine has been the recovery of the very different understanding developed by the fourth-century Cappadocians in response to the
Christological disputes of their time. This model, extensively explored
and developed by Zizioulas ([1985], [1991]; [1995]; [2006]) is predicated
on the concept of perichoresis — mutual indwelling — of Father, Son, and
Spirit and, thus, relation rather than substance becomes the key to understanding God’s triune nature. Here relationality is understood as a fundamental and defining feature of God himself: ontological primacy within
the Trinity, rather than being located in substance is seen as inhering in
personhood itself, thus transforming the “person” into a constituent element of being (Zizioulas [1985]) and making the concept of being itself a
relational one: hence, to be and to be in relation are one and the same (Zizioulas [1985]) and, thus, relating is not attached to being, it is being itself
(Zizioulas [2006]).
The Trinity thus conceived is not a static entity consisting of three
persons who relate to each other, but rather something in which there is
a perpetual movement and exchange (Volf [2006]) characterized not by
self-absorption, but, instead, by a perpetual moving towards the other
and a making of space for them to be. Moltmann (1992) describes this as
a process of self-donation within a dynamics of reciprocal self-surrender,
and sees it as being the way through which the unique identity of each of
the persons emerges, as they are determined in their particular personal
identity by the others. Trinitarian relationships are mutually constitutive:
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each of the persons is complete and cannot be reduced to their relationships (Volf [1996]), but it is also their relationships which make them who
they uniquely are. Relationality is thus not an incidental feature of God,
but part of his essential essence. But can these abstruse technicalities
relating to the internal dynamics of the Trinity be anything more than an
esoteric doctrine with no application to everyday life? The leitmotif of
human uniqueness, the concept of the imago Dei suggests that they both
can and are.

Human persons as the imago Dei
God’s words as recorded in Genesis, 1, 26: “Let us make (man) in
our image, in our likeness” seems to imply a profound theological truth
claim about human nature; and, indeed, the concept of imago Dei has a
long and potent history justifying the human perception of itself as the
apex and master of creation. However, none of the scant handful of biblical texts referencing the idea gives any indication as to what form this
likeness actually takes. Substantive and functional interpretations have
located it, respectively, in the possession of a particular faculty (usually
reason) or in a specific role (typically “dominion”). However, relational
readings of the concept have recently become more prominent, understanding either that the likeness is constituted primarily by the possibility
of human relatedness to God, or that it resides in the human ability to
form social relationships.
If, following the model outlined above, the inherent internal nature
of God is understood as being relational, then there is a good case to be
made for also holding relationally to be a key constitutive element of
human persons, made in the imago Dei. The CGN studies discussed provide evidence that humans are innately equipped with sophisticated
mechanisms to enable and facilitate social relationships; moreover, that
the experience of sociality plays a key role in the further development
and refining of those mechanisms. Furthermore, humans clearly have a
capacity for developing and sustaining relationships, which extends
beyond a simple ability to successfully decode social signals as a survival
mechanism. This relational reading of the imago Dei is also supported by
themes which run through both the Old, and the New Testaments in
which human relationships play a key role.

Relationality in the Old and New Testaments
In the Old Testament, both the central importance of relationality as
an element of human existence, and its possible relationship to well-being
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are woven into a number of concepts. Thus, for example, nephesh, an
important member of the Hebrew family of “soul words” (usually translated as “soul”), implies something very different from the typical western
understanding of the term. This word always occurs in a relational or
social context and is seemingly better understood not (in keeping with
the Hebraic anthropology of the unified person) as an isolated component
of a dualistic entity, but rather as a person-in-relation, with the person
isolated from their community regarded as sick in their soul (Bruckner
[2005]). Similarly with the concept of shalom: whilst usually translated
“peace”, the idea is actually much richer, comprehending health, completeness, and harmony in every aspect of life — physical, mental, spiritual, and individual; social, national, and international. However, this
well-being is not understood primarily as an individual possession, but
worked out in a communal sense (Davies [1987]). Thus, to be healthy was
to be in a flourishing and sustaining relationship with God, the other, and
the wider created world. Such relationships were marked by a desire for
justice, by hospitality to strangers and concern for the most vulnerable
members of society: the widow, the orphan, and the alien, and by a consistent theme in the prophetic writings is God’s anger that the demands
of relationality have been overturned by selfishness. There would seem
to be a close parallel here with the implications of the PNI data discussed
earlier, that the quality and quantity of a person’s relationships may be
causally implicated in healthy functioning.
The themes of relationality and health are also strongly linked in
the New Testament: so, for example, examination of the healing miracles
reveals a subtext of alienation and disrupted relationships, the repair and
restoration of which are always a significant part of the healing effected.
Luke, 8, 42-48 serves as a paradigmatic example of this, as the actions and
words of Jesus bring not only physical healing, but also the affirmation of
kinship and restoration to the larger community from which the woman’s
bleeding has excluded her. A different slant is given by Paul’s first letter
to the Corinthians, where a lack of relational concern appears to be at the
root of a number of problems within the church. The importance of relationality seems to be implicit in Paul’s differentiation of soma (“body”)
from sarx (“flesh”); for, whilst the former appears to be linked to relational
functioning, the latter is characterized by an emphasis on an individuality
(Thiselton [2005]) which undermines relationality. The lack of relational
concern consequent on this and characterized by the emphasis on an individual’s “right to choose” damages the life of all within the community
and distorts the message of the Gospel. Borrowing Büber’s terminology
(vide infra), we might thus see sarx and soma as illustrating the “I-It” as
against the “I-Thou” modes of relationality.
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Trinitarian relationality as archetype and role-model
The understanding of God as inherently relational (inasmuch as we
can actually comprehend what this might mean for God), taken in conjunction with the concept of imago Dei and the evidence, woven into both
Old and New Testament texts, of the central importance of relationality
to healthy human flourishing, strengthens the case that relationality
should be understood as a foundational element of what it is to be human
and that personal relatedness is a vital component of the human being.
Furthermore, if the concept of imago Dei means that we can never think
about human nature apart from God’s nature (Van Huyssteen [2006]),
then the shape of the relationships within the Trinity — the “loving,
cooperative, egalitarian, and dialogical” interaction of Boff’s description
([1988], cited in Grenz [2004]) ought also to be mirrored in human
relationships. However, this is self-evidently not the case: human history,
biblical texts, and our own experience all confirm that the human being
drifts inexorably towards the pole of privatized self-centred living, something Christian anthropologies would see as part of the disruptive effect
of sin on humanness.
There would seem then to be both noetic, and ontological limits to
the degree to which humans can model Trinitarian relationships. However, Jesus’ injunction to “be perfect therefore, as your heavenly Father is
perfect” (Matthew, 5, 48), particularly coming as it does at the end of a
long discourse about right relationships, seemingly indicates that some
degree of equivalence is not only desirable, but also achievable. But does
the mutual constitution understood to be at work in the perichoresis of
the Trinity actually have a counterpart in human experience? If it does,
then what does this mean in practice, for a human understanding of relationality? And can it illuminate our understanding of how this might be
connected to PNI functioning? Here, the understanding of the dialogical
relationship as expressed by Büber ([2002]; [2004]) and developed in the
writings of Marcel ([1951]; [2002]) has some useful insights to contribute.

Self and other in creative fidelity
Both Büber, and Marcel posit relationality as a defining characteristic of humanness and hold that thus there can be no “I” taken in itself,
but only the “I” of relation. Hence, for Büber, the answer to the anthropological question “what makes man, man?” is, quite simply, “the other self”:
“Through the ‘Thou’, a man becomes ‘I’” (Büber [2004]). In his classic exposition of the dialogical relationship, he delineates two possible modes
of human connection: “I-It” and “I-Thou”. In the former, the other is seen
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as an object and the mode of interaction is marked by separation and
detachment. In the latter, the other is seen as a subject and engagement is
characterized by mutuality and reciprocity. Whilst “I-It” relations may
sometimes be necessary, it is only through “I-Thou” ones that personhood
is fully enabled: “He who lives with ‘It’ alone is not a man” (Büber [2004]).
Thus, to live as an “I” without a “Thou” is to experience an incomplete,
impoverished reality, but to share in “I-Thou” interactions is to actualize
reality more completely. Büber’s thinking here has a number of interesting
resonances with the CGN discussed: for example, he describes a certain
reinforcing circularity about the experience of “I-Thou”, whereby the “I”
comes into being through relating to the “Thou” and, at the same time,
this “becoming” enables a deeper relationship to develop. This seems to
parallel the CGN understandings of how relating develops and refines
the cognitive processes enabling it.
The successful formation of “I-Thou” relationships also requires the
faculty of inclusion — that is, the ability not only to see the other as a full
person, but also to be able to see reality as they experience it; in other
words, to grasp both the abstract, and the concrete reality of their existence
(Pembroke [2004]). This is not the same, however, as empathy, because
in the former one’s own self-awareness is retained, whereas, for Büber
(2002), the latter involves the extinguishing of one’s own concreteness.
Once again, there is an intriguing echo of the CGN research, in this case
of the mirror neuron system and of the theory-of-mind skills — those
abilities to see another person as an agent and to have some idea of what
it is they are experiencing — which such research shows as vital for successful social interaction.
For Büber, then, the dialogical relationship is not just a dimension
of self-experience but an existential and ontological reality in which the
self comes into its full being (Friedman [2002]); hence, his maxim that
“In the beginning is the relation” (Büber [2004]). Thus, a person can
choose the extent to which they actualize and realize their personhood by
the choice of relational mode they adopt. But how are “I-Thou” relations
themselves to be understood and actualized? Marcel identifies three key
elements involved in this: welcoming the other; making room for them by
decentring the self; and, finally, a faculty that he describes as “porosity”
or “permeability” and links to the idea of an “incohesion” of the self
which can offer a foothold to the other. It is this latter which enables us to
make space within ourselves into which the other can be invited and
received (Marcel [2002]). Critically though, Marcel sees this permeability
as something that is already part of the human condition; to welcome the
other is not to make oneself permeable, but rather to recognize that this
incohesion is an inescapable aspect of who one really is (Marcel [2002]).
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In other words, that relationality is a sine qua non of human existence and
that to deny this by failing to welcome the other is nothing less than an
attempt to redefine our basic ontology.
For Marcel, a key idea in establishing this type of relationship is that
of disponibilité, that we might understand as a state of radical availability.
This involves putting oneself and all one’s resources (material, emotional,
intellectual, and spiritual) at the disposal of the other — in effect, to say
to them: “I belong to you” (Marcel [2002]). Marcel puts it thus: “The one
who is at my disposal is the one… capable of being with me with the
whole of himself when I am in need; the one not at my disposal… seems
merely to offer me a temporary loan on his resources. For the one I am
a presence, for the other… an object” (Marcel [1995]). Marcel understands
both giving, and receiving as being determinants of identity; thus, the
relationships of disponibilité, characterized by presence and communication,
involve both the offering of the self, and the acceptance of the presence
offered by the other.
Availability, though, is only possible if we have the resources at hand
to offer — and this requires not only self-awareness, but the ability to set
aside our own preoccupations, since “…if I am completely absorbed in
myself, concentrated on my sensations, feelings, anxieties, it will obviously be impossible for me to receive, to incorporate in myself the message
of the other” (Marcel [2002]). Thus by this account, relatedness would also
seem to comprehend an element of being properly connected with one’s
own self. Again, this is something which Christian anthropology would
see as fundamentally disrupted by sin. Thus St. Paul’s lament that “what
I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do” (Romans, 7, 15), or Saint
Augustine’s insight that “I was at war with myself and destroyed myself”
(Confessions, VIII, XII) would seem to be typical expressions of a universal human experience. Once again, the fact is underlined that, while the
faculty for personal relatedness might well be an integral part of humanness, the extent to which it can be realized and expressed may be somewhat compromised in a number of dimensions. In contrast to this, we
could take the final conversations of the dying Christ as the supreme
example of disponibilité, showing as they do both the making of space to
receive and constitute the other, and a care to provide for the continuation
of such a possibility after his death.
The establishment of a relationship characterized by disponibilité is,
however, only part of the picture; any such relationship has to move beyond
merely being an episode to becoming a disposition, something Marcel
(2002) sees as being made possible through what he terms “creative
fidelity”. Just as Büber sees true community as coming about through the
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decision to be in “living mutual relation with one another” (Büber [2004]),
so, too, Marcel understands the critical element of a sustainable “I-Thou”
to inhere in an active choice. Giving ourselves in creative fidelity to the
other requires a determination, a “pledge of faith”, to establish and maintain
a constant self in one’s relationships, over and against any fluctuations
that might arise because of changing circumstances. This involves both a
creative, and a constant reinvocation of the presence of the other and also
a refusal to lapse into routinized responses in our engagement with them
(Wood [1999]).
In the accounts of Büber and Marcel, then, we have a picture of personhood in which not only is relationality an essential element, but also,
through the way in which it is experienced and expressed, a key determinant of the degree to which that personhood is realized. Active choice,
hospitality, availability, and continuation are all key features of the type
of relationships which mirror the Trinitarian pattern in what Gunton
(1991) sees as its provision of the essential space for particularity to be
conferred on, and received from, the other (and, thus, where personal being
can emerge) and the correct balance between otherness and relation.
There are some tantalizing resonances with experimental data from both
CGN and PNI research and the question must now be whether this picture, taken with the other theological data given, can provide any further
illumination as to possible connections between social relationships, PNI
functioning, and associated health consequences.

Relationality and Health
he picture that emerges from the theological ideas briefly discussed
above has a number of key features which may be significant for this.
First, just as with the CGN data, there is a strong case to be made, from
a variety of perspectives, that human beings are inherently relational —
it is part of their essential nature. Furthermore, just as within the Trinity
itself, the fullest expression of personal identity emerges in and through
relationships. In this, there are strong parallels with, and, thus, support for,
neuroscientific data suggesting both an innate capacity for the forming of
relationships, and the refining of those capabilities through the process
of social interaction itself. Biblical themes suggest a close connection
between expansively and supportively expressed relationality and both
individual, and communal health and well-being, once again echoing
data from both epidemiological, and PNI studies. However, theological
understanding also holds that the capacity for this type of relationality, in
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which personhood achieves its highest state of realization and expression, has become severely compromised. Thus, the type of relationships
in which humans engage are usually only a poor reflection of that which
is implicitly possible for those made in the imago Dei. It is here that a theological perspective can help further develop the understanding of how
and why relationality might affect PNI functioning.
This paper has argued that the capacity for personal relatedness,
while dependent on such abilities, extends beyond merely the neurological ability to decode signals; and that this, taken in conjunction with the
nature of the neurocognitive systems enabling these processes, gives
legitimate grounds for arguing such a capacity to be an emergent property
of these systems. Furthermore, it has been reasoned that, if this were the
case, then such a property could be expected to exert downward causality
on system components. Theological understandings support, from within
a different explanatory paradigm, the idea that humanness and the capacity for social relationships are inextricably linked; but, more than this, it
understands the capacity for personal relatedness and its full expression
in mutually constitutive, supportive, and sustaining relationships as an
essential constitutive feature of humanness, but one which can only be
imperfectly realized.
Here, then, is a possible way of expanding the answer to the question of how and why the PNI function might be affected by relationality:
if the capacity for personal relatedness is not only an emergent property
of CGN systems, but also an essential element of the human being, then
the actual extent to which such a capacity is experienced and expressed
might directly affect, through downward causation, the functioning of
PNI systems. Moreover, the form this relationality takes may itself have
different effects on the immune function. PNI studies have shown that
social relationships are associated with both up and down regulation of
system components. Thus, not only do fewer and poorer social interactions appear to depress the immune function, but also more numerous
and better quality interactions are associated with improved functioning
— for example, more vigorous antibody responses. Theological understandings of the “I-It” and “I-Thou” types of interaction, biblical themes
of the importance of a caring concern for the personal well-being of
others and of the destructive effects of a privatized autonomous approach
to living might all add weight to the argument that the degree and nature
of social interactions can themselves be a factor in how this casual relationship between relatedness and the PNI function is expressed.
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Conclusions
ollowing J.W. van Huyssteen’s model for interdisciplinary dialogue,
this paper has argued that the concept of relationality constitutes a
“transversal space” in which a fruitful dialogue can be developed between
psychoneuroimmunology, cognitive neuroscience, and theology and has
begun to delineate such a dialogue as a way of developing a neurotheological understanding of health. Epidemiological data, whilst not permitting an attribution of causality themselves, are indicative of an important
correlation between social interaction and health outcomes. I have argued
here that, methodological considerations notwithstanding, there is a
steadily increasing volume of data from PNI studies suggesting that both
the quantity, and the quality of social interactions can affect the PNI function in both negative, and positive ways; furthermore, that an indirect
stress-buffering hypothesis seems inadequate as a complete explanatory
account of this. It is outside the scope of experimental immunological
studies to explain why and how a more direct effect might be responsible.
However, both data from CGN studies, and theological insights contribute
useful insights towards optimizing the understanding of this possibility.
Both suggest, in different ways, that relationality is a constitutive
feature of humanness, the former through explication of key systems for
a cognitive decoding of social signals, the latter through understandings
of the relational nature of God and of humans created to be an imago Dei.
However, this capacity to develop complex, rich, and supportive relationships — the capacity to express and experience personal relatedness —
appears to be far more than just a function of the summation of decoding
systems and it has been suggested that it can be better understood as an
emergent feature of these systems. Since ontologically emergent features
can exert downward causation on component systems, it has been argued
that this understanding might offer an explanation of why social engagement appears to directly moderate the immunological functioning.
Furthermore, theological understanding suggests that the expression and
experience of relationality, whilst being an essential and defining element
of what it is to be human, can only be realized in a partial and sometimes
grossly distorted way. Thus, it has been suggested that not only is the
capacity for personal relatedness an essential part of what it means to be
human, but that the extent to which it is experienced and expressed can
directly moderate the PNI function and that this may, at least in part, help
explain the epidemiological and experimental data connecting social
relationships to health outcomes.
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Here, then, we have the beginnings of a “neurotheology of health”,
in which insights from the very disparate disciplines of neuroscience and
theology contribute towards developing a richer understanding of the
role that our relationships with others plays in our health and well-being.
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ransdisciplinary models in the health sciences are of crucial importance. A reductionist, materialistic approach to the science underlying health care has provided great benefits, but self, social interconnectedness, and the spiritual also contribute to the maintenance of health and
cure of disease. In this paper, I will discuss general preconditions to
developing transdisciplinary models in the health sciences. I will then
discuss transdisciplinary models that I have developed in one mental
health (clinical depression) and one physical health (menopause) area.
The question explored in the paper is this: What habits of mind, presuppositions, or theory lead to a transition from a materialistic, reductionist
view of the science underlying health care to a perspective in which
transdisciplinary — hence holistic — science makes sense and appears
real?

T

Categories Are Not Really Mutually Exclusive
he first precondition to an openness to transdisciplinary models is
going beyond thinking in terms of mutually exclusive categories, for
example objective science vs. subjective experience. Rather than asking
how mutually exclusive domains can be bridged, one step in relating
apparent contradictions, dichotomies, or non-overlapping concepts is to
find examples in which elements of one can in fact be found in its ap-

T

* Originally presented at the 2008 Metanexus Conference “Subject, Self, and Soul: Transdisciplinary Approaches to Personhood”, Madrid, 13-17 July, 2008; published in electronic
form on the Metanexus Global Spiral, www.globalspiral.com.

336

PAULA S. DERRY

parent opposite. When examined in detail, exceptions can often be found.
In part, this is so because ideas such as “science deals only with the
material” are often regarded as though they were clearly-defined concepts
bound by the laws of logic, especially the law of contradiction, but clearly
they often are not. Sometimes, they are generalities; sometimes, they
function as frank stereotypes or overly rigid categories. In part, this is
because scientists deal with theoretical models rather than bald facts.
Models are frameworks within which thinking occurs. Models cannot
capture the complexity of reality; they are necessarily selective. Models
are simplifications of reality, in which the variables most important to
understanding a phenomenon are included; any other variable is excluded
or overlooked. However, we may forget that variables are simply being
overlooked or mistake the model for reality. An apparent contradiction to
a model may simply be a fact that is overlooked or ignored by that model.

Science Is Not Really Exclusively Materialistic
ne step in bridging apparent contradictions, dichotomies, or nonoverlapping concepts is to find examples in which elements of one
can in fact be found in its apparent opposite. One important stereotype to
consider is the very idea that science is by its nature reductionist and
materialistic and that only physical entities are the objects of scientific
inquiry. A second precondition to transdisciplinary models is to recognize that non-material concepts of all sorts are typical in scientific inquiry.
Scientists studying humans repeatedly use concepts like will, motivation, and choice as what in science are called “independent variables”.
Independent variables are by definition causes, while effects are called
“dependent variables”. Independent variables cause, explain, lead to, or
determine that which follows. Subjective concepts seem to be ubiquitous,
perhaps inescapable, when humans are studied. One of the roots of
psychology as a discipline was the development of psychophysics in the
late nineteenth century. Psychophysics developed when physiologists
and physicians found that they could not explain the results of their
experiments without invoking psychological concepts. Psychoanalysis
began when an experimental physiologist and neurologist, Sigmund
Freud, found he could not explain the symptoms of certain of his neurology patients in physical terms (as was being tried, for example, by
Charcot) and therefore looked for psychological concepts that would be
helpful. In his book The Purposive Brain (1979), Granit asserts that when
the limits of mechanistic explanation are reached, psychological explanations (e.g., interests or states of mind) are typically invoked. He also

O
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points out that all animals exhibit purposive behavior, but that “purpose”
has a different meaning in humans in that it includes cognitive and symbolic definitions.
As has actually been done in science, rather than in ideologies of
science or hopes for future science, physiology and psychology have
played independent, interacting important roles in what we can call “the
person” (i.e., the individual personality or actual self of a human being —
Random House dictionary). If we refer to subjective variables as sources
of activity or centers of experience, our language may go beyond scientific
language, but we are not contradicting the scientific language. We can
argue about the ontological status of “will”, “choice”, and other variables
— that is, whether they are explanatory concepts or reality —, but the
point is that these variables fit within the same discourse as does materialistic science and we can ponder this question. While spiritual experience
is not required by this language, it is not contradicted by it either.
“Behavior” and “social interconnectedness” are also non-material,
but part of the scientific inquiry. Consider “hormones”: they are material,
chemical messengers that coordinate bodily functions. They work by
altering the rate at which cells do their jobs. Hormones help maintain
homeostasis, that is, the physical integrity and sameness even as physiological and environmental conditions change. For example, hormones
help maintain stable salt and fluid levels in the body. They also serve
flexibility. For example, hormones are intimately involved in the human
“stress response”, a temporary change in physiology that increases the
body’s ability to respond to threat. They help orchestrate development
over the being’s life span. For example, they initiate physical changes at
puberty. Many powerful cause-and-effect relationships involving hormones
are known. However, hormones do not act alone and understanding
them requires understanding how they interrelate with both the many
physiological systems in the body and with the social factors and behavior. Hormones are intimately interrelated with behavior and appropriate
to the social context; behavior can serve as an “independent variable”
along with hormonal changes. This is illustrated in Pfaff’s (1999) review
of the biology of reproductive hormones and Nelson’s text (1995) on
behavioral endocrinology. A female rat must arch her back in a special
way (“lordosis”) or a male cannot copulate with her. A female whose
ovaries have been removed, so that she does not have the hormone estrogen in her body, will not engage in lordosis; this is a powerful cause-andeffect relationship. However, if the male does not engage in particular
behaviors, for example stroking the female, she also will not engage in
lordosis, no matter how much estrogen she has. Further, while estrogen
increases the female’s tendency to engage in behaviors that will result in
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copulation, these behaviors vary with the social context. The female will
first engage in increased levels of general activity which bring her in contact with a male. The female and male then engage in specific courting
behaviors. Finally, they copulate. Even in the rat and even when estrogen
levels are high, females can choose to reject a male rather than copulate.
Behavior and the social context can control physiology. For example, many physiological mechanisms exist to cool down an animal that is
overly warm — blood vessels dilate, the animal sweats. However, the
animal can also cool down by walking to a shady spot.
Behavior and social interconnectedness may be expressed as observable, objective acts, but cannot be understood simply by describing
these objective acts. Biologists have found that behavior in many animals
can be specified by specific, objective chains of motor acts. For example,
rat maternal behavior consists of behaviors like retrieving pups that wander off. However, this is not the case for non-human primates or humans,
where specific chains of motor acts vary, but all express an underlying
motive or purpose (Nelson [1995]). Courting behaviors, for example, do
not follow a rigid course of motor acts. Further, even in animals where
specific chains of motor acts can be described, understanding the conditions under which these acts are used is a separate issue. For example,
understanding conditions under which a sequence of behavior will be
initiated may involve psychological and social concepts like drives or
emotions and social structure. Sequences of social behavior are often not
predictable — for example, with which behaviors an animal responds to
the behavior of another animal.
With regard to humans, social interconnectedness is intrinsic to
scientific inquiry. A child raised in isolation would not become a normal
human being. Both behavioral and social inputs are important to normal
brain functioning; the physiology of the brain, which neurons connect to
which, is dependent upon social and behavioral experience. “Norms” are
social ideas that constrain behavior — you cannot understand the behavior
of an individual without knowing the norms of the group within which
he/she lives, as well as his/her individual interpretation and reactions to
the norms. Some theorists have grappled with the difficult problem of
characterizing “social climate”, the “feel” of a place. Development is in
part biological, but cultures vary in, for example, what it means to be an
adult or a mature adult. Thus, for example, when you marry is in part due
to physiological maturity, but also due to your culture. “Family therapy”
is posited on the idea that an individual’s behavior can be understood
only with reference to the role he/she plays in the family. For example,
certain pathological behaviors in children serve to help parents unite
with each other, or distract them from other problems, or act out an issue
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of general importance to the family.
Spirituality has been overlooked in the scientific inquiry, except in
specific cases. It has, for example, been studied as a way of coping and
specific religious experiences have been objects of research. However,
spirituality is not one of the dimensions that have commonly been considered important to include as part of the reality characterizing human
experience. Let us contrast that, for example, with Chinese medicine,
where spirit, mind, body, emotions, and environment are all regarded as
aspects of the reality that the practitioner evaluates and intervenes in.
If subjectivity and other non-material concepts are part of the Western
scientific discourse, why not spirituality? Including spirituality is problematic in part because spiritual experience is regarded as being diverse
in Western science and culture. Institutional religions are diverse and
spirituality is regarded as a matter of individual conscience or belief,
rather than as an aspect of reality. The role of spiritual reality is beyond
the scope of this section, except to say that spirituality, like other nonmaterial concepts, is not inconsistent with science.
To summarize: the idea that science deals only with the material is
a stereotype not born out by the facts. Psychological states, social interconnectedness, behavior, and spirituality are all important. Indeed, Greg
Derry (personal communication) has pointed out that Physics typically
invokes concepts that are not themselves material. Forces such as gravity
are known by their effects on material objects. We see the effects of gravity
when a ball we let go of drops, when tides shift, when a planet and its sun
rotate around each other without the centrifugal force carrying off the
planet. However, while physicists disagree about its ontological status,
a force like gravity, as opposed to its observable effects, is not itself a
material object.

Understanding What Is Distinctively Human
Is an Important Scientific Question
third precondition for transdisciplinary models is thinking in terms
of structure and levels of organization. Science is often identified
with studying links between cause and effect. However, while identifying
these links is important to science, the reality is that cause-and-effect links
are embedded in larger wholes which may not themselves be causal.
Individual physiological, psychological and other facts and explanations
are part of larger, organized, functional wholes. Understanding these
functional wholes in humans requires understanding our similarities to
other living beings and it also requires understanding distinctively
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human-grade organization and functioning.
There is much about the nature of larger wholes that is simply not
understood. For example, when the chemical structure of DNA was identified, this was heralded by many as solving the puzzle of inheritance:
DNA is a chemical in the form of a double helix, triplets of certain chemicals code for specific amino acids which are then joined together to form
proteins. When it turned out that the vast majority of genes do not code
for this cause-and-effect sequence, these genes were dubbed “junk genes”.
It is known that some genes are regulators, turning clusters of other genes
on and off, and it is known that this process is affected by other chemicals. However, the basic nature of this dance of genes is not understood.
For example, when cells in a bone duplicate, the outcome can be either
more undifferentiated cells, or mature bone cells. Different genes switch
on to guide duplication for the two different outcomes. While some of the
details of these mechanisms (i.e., which genes are involved) are known,
what remains a mystery is this: what controls switching on a number of
genes simultaneously to produce one or the other of these alternate plans?
Stein et al. (1996), for example, have found that chromosomes fold so as
to bring the genes needed for one plan or the other into proximity with
each other, but how this folding occurs is a mystery. That is, causal links
are embedded in a larger, unknown context.
Similarly, cause-and-effect links in the brain have been identified,
but are part of larger functional wholes whose nature is not well understood. We do not simply have billions of brain cells. We have brain cells
organized into functional units of all sorts. These functional units serve
adaptation (i.e., interconnection with the environment) and are part of
complicated systems involving feedback and balance among many organ
systems in the body. At least in humans, there are also self-generated neural processes (i.e., problem-solving, fantasy etc.) that influence subjective
experience and practical outcomes. Functional units can determine the
nature of research on cause-and-effect relationships. For example, Granit
(1979) suggests that we look for links between neurons in the cerebellum
when we study physical movement, because we already have an idea
that this is the function of the cerebellum. Pfaff (1999) suggests that hormones are one mechanism by which neurons are integrated into higherorder functional units. Brain functioning is affected by many processes,
including inputs from the environment, self-generated inputs (i.e., ideas,
memories etc.), and many processes which are as yet not understood.
One important question to consider is what is distinctive about the
human-grade neural organization. For Pfaff (1999), one important difference is that a greater number of variables are involved in producing
outcomes in humans; these variables interact in more complex ways.
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There are a greater number of inputs, including sensory inputs, social
and cultural variables, and others. Granit (1979) emphasizes that humans
have more complex interrelationships between the different levels of
their brain structure. It is not the case that cortical processes found in
humans simply control mechanisms common to a wide range of species.
Rather, the multiple brain structures form novel integrations. That is,
certain brain mechanisms are common to humans and other animals, but
their function and meaning may be altered by their integration with the
cortical tissue. For example, a frog can perceive the directionality of
movement with nerve cells that adjoin the retina; the cortex is not necessary. In higher mammals, the retina can no longer process this information without the cortex; what we mean by “directionality of movement”
is a different, more complex concept.
Understanding what is a distinctively human level of organization
— and how this affects the meaning or function of other levels of organization — is an important question, but one rarely addressed in science.
How are we similar to other animals? What mechanisms do we share
with them, both physiological and behavioral? How are we different?
What distinctive characteristics do we have? How is the expression or
function of more “primitive” mechanisms, the overall gestalt of which
they are a part, altered? We know little about the larger whole that is
human organization, but this is a crucial question — the role of all the
cause-and-effect relationships that science can identify is understood
only by knowing their role in the larger whole of which they are a part.
We do know as scientists that the use of symbols and the shared culture
are distinctively human means of adaptation to the environment. Humans
live in a world of images, narratives, and values. They are intrinsically
interrelated — the human brain itself does not develop physiologically
and functionally in a normal manner without social experiences. Further,
to understand scientifically that which is distinctively human requires
understanding human development, the unfolding of the distinctive,
unusual human life course (Bogin [1999]). These scientific questions provide common ground with more general questions of what is distinctively human, wherein lies our sense of meaning and purpose, and the nature
and role of the self.

The Physical Environment Is Important
fourth precondition to transdisciplinary models is to include the
environment along with body-soul-mind-community. To understand
adaptation, the structure of our brains and bodies, and other issues requires
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considering our orientation, place, or the effects on us of our natural and
physical environment. Biologists who study animal behavior assume, as
a premise, an environmental fit between animal and environment. Darwin
found that the shape of a bird’s beak fit the food the bird collected with
that beak. Circadian rhythms, sensitivity to electromagnetic fields, and
other factors have been studied. Zucker (1988) found that the levels of the
luteinizing hormone (LH), one that initiates physical changes needed for
reproduction in ground squirrels, rose during the correct time of year even
when the ovaries of squirrels had been surgically removed; although LH
and estrogen form a negative feedback loop, LH levels were also controlled by some circadian factor rather than by estrogen levels.
What relevance does this study of animals have to humans, though?
We know that the basic anatomy of the human body is influenced by our
orientation with respect to gravity. We know that nutrition and physical
activity influence physical development and one’s sense of well-being.
We know that we emotionally respond to place. However, the physical
environment is often overlooked, except if it is problematic, as when
pollution causes disease. Attention to diet and physical activity are often
regarded as add-ons (e.g., to achieve weight loss or better cardiovascular
health), rather than their absence being regarded as deficiencies of normal components of healthy living. Gaining a greater understanding of
our relationships to the physical and natural space, of our relationships
to the ecosystem, and how these might contribute to our subjective experience and physical state is important.

Transcending Images Are Important
fifth precondition is the importance of creating transcending
images. A transcending image is a theoretical framework, orientation, or set of images, that provides one model within which everyone
can talk. This does not mean eliminating different approaches or disciplines — you still have psychologists, anthropologists, biologists,
philosophers, and others pursuing their separate interests. However, the
transcending image provides a natural bridge between disciplines and a
sense that all are looking at different aspects of one larger phenomenon,
rather than at distinct, non-overlapping phenomena.

A

Menopause
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ll human females stop menstruating during midlife. Menopause is
technically the last menstrual period, but is understood by scientists
to develop over many years. Ovaries contain follicles which consist of an
immature egg surrounded by a ball of cells. The ball of cells manufactures
hormones, especially estrogen, that coordinate the menstrual cycle. Each
menstrual cycle, a few follicles, eight to ten, become active, but all but one
quickly die off. The one remaining releases an egg for fertilization, while
the ball of cells manufactures hormones. At menopause, few follicles
remain. There can therefore be no release of an egg or manufacture of the
large amounts of estrogen previously manufactured. The woman is therefore absolutely not able to become pregnant. At puberty, the average girl
has between 300,000 and 500,000 follicles. The few that become active
during the menstrual cycle are a far smaller number. The reason that there
are almost no follicles remaining at menopause is that a large number of
follicles simply die, on the order of 1,000 a month, throughout a female’s
lifespan.
The biomedical scientific explanation of menopause is reductionist,
materialistic, and mechanistic. In this view, menopause is best understood
by the biology of senescence. As we age, our parts wear out and stop
doing the jobs for which they were intended. In the same way that our
hair turns grey and we loss muscle endurance, as women age they use up
and run out of follicles; that is, the ovaries no longer work. The World
Health Organization, for example, defines menopause as the “cessation
of menstruation associated with loss [not a “change” or “completion”] of
ovarian function”. Similarly, the transition to menopause is understood
as reflecting a system that is in the process of breaking down and therefore not working properly. For example, during the transition to menopause, women typically develop irregular periods. This is often described
as resulting from aging follicles that no longer work properly (e.g., they
are no longer able to respond to chemical messengers that would otherwise control their function). In addition to no longer being fertile, the fact
that the ovaries no longer manufacture estrogen is seen as being of more
general importance. Some estrogen is manufactured elsewhere in the
body, but the amounts are far lower. This is posited to result in an estrogen deficiency which causes a broad range of medical problems, including
chronic illnesses like heart and brain (Alzheimer’s) disease. That is,
embedded in the biomedical model are theories of human development.
Children grow and develop until they mature; adults are in a stable, fully
developed state of maximum functioning; aging consists of the decline of
body systems. Further, for a woman, being able to reproduce is central to
her physiological nature and psychological well-being. At menopause,
when a woman can no longer bear a child, she begins to age more quickly.
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Further, the developmental stage of midlife is defined by a physiological
change, rather than psychological states and social position.
This model has had practical consequences. Many midlife women
have been prescribed estrogen supplements to restore high estrogen levels.
In 1995, for example, 58 million prescriptions for estrogen were written;
in 1999, 90 million (Hersh, Stefanick, & Stafford [2004]). This medication
is not neutral; it has a variety of health risks, suspected or known, such as
stroke or increasing cancer risk. The medication has been beneficial for
certain women, as when hot flashes or other discomforts associated with
menopause were severe. However, it has been widely prescribed for a
variety of purposes. In the 1960s and 1970s, estrogen supplements were
said to maintain a woman’s femininity. Medication use decreased when
it turned out that estrogens increased the risk of uterine cancer. This
problem was corrected by adding a second hormone to the prescription
and, beginning in the 1980s, prescribing estrogen for disease prevention
was emphasized. A broad variety of chronic diseases, including heart,
bone, and brain disease, were said to worsen beginning at menopause
and estrogen supplementation could prevent this development. There
was a tendency to attribute problems experienced by midlife women to
menopause. A woman who was depressed or suffering from insomnia
might be assumed to be experiencing a menopause-related condition
without a careful diagnosis. Indeed, bone loss can result from many medical conditions, many of which can be screened for with a simple blood
test, but bone loss was often assumed to result from menopause without
further evaluation. Moreover, other changes were simply assumed to be
caused by physiological changes due to menopause. Urinary incontinence,
for example, was assumed to be due to menopause, until recent research
cast doubt on this. The message to midlife women has been that menopause is unpleasant, unhealthy, and that which defines their life stage.
The strength of this model has thus led to ignoring or overlooking
contradictory data. For example, clinical depression was at one time assumed to be caused by menopause. When research evidence contradicted
this, a new theory arose that, while clinical depression was not related to
menopause, “mood swings” were. The idea that prescription estrogen
prevents chronic illness was adopted on the basis of non-experimental
evidence. When experimental evidence, especially a research project
called the Women’s Health Initiative, found that hormone therapy did
not prevent heart disease and, in fact, did more harm than good overall,
this led to a sharp decrease in medication use. However, now a new
theory asserts that estrogens are beneficial if begun immediately after
menopause. In this view, the Women’s Health Initiative did not find benefits, because too many of the experimental subjects were long past the age
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of menopause, so that the damage had already been done; the underlying
idea that menopause creates medical problems is unmodified.
A transcending image of menopause reconsiders the underlying
theory of development implicit in the biomedical model and creates a
model consistent with the scientific evidence. Further, while beyond the
scope of this paper, theories of the psychology and sociocultural aspects
of menopause also exist and the transcending image provides a language
within which these theories can be considered along with the biological.
The transcending image that I have developed, the Lifespan Biological
Model of menopause, views endocrine changes as one aspect of larger life
stages that include psychological, social, and physical aspects; understanding this larger whole illuminates the meaning of endocrine changes.
This is analogous to adolescence, for example, where endocrine changes
are centrally involved, but the transition to becoming a reproductive adult
also involves psychological changes and social definitions and the effects
of the same hormone varies in humans and non-human primates with
their varying life structures.
The Lifespan Biological model (Derry [2002, 2006]) combines a subfield of biology called life history theory with developmental psychology.
Life history theory characterizes species by their species-typical stages
of development. It is “[a] field of biology concerned with the strategy an
organism uses to allocate its energy toward growth, maintenance, reproduction, raising offspring to independence, and avoiding death. For a
mammal, it is the strategy of when to be born, when to be weaned, how
many and what type of pre-reproductive stages of development to pass
through, when to reproduce, and when to die” (Bogin [1999], p. 404). To
understand human experience more fully, we must also draw on lifespan
developmental psychology, that is, the study of human physical, mental,
and social changes over the life span, as they result from the interaction
of organism and environment. Developmentalists study physical capabilities, personality, the intrapsychic world, emotions, intellect, social behavior, social structure, culture, and the physical environment. Symbolic
thought, the characteristics of the social environment, and human flexibility and purpose are taken into account.
The basic thesis is this: Female humans have a life stage of postreproductive, competent, relatively healthy adulthood. It is unusual for a
mammal to have such a life stage, but there is nothing unusual about
humans having unusual life stages. The human life course (i.e., the stages
of development throughout childhood and adolescence and adulthood)
is unique when compared to that of other mammals.
The evidence suggests that menopause is a universal, even unique,
human attribute. While disagreement remains, many biologists, physical
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anthropologists, and others who share a life history perspective assert
that menopause is a universal life stage unique to humans Non-human
primates (i.e., monkeys and apes) sometimes do have a period, during
old age, in which they do not reproduce, which is sometimes cited as
evidence for their having a stage analogous to menopause. Pavelka and
Fedigan (1991) point out, however, that the phenomenon in non-human
primates differs from that in humans in many crucial ways. First, these
non-human primates are typically very old, near the end of the known
life span of their species and at a time when many body systems are in an
advanced state of decline. Only humans stop reproducing approximately
halfway through the known life span and prior to the senescence of other
body systems. Further, menopause is universal in humans, but not in
monkeys and apes. Many species of non-human primates have been
studied; within each species, some individuals do stop reproducing when
they are old, but others remain fertile. Finally, menopause in humans is
characterized by the depletion of ovarian follicles, while non-human primates typically do not deplete follicles. Old non-fertile primates continue
to have menstrual cycles and some who live to the end of the known lifespan of their species ovulate within days of their death.
Human females do not simply use up their follicles. They run out
of follicles because they are genetically programmed to do so. Different
cell types in the body live for different amounts of time. Red blood cells,
for example, live for a matter of months while brain cells must last a lifetime. Each cell type responds to different genetic instructions as to its
normal life span and when it should die. The rate at which follicles selfdestruct is under tight genetic control. Follicles self-destruct throughout
the lifespan, including childhood when levels of reproductive hormones
are low. While many biologists assume that human egg cells simply wear
out after fifty years, perhaps, alternatively, follicles are genetically programmed to live at most fifty years as part of the programming of the
human female body plan.
Life stages are characterized by sociocultural and psychological,
as well as physical changes. What we observe when we look at humans
is that they live in groups that are characterized by a high degree of interdependence. Humans cooperate in practical tasks ranging from childcare
to hunting. Human babies are unusual among mammals in being physically adapted to being cared for by people other than the mother (e.g.,
they are weaned when they are too immature to care for themselves).
Humans also live in a world of symbolic meaning with regard to their
personal and social experiences. Humans form relationships based on
symbolic and cultural meanings. Even defining who is related to whom,
or what are one’s responsibilities to one’s different kin, is only in part a
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matter of genetics and varies from one group to another. Someone must
make and enforce decisions that maintain social meaning and cohesion.
Sex, age, and family position (e.g., being head of a multigenerational
household) are among the categories by which social power is allotted.
We cannot know what life was like for the prehistoric humans.
However, we do know that among modern hunter/gatherers, females in
their fifties and sixties and older are commonly found. They are not
regarded as anomalies or oddities. They are physically healthy and have
typically recognized social roles in which they serve important functions
for their social groups. In some groups, they gather crucial food for
young children. They are repositories of cultural memory. In addition, the
post-reproductive period is often portrayed as one in which social power
is high. Women play a variety of leadership roles, such as deciding who
will marry whom or defining kinship relationships, as well as assigning
practical tasks. In some groups, they have important spiritual positions.
Consistent with the speculation that the post-reproductive period may be
associated with high social power, many psychological theorists assert
that the development of personality during the 40s and 50s involves a
shift toward increased psychological autonomy, concern for the common
good, and differentiation between personal and social realities.

Clinical Depression
ental health professionals define psychological depression as a
mental disorder or disease distinct from normal emotions like sadness. Different subdiagnoses exist, but the most basic diagnosis, “major
depressive episode”, requires experiencing either depressed mood, or loss
of interest or pleasure in most daily activities, along with an additional
three symptoms from a longer list including insomnia, trouble concentrating, and other physical and psychological problems. These symptoms
must be present for at least two weeks, be severe enough to interfere with
functioning, and meet other diagnostic criteria.
Beginning in the late 1950s and early1960s, the hypothesis developed that depression is a brain disease; because of incorrect amounts of
certain neurotransmitters in the brain, especially norepinephrine or serotonin, the connections between individual neurons are abnormal and this
produces the symptoms of depression (see Lacasse and Leo [2005]; Leo
and Lacasse [2008], for a discussion). The cause of this is often attributed
to material causes like genes or the aftereffects of stress, trauma, or other
experiences that “break” the system. Repeated episodes of depression may
become progressively more severe and less responsive to environmental
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triggers because of physiological processes like “kindling”. We have a
reductionist, materialistic, mechanical approach that ignores the primacy
of the psychological and social in what is intrinsically a psychological
experience. It reflects a radical reductionist approach in which the physiology of the brain directly causes psychological states. Many theories of
depression aside from the biomedical one exist, such as psychoanalytic or
cognitive-behavioral. Within the biomedical paradigm, all these theories
would be regarded as either incorrect, or as reflecting or initiating pathological nervous system changes.
This perspective had important practical effects for the treatment of
patients. Treatment with antidepressant medications has often been recommended as a treatment of choice, even if psychotherapy is also included.
The National Committee for Quality Assurance is an organization that
creates treatment standards for health organizations; their guidelines for
depression only create standards for treatment with medications. A 2007
government study found that antidepressants are the most-prescribed
drug in the United States (cited in Leo and Lacasse [2008]). The general
public is not unfamiliar with the ideas that depression is a brain disease
or a medical disorder that involves brain chemicals which are out of
balance and that antidepressants correct this imbalance. However, the
ideas that what distinguishes depression as a problematic condition from
a normal experience is an abnormal brain chemistry and that depression
is a disease are at best hypotheses rather than facts. The idea that depression might be a family of conditions, rather than one condition requiring
individualized assessment is more likely to be overlooked. While antidepressants help some patients, a complete evaluation to determine what
treatment may be best can be lacking, for example when stressful environmental events or coping mechanisms are ignored in favor of symptom
control with medication.
The strength of this paradigm has led to ignoring or underemphasizing conflicting data. For example, it is known that cognitive/behavioral
therapies for depression create physiological changes indistinguishable
from that of antidepressants (e.g., Brody, Saxena, Mandelken et al. [2001]).
Cognitive/behavioral approaches are better than medication at preventing
relapse. Antidepressants are most effective when patients have no additional diagnoses, when psychotherapy is likely to be needed. However,
the most important consequence of the strength of this paradigm has
been the difficulty in refuting it. Evidence has not been found to support
the idea that the amounts of neurotransmitters cause depression. In
response, additional biochemical theories have been created with increasing complexity rather than discounting the original idea. For example
(Maletic et al. [2007]), perhaps several neurobiological abnormalities exist,
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involving key brain structures in the cortex and hippocampus along with
a number of regulatory chemicals. The hypothesis that an underlying
nervous system abnormality explains depression in mechanistic terms is
retained. Antidepressants are still regarded as correcting pathological
changes in brain states by reestablishing the normal amounts of chemicals,
even if these changes are regarded as consequences rather than causes of
depression. Worse, the efficacy of antidepressants has been called into
question. The medication trials are most likely to be published and form
professional opinion when positive results are found. Kirsch et al. (2008)
obtained copies of all studies submitted to the Food and Drug
Administration for approval of certain antidepressants, which included
non-published, as well as published studies and found that many other,
unpublished studies had neutral or negative results and that the efficacy
of antidepressants was marginal when these studies were included in
analyses.
A transcending image of a scientific view of depression considers
nervous system changes, social factors, psychological factors, and the
spirit. Individual neurons exist as part of larger brain structures that have
adaptive purposes and reflect distinctively human functioning. My transcending image of depression begins with the observation that non-human
primates appear to become depressed. Baby monkeys separated from
their mothers have a facial expression which is recognizable as unhappy,
withdrawn socially and become inactive. Depressed humans avoid eye
contact; depressed monkeys curl into a ball. However, depression is not
the initial response of a baby monkey to separation from its mother. First,
it engages in “protest” — angry attempts to call to or otherwise regain its
mother. If the baby is in a social group in which it is adopted, it does not
become depressed. Only after the failure of its attempts to regain either
its mother, or a substitute caretaker does the monkey become depressed.
The typical behavior pattern that results has been called “conservation/
withdrawal”. The first premise of the transcending image is thus that
depression is a mechanism common to humans and non-human primates,
that is called into play when a loss has occurred and there is failure at
repairing the loss — that is, depression is a response to hopelessness
rather than loss.
Humans, like monkeys, can become depressed when an attachment
bond is broken. However, even in monkeys there is more to it. Substitute
caretakers ameliorate depression and a monkey left in a familiar environment is less distressed than one in an unfamiliar environment. We know
that for humans a broad range of conditions are associated with depression. Social stresses, such as worry about a family member, appear most
likely to precipitate depression when associated with hopelessness, rather
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than be due to sheer intensity. Anomie has been linked to likelihood of
suicide. Times of personal transition or change can be associated with
depression, as can loss of meaning, most famously in William James and
his father. A second premise of the transcending image is that hopelessness can result from a variety of breakdowns in what is central to creating
order or meaning. Attachment bonds are one important component of a
cohesive order, especially for infants for whom the mother is central emotionally and practically. However, for humans, adaptation — and therefore order — involves the shared culture and symbolic function. That is,
we have a sense of self integrated with a social context. We can therefore
find vulnerability to depression arising from a broad range of breakdowns in social order and personal meaning. Depression is an experience
of distress that can arise when there is an interruption in the ongoing
activity and the expectation exists that order cannot be restored. Vulnerability to depression is associated with breakdowns in meaning or order.
However, whether the person’s response will be depression will vary
with that person’s coping mechanisms and with many other factors.
Thus, cognitive/behavioral and other approaches to psychotherapy, that
restore meaning or a pathway to action, are effective treatments for depression. Physiological explanations are not inconsistent with this model. In
physiological terms, we could say that a schema within the brain important to meaning or order or coping has broken down or does not exist or
that existing schemata are overloaded, so that the functioning of the brain
may be altered. That is, changes in the functioning of brain structures
may exist. In some cases, the changes might become habitual or unrelated to the environmental occurrences. However, changes reflect the brain
in action as a purposive, functioning organ. In depression, a mechanism
common to non-human primates and humans exists, but in humans the
overall physiological context differs (i.e., the cortex) and therefore the
overall meaning and function of these systems differ. Again, spirituality
is not implied by the model, but is not inconsistent with it. In certain
cultures, as in Mexico, depression is regarded as the person’s soul having
been taken from him. A spiritual loss of meaning can be associated with
depression.

Conclusions
ith regard to the question of the relationships between science and
first-person, subjective experience, the question is not whether
science can explain consciousness or values. Subjectivity is inescapably
present as an independent variable or source of effects when science
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studies humans. The emphasis in biological science on adaptation leads
us back to the symbolic function and interconnectedness since these are
the primary human modes of adaptation. With regard to the multiplicity
of neurons and whether there is something irreducible to physiological
brain states: subjectivity is primary in part because neurons are organized
into levels of organization that are not describable in self-contained,
physiological terms, but in practice require subjective experience and
descriptions of the social and physical environment to understand the
brain in motion as a functioning organ. With regard to whether we are
relational beings or intrinsically part of a community, human functioning,
again, exists within a social context and a context of symbolic meaning.
In order to develop health sciences that are scientifically accurate and
helpful, the reality of human subjectivity organized into a self that is integrated into a social context is required.
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he “Science and Orthodoxy — Research and Education Program” has
taken on an unexpected scope during the last year. To this have contributed to a great extent also the International Year of Astronomy, which
started in Beijing (12-15 October, 2008) with the memorable Templeton
Xiangshan Science Conference “New Vision 400: Engaging Big Questions
in Astronomy and Cosmology Four Hundred Years after the Invention of
the Telescope”. Distinguished, international scholars talked there about
the current state of knowledge on the formation of galaxies and stars (and
what we do not know); key near-term challenges in the intellectual program for astronomy; key technologies that make the future of telescopes
so exciting; the impact of the telescope on human worldviews in the past,
present, and future; Big Questions of humanity left to us to make research
on, including the promise and impact of the discovery of life on other
planets.
This was the context in which in Sibiu — former European Capital
of Culture 2007 — the International Year of Astronomy was inaugurated
between 5 and 8 February, 2009. The special festivities occasioned by the
event and supported by the Town Hall of Sibiu and the National Commission of UNESCO for Romania were followed by a workshop organized
by ADSTR and IASSO.
It was an opportunity for an international debate between science,
art, and religion in South-Eastern Europe. It was attended by scientists,
philosophers, theologians, and sociologists from Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece,
Romania, and Serbia.
The main topics were concerned with possible answers to the “Big
Questions about the Universe”, a matter also approached by Basarab
Nicolescu during a special public lecture.
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There have been a lot of attempts for critical examinations of this
subject from philosophical, theological, and scientific points of view. Such
inter- and trans-disciplinary connections will be beneficial to the society.
The participants also talked about a new program that could be
entitled: “Big Questions about the Universe in the Light of the Dialogue
between Science and Spirituality”.
Shortly after that, there was another important meeting in ClujNapoca, between 21 and 23 May, entitled “Science, Spirituality, Society”,
organized by the Cluj-Napoca pole of ADSTR. It set out to extend the dialogue carried on so far only between science and theology to a vaster field,
that of spirituality, and to deeper analyze the impact of these debates on
society as a whole.
Actually, this is an older goal of ours: to address Romanian society,
kept during almost half a century in the darkness of atheism and lack of
free ideas, and, through Romanian society, to our South-East European
neighbors, with whom we have so much in common: history, culture,
education, suffering, and joys.
The opening session was chaired by Fr. Professor Ioan Chirilã, Dean
of the Faculty of Orthodox Theology in Cluj-Napoca and president of the
Cluj-Napoca pole of ADSTR, who read messages from Professor Ionel
Haiduc, President of the Romanian Academy, from His Eminence Bartolomeu, the Metropolitan of Cluj, Alba, Criºana, and Maramureº, from
Professor Andrei Marga, Rector of the “Babeº-Bolyai” University of ClujNapoca, and from ªerban Ursu, the Secretary-General of the National
Commission of the UNESCO for Romania.
The meeting in Cluj-Napoca started with an international workshop.
The inaugural conference was given by Basarab Nicolescu, honorary member of the Romanian Academy, who presented an extremely
topical issue: “Transdisciplinarity: The Hidden Third, Between the Subject
and the Object”.
It was followed by invited talks given by Christopher Knight (United
Kingdom), Milan Dimitrijević (Serbia) and Goran Djordjević (Serbia).
The second day was dedicated to communications presented by the
Romanian participants. Here are some of the topics of our meeting:
“Critical Realism Revisited: Do We Really Understand the Nature of the
Languages of Science and Theology?” (Christopher Knight); “Astronomy
and the Great Questions about the Universe” (Milan Dimitrijević);
“Multiple Universes and Multiple Reality” (Goran Djordjević); “Reason
and Spirituality in Postmodernity” (Fr. Ioan Chirilã); “Real — Reality:
Transdisciplinary Notations” (Victor Godeanu); “A Transdisciplinary
Perspective on the Concept of Reality” (Gabriel Memelis, Adrian Iosif,
and Dan Rãileanu); “The Concept of Personal Reality and Its Significance
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for the Theology and Science Dialogue” (Dan Chiþoiu, Sorin Mihalache,
and Vlad Enache); “Some Observations on the Concept of Light in the
World’s Spiritual Traditions and in Contemporary Science — Semiotics
and Transdisciplinarity” (Renata Tatomir); “Memory: From Individual to
Society, from Quantum to Cosmos” (Radu Constantinescu, Gelu Cãlina,
and Radu Pasalega); “From Sensible Knowledge to Clerical Knowledge:
Steps of the Normal Evolution of the Human Species” (Florin Munteanu);
“The Qualia-Paradoxes: Three Romanian Personalities Involved in the
Science-Religion Dialogue, 1905-1980 (Nicolae Bulz); “Some Considerations for the Date of Easter Calculation in the Framework of the Dialogue
Between Science and Religion” (Ioan Macri); “The Moral Status of
Persons and the Implications in Bioethics — A Philosophical Perspective”
(Maria Sinaci).
A special moment was the participation of pupils from Cluj-Napoca
through an Art Exhibition organized in cooperation with the School
Inspectorate of the Cluj County: “Science, Religion and the Cultural
Heritage of the World”.
An exceptional event was the launching, in the presence of the
author, of the translation into Romanian of the book The God of Nature:
Incarnation and Contemporary Science by Christopher Knight. This book
is the last volume of a series of more than twenty-five published within
the framework of our Templeton program in the series „Science and
Religion” at the prestigious publishing house Curtea Veche of Bucharest.
Our meeting proved that the dialogue between science and spirituality in general and that between science and Orthodoxy in particular is
still at its beginnings and that we have to develop it even more, both at
home and in the neighboring countries. Romania has now an experience
in this framework which has already borne its fruit.
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